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				The Call of the River

			

			By Michael Williams

			
				Because a name is destiny

				the soul impelled

				by imperative of language

				by the blind direction of heart

				And because the riverbank

				where we stand, half witness

				half part of the current

				is and is not the tidal surge

				There is this vacancy

				we fill with imagining

				the impulse of ancestry

				of place and of nurture

				This gap between dream

				and what we will never be

				bridged by the god’s finger

				the shape of star and season

				until we can say, look there

				out in midstream, where the dark

				breaks and crests the surface of water

				where something we make is making us

				and where the birds of the river

				tilt wings and splinter the water

				and for a moment the current almost means

				what we are supposed to be.
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			Castle Rosethorn was located on a tor overlooking the fertile valley through which ran the Vingaard River. The castle was ancient, dating back to pre-Cataclysm times, modeled after other Solamnic fortresses of the era, although on a more modest scale. But Castle Rosethorn was far different from any other fortress due to the uniqueness of its location and its imaginative design. The castle was considered to possess an almost magical beauty.

			Little is known about the architect, for his name was lost to time. Perhaps he had grown weary of drawing up plans for utilitarian fortresses, or perhaps the name “Rosethorn” and the distinctive location on the tor had fired his imagination.

			He designed the six sides of its outer defensive curtain wall around the natural jutting stone formations of the tor, putting the contours to both aesthetic and practical use. Each of the six points of the battlements featured bastions that jutted out from the curtain wall, which were dubbed the “thorns.” The keep that blossomed from the thorny walls was the “rose.”

			Workmen had spent years delving the moat surrounding the castle out of the solid rock of the tor. The castle could be accessed only by a causeway and drawbridge and prevented sappers from attempting to enter by digging beneath. Those seeking admittance had to pass through two gates to reach the castle and travel along a narrow cobblestone road. The lower gate was guarded by an iron portcullis that permitted entry to the narrow cobblestone road that ran between the cliff face on the right and the interior wall of the curtain wall on the left.

			Known as the “Thorn Gauntlet,” the road climbed as it curved between rock on one side and defensive parapets on the other. A swiftly flowing stream ran down a deep channel cut in the center of the cobblestones.

			The upper gate that guarded the “rose” was located near the top of the curving Thorn Gauntlet. The gate was flanked by the waterfall that fed the stream. Once through the gate, the narrow cobblestone road opened onto an expansive bailey that surrounded the keep.

			The keep itself consisted of the main building and two round towers: the Watch Tower and the Rose Tower. The Watch Tower was short and wide and had no windows. A spiral staircase that wound around the exterior wall led upward to a bud-shaped cap. The Rose Tower was narrower and tapered toward the top. An interior spiral staircase climbed to a narrow balcony that surrounded the base of its ornate spire, which was crafted to look like a newly blooming rose.

			Lord Gregory Rosethorn had climbed the stair of the Rose Tower at dawn, as was often his habit. He liked to look out on the river far below, sparkling in the sunshine and shining on the fields of golden wheat, barley, beans, and oats, as well as lush pasture land. Sheep dotted the grassy hills. Cattle grazed. The smoke of cook fires rose from the village of Ironwood, off in the distance.

			The river meandered among the low hills and shallow valleys and disappeared in the thick forests where the leaves were starting to change with the coming of autumn. The orange leaves of the maples flaunted their beauty among the dark blue-green of the firs and the rich green of the oak. The harvest would soon start. It would be a good one this year.

			Gregory leaned on the railing to gaze out over the fields, which were flooded yearly by the Vingaard River during the winter ice melt, providing fertile soil for the crops. He looked north toward the Habakkuk Mountains and the famed Westgate Pass: the only pass through the mountains to the city of Palanthas.

			The pass was protected by a fortress known as the High Clerist’s Tower. The fortress had been constructed by the founder of Solamnia and the Knighthood—Vinas Solamnus—and had guarded the pass for centuries. It had been abandoned more than three hundred years ago following the Cataclysm, the departure of the gods, and the death of the last High Clerist.

			No one had been interested in taking the cleric’s place, as the Solamnics had no intention of worshipping gods who had abandoned them during their hour of desperate need.

			Gregory looked east toward the Dargaard mountain range. On clear days like today, he could see the peaks from the castle, already capped by snow.

			He was arrested by the sight of a fierce storm brewing in the east. Dark, turbulent clouds boiled in the skies above the mountains. Lightning flickered among them, illuminating the clouds with dread purple beauty. The morning sun rose over the peaks and streamed down on the land of Solamnia, defying the threatened darkness.

			Storms from the east did not often sweep down from the mountains into Solamnia, but now the clouds grew darker. Their enormous, black, lightning-streaked towers rose high into the heavens. Gregory felt the chill east wind ruffle his hair. He smelled rain, and he could now hear the distant rumble of thunder.

			Gregory shivered and not just from the wind. He was overcome with a sense of foreboding. He shook his head, deriding himself. He was a knight of Solamnia, not a child to be frightened of crackling lightning and roaring thunder. Yet he could not banish the feeling. He watched the approaching storm and saw in his mind dark armies rolling unchallenged over the land.

			He could not pray to the gods to save his country, as knights had prayed to the gods in days long gone by, for now there were no gods to answer. Yet he waited for a sign that would give him hope. He waited for the sun to grow brighter and stronger and banish the darkness.

			The clouds massed and then thundered down the peaks of the mountains and devoured the sun. The dawn died, banished by what seemed a new night.

			Gregory defied the storm and remained on the ramparts, nurturing his hope until a bolt of lightning struck so close he could hear it sizzle and smell the brimstone. The thunder shook the castle walls, and the rain pelted down on his head, thoroughly soaking him.

			At last driven from the ramparts, he walked slowly down the tower stairs, trying to shake the feeling of dread from his heart as he shook the water from his long hair, for today was his beloved daughter’s Day of Life Gift.

			Gregory was determined to think only of her.

			“The dark clouds will pass,” he said to himself. “Storms that strike this early in the morning rarely last past noon. The sun will shine on her special day.”

			But when he stopped at a tower window and looked to the east, all he saw was darkness.
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			Destina Rosethorn was a child of destiny.

			She was born in the year 337 ac, and she came by her name when her mother, Atieno, read the omens and told her father, Knight of the Crown Gregory Rosethorn, that his child would shape the destiny of nations.

			Gregory was loyal to the Measure, as were all true Solamnic knights, and he did not believe in omens, for they implied that man had no control over his own fate. Given that his son would be the scion of a wealthy and influential Knight of the Crown, Gregory did not need an omen to foretell the future. He chose the name Destin, which means “destiny,” and gave Atieno a pair of golden earrings in the shape of crowns to mark the occasion.

			Gregory was therefore understandably surprised when the child who was to shape the destiny of nations turned out to be a girl.

			Atieno had known from the omens that she would bear a daughter, but she had withheld that knowledge from her husband. Among her people, female children were trained as warriors to fight alongside the men, for their tribe was small, and if it was attacked, everyone must come to its defense. But her husband was Solamnic, and while women were trained to fight in the defense of the home, they could not become knights or inherit property without a special dispensation. Atieno loved her husband with all her heart. She would have done anything to please him except the one thing over which she had no control: she had not been able to give him a son to carry on the family name and traditions.

			Atieno need not have worried, however. Gregory loved his daughter from the moment she drew her first breath, and he decided to name her Destina, for as he said: “She is destined to be her father’s salvation.”

			He had meant nothing by it except that, unlike a son, a daughter would be there to comfort and care for him when his hair grew gray and his sight grew dim. So he often teased Destina. She would come to hear those words differently, however, and they would come to haunt her.

			Gregory had anticipated that sons would still come to him to bear the family name, inherit Castle Rosethorn, and continue the Rosethorn line, but they did not. The next child was a boy who died at birth, and no more children came after. Yet if Gregory was disappointed, he never revealed it to his daughter.

			As was typical of many Solamnic knights, Gregory raised his daughter as he would have raised his son, for Solamnic history was rife with tales of valiant women who had held the keep after their menfolk had fallen. He taught Destina to ride and hunt and fight with sword and shield. He took her with him mounted on the front of his horse when she was small. He educated her, taught her to read and write and cipher. He told her the legends of all the great knights of old. Destina’s favorite was the legend of Huma Dragonbane.

			She would often imagine she was the famous knight and enlivened her sword practice by battling mythical dragons with famed dragonlances, forged of magical dragon metal and given to Huma when he rode his dragon into battle against the Queen of Darkness. Destina’s dragonlance was forged of a broom handle, and her small pony played the role of dragon. She pictured herself as Huma’s squire, heroically fighting at his side when all the other cowards had abandoned him.

			Destina had been devastated to learn at the age of eight that women were not permitted under the Measure to become knights. She had railed against this prohibition to her father.

			“Why can’t women become knights, Papa? It is not fair! I can run faster and ride better than any boy. I can fight, too! I always beat Berthel when we are playing knights and goblins.”

			“And his parents were none too pleased that you gave him a bloody nose and split lip,” said Gregory, smiling. “I do not necessarily agree with the Measure in this. Your mother is a skilled warrior and could probably best any knight in the field.”

			“The Measure is wrong, Papa,” said Destina. “When I grow up, I will change it.”

			“I hope you do,” said Gregory. “But you will have other duties and responsibilities that are far more important than becoming a knight.”

			“What are those, Papa?” Destina asked.

			“You will be the Lady of Castle Rosethorn,” said her father.

			Destina had never given much thought to inheriting her father’s legacy until her father had said those words, but she had heard the pride in his voice. From that moment, her plans and dreams shifted. She would become the Lady of Castle Rosethorn and be honored and renowned throughout the land.

			But plans change and dreams die when faced with harsh reality.

			Atieno foresaw the coming downturn in their fortunes in the omens, but she did not tell her husband. He can do nothing to change it, she said to herself. And it will only worry him.

			If Gregory Rosethorn had believed in the gods, he might have said they had turned against Solamnia. Drought wiped out the harvest one year. Floods destroyed the crops for the next two years in a row and killed countless numbers of people. The nation had not known such hard times since the Cataclysm.

			Gregory was responsible for his tenants. He forgave them the rents they could not pay and made certain they had food and shelter. But some died, and some gave up and left. Within a space of three years, Gregory Rosethorn had lost a great deal of his wealth and was left with only enough to support his family and maintain Castle Rosethorn, which played an important role in the defense of Solamnia.

			He had to give up plans for expanding the castle and making the extensive repairs it needed. He had to reduce the number of servants and men-at-arms. But he made certain he had put aside money for his daughter’s dowry. Destina was the joy of his life, and he was determined she would marry well.

			At the age of fifteen, Destina was reputed to be the most beautiful young woman in all of Vingaard province. She had inherited her mother’s Ergothian beauty, and in a land of pale, washed-out, blue-eyed people, Destina was notable for her burnished brown skin, black hair, black eyes, and flame-dusted cheeks.

			Destina thought little of her looks. The Measure stated that true beauty lay in the mind, not the face. She prided herself on being intelligent, resolute, bold, and decisive. She knew about her father’s financial problems, and she grieved for him, because she saw the toll his troubles were taking on him. He would spend hours in his library, not reading the books he loved but working on accounts or meeting with his attorney.

			Destina determined to ease his burdens. She felt herself, as the future Lady of Castle Rosethorn, to be responsible for the estate. She would marry her childhood friend, Berthel Berthelboch, the son of the wealthiest merchant in the Vingaard province. She would restore the legacy of the Rosethorns.

			Berthel was sixteen, handsome, rich, and in love with Destina. She was a year younger, and the two had played together since childhood, for his parents took care to cultivate their relationship with the Rosethorn family. Berthel’s father was mayor of the city of Ironwood and was now hoping to ally himself with a family of noble birth to enhance their social standing.

			The Berthelbochs had proposed the marriage to Gregory only yesterday, the day before Destina’s Day of Life Gift celebration. Destina knew about the proposal, for Berthel had told her. She had been waiting all morning for her father to confer with her about it.

			Destina was in her bedchamber, admiring the new gown that she would wear tonight at the celebration dinner. The dress was white velvet, as became a maiden, trimmed with a rose motif stitched in crimson. The gown’s bodice was tight-fitting and settled over her curves like cream, coming to a point at the waist then flaring out into a long, flowing skirt.

			A storm had wakened her at dawn, and it continued to rage through midmorning. Hail rattled against the lead windowpanes and thunder boomed. Destina had never been afraid of storms, and she did not pay much heed to this one, except to hope it would end soon and not spoil her party.

			A tapping on her door drew her attention from her dress.

			“Please, mistress,” said a servant with a curtsy, “your father asks that you join him in his library.”

			Destina smoothed her dress and tied a ribbon around her long, thick braid of black hair. Her father liked her to look well, and she liked seeing his usually grave face brighten with a smile whenever he saw her. She ran down the stairs from her turret room near the top of the castle to the library that was on the ground floor.

			Gregory termed the library “the Rosethorn treasure vault” not only for the fact that books were rare and costly but, most important, for the knowledge contained within them.

			The library and its collection dated back to the first lord of Castle Rosethorn, and lords and ladies down through the ages had added to it. The Rosethorn library housed the thirty-seven volumes of the Measure—the extensive set of laws compiled from the writings of the founder of the knights, Vinas Solumnus—plus those books that indexed and cross-indexed all the material so that scholars could readily find a particular reference. The library also contained books on the history of Solamnia: copies of original books that were housed in the Great Library of Palanthas.

			Gregory was a student of history. He would spend many happy hours sitting at his desk or in front of the fire reading without fear of interruption—for he did not permit the servants to clean, not wanting to risk damage to his books. He laid the fire himself, dusted the books, and swept the floor himself.

			Destina loved the library with its heavy oaken desk, thick rugs, and cavernous fireplace with the dragon-shaped andirons. She reveled in the silence and the cool, shadowy darkness, for Gregory always kept the heavy velvet curtains over the mullioned windows closed to prevent the bright sunlight from fading the rugs and tapestries and the covers of the books.

			When she was little, Gregory would sit in his high-backed chair by the fire, take Destina onto his lap, and read her books about Vinas Solamnus and the Rose Rebellion or about Huma Dragonbane and his fight against the Queen of Darkness. She sometimes fell asleep in his arms, and then he would carry her to her bed and leave her to dream about knights in armor riding dragons into battle.

			But those dreams were gone now, replaced by new ones. She was to be the savior of the legacy of the Rosethorns.

			Gregory always kept the door to the library closed, so he would not be disturbed. Destina knocked and then opened the door. He was reading as she entered, and she walked softly so as not to interrupt him and stood at the end of his desk in silence until he reached a stopping place.

			She was excited on her special day, looking forward to wearing her new gown, sitting at the table with the adults, and eager to see what wonderful present her father would give her.

			Gregory marked his place in the book with a ribbon, closed it, and greeted her with a smile. Rising to his feet, he came out from behind the desk, kissed her, and wished her joy of her special day.

			“Your hair is wet, Papa,” said Destina, scolding him. “Have you been outside in the storm? You will catch your death of cold.”

			“I never take cold, my dear,” said Gregory. “Please sit down, Destina. I have a matter of importance to discuss with you.”

			Destina shifted one of the ornately carved, high-backed wooden chairs over to the edge of the desk and sat down opposite her father. She folded her hands in her lap and waited with outward composure, though inwardly she was proud and pleased that her father was speaking to her as a grown-up woman.

			“Berthel Berthelboch has made an offer for your hand in marriage, Daughter,” said her father. “That is, his father has made the offer since his son is only sixteen. His father states in his letter that Berthel asked you to marry him and that you accepted him. Is this true, Destina?”

			“It is, Papa,” said Destina.

			She smiled to remember Berthel’s proposal. He had been so flushed and stammering that Destina had ruined the solemn moment by laughing and had basically proposed to him. She did not, of course, mention that to her father.

			Gregory was troubled enough as it was. “Choosing the person with whom you will spend the rest of your life is the most important decision you will ever make. You need to give this matter serious consideration. I know of no harm in Berthel, but he is not your equal either in birth or education. He is not trained in arms or in combat. He knows nothing of the Measure or the Oath. He is ignorant of history. He can scarcely read and write. Do you consider him a proper candidate for a husband, Destina? Do you love him?”

			“Berthel is fun and good-natured. I have known him for years. He and I get along well together, and I cannot fault him for liking to go hunting with his friends,” Destina replied, evading the question of love.

			Some women cannot afford love, she might have said to her father, but she knew the words would hurt him deeply, so she did not say them. She was being practical, doing what was needed. Poets made too much of love anyway, she reflected.

			Gregory was regarding her gravely. “I worry about the vast gulf between the two of you, Destina. The Measure says: ‘A married couple shall stand together as a strong bulwark against the world.’ ”

			“And you fear there are chinks in Berthel’s bulwark,” said Destina, teasing.

			“Marriage is a serious matter, Destina,” said Gregory.

			“I know that, Papa,” she said. “And at least Bertie’s mother does not see the future in the teacups.”

			Destina knew the moment she spoke the words she’d made a mistake. Her father’s eyes narrowed.

			“I trust I did not just hear you speak disrespectfully of your mother, especially on the day she gave you life!”

			“I am sorry, Papa,” said Destina contritely. “I love and respect Mama. I truly do. But she is so…different.”

			Destina sighed. He would never understand.

			She did not know many girls her age. As the daughter of the Lord of Castle Rosethorn, she had her own duties and responsibilities that kept her apart from her neighbors. But those times when she did have a chance to be around other young women, she found that they, like her, considered their mothers to be a constant source of embarrassment.

			One girl’s noble lady mother was fond of cooking and would join the servants in the kitchen on baking day, much to her daughter’s chagrin. Another girl’s mother washed her own stockings, and another scandalized her daughter by going out with the workers in the fields during the harvest.

			Destina felt she had good reason to be more aggrieved. At least other mothers were Solamnic by birth. Atieno came from a warrior tribe in Ergoth. She looked different, and she acted different.

			She had taught herself the Solamnic language and read and studied all thirty-seven volumes of the Measure when very few Solamnic knights could say the same. But she also kept up the ways of her people and brewed potions and concocted charms and saw visions of the future in tea leaves and would do so for anyone, mortifying her daughter.

			“I meant no disrespect to Mama. I spoke without thinking.”

			He continued to look grave, and she quickly shifted the topic back to her marriage. “I do know what I am doing, Papa. As you say, there is no harm in Berthel. His family’s wealth will be a welcome addition to our own.”

			“You mention nothing about loving him,” said Gregory. “I would not have you go through life without knowing what it is to love someone as dearly as I love your mother. You know the story of how we met.”

			Destina knew the story. She had heard it many times, and she never grew tired of it. She hoped to cheer her father, turn his thoughts away from Berthel for the time being. Gregory always gave in to her wishes. She just needed a little more time.

			“Mama was the most beautiful woman you had ever seen. You saved her life…”

			“And she blessed mine,” said Gregory. “I was seventeen and on my knightly quest. I came upon a battle between warring factions of her people. I saw your mother among the warriors, taking part in the battle. Her proud beauty and her courage pierced my heart. She slipped and fell, and one of the bastards tried to drag her off. She fought him and he struck her a savage blow. I was enraged. I killed her attacker and then cradled her in my arms.

			“She looked at me, and though we could not understand each other’s spoken language, we understood the language in our hearts. She took me to meet her parents and we stood together, hand-in-hand, making it clear to her father that we wanted to be together.

			“He gave his permission and we were wed soon after. I remember little of the wedding,” said Gregory. “The days seemed filled with laughter and love.

			“Our journey home took over a month. Your mother would not permit us to travel unless the omens said that the road was safe. Perhaps those spoke truly, for we never met with any danger. I taught her to speak my language. She tried to teach me to speak hers, but I have no ear for languages, and she would laugh at my clumsy attempts. Instead, she taught me to understand the language of nature. She made me hear birdsong and listen to the whisperings of the trees. She opened my eyes to the beauty of the world.

			“I brought her home and proudly introduced her to my parents. I saw their eyes narrow, their faces grow cold and stern. Their expressions darkened with disapproval. They were at least polite enough to say nothing to Atieno. I still bear the scars from the cruel words they said to me. They urged me to end the marriage. Since I had not been married in a proper Solamnic ceremony, the marriage did not count. They would find lawyers to arrange it.

			“I made it clear to them that if they wanted to hold their first grandchild, they would welcome my wife as an honored member of the family.

			“They permitted us to live with them here, but they could never accept your mother. When she spoke of what she saw in her omens, my father would grow outraged and quote the passages where the Measure says that the belief in omens and signs and portents is wicked, for such things take away man’s free will.”

			Gregory smiled. “I remember one night at dinner he told her that the Measure says a man should not place his faith in false gods who appear to us in a pleasing shape to tempt us to ruin.

			“ ‘Then your own gods must be false,’ Atieno told him. ‘The Measure tells us that the knights once relied on prayers to the gods to heal the sick. Now you must summon a useless man who claims he has learned how to heal from books. What do books know of healing? What happened to the gods of the knights? Where did they go? Did you misplace them? Did they abandon you?’

			“My father was outraged. His face grew red. His mustaches quivered so that I thought they would fall off. He could not answer her, and he stomped out of the room.”

			Gregory smoothed his own long mustaches—the hallmark of the Solamnic knight since the time of Vinus Solamnus. Many knights went clean-shaven these days, claiming the long, droopy mustaches were out of fashion, but Gregory wore his with pride.

			“Why do you think the gods left us, Papa?” Destina asked.

			She loved these talks with her father, for she felt he shared his thoughts with her as an adult. She loved sitting with him in the library, shut away from the rest of the world, discussing learned subjects. She forgot about the marriage in her pleasure in being with him.

			“Your mother and I have talked over this question many times,” said Gregory. “She does not think the gods left us, but that they are still here for those who seek them out. I think the gods left because they are testing us, much as we test young squires to make certain they are prepared to take up the mantle of the knighthood.”

			“I agree with you, Papa,” said Destina. “Mama talks of a god who lives in the forest or something like that. But I am not a child to believe in such things.”

			“And what does Berthel think about faith and religion, Destina? Have you discussed such important matters with him?” Gregory asked mildly.

			Destina bit her lip. She now saw the trap her father had laid for her, but only because she was caught in it. A dutiful daughter would have held her tongue and meekly agreed that her father knew best, and she would abide by his judgment. Yet an angry storm, like the storm of this morning, raged inside of Destina and burst out before she could stop it.

			“What would you have me do, Papa?” she cried. “I am a woman. I cannot go on knightly quests to find my happiness! Women must find our happiness as best we can, make do with what we have. And Berthel is what I have. He is all I have. Face facts, Papa. Eligible young men of noble blood are not exactly battering down the walls of the castle to ask for my hand in marriage!”

			Destina swallowed. Gregory said nothing, and Destina hardly dared look at him, fearing he was so angry he could not speak. When she finally raised her eyes, she saw him regarding her with sorrow.

			“Forgive me, Destina,” he said. “I have failed you. I will have my attorney draw up the marriage contract.”

			“Berthel and I get along well,” said Destina, seeking to comfort him. “I will be content.”

			He nodded absently. “You must make me a promise. According to the law, you will be free to marry when you are eighteen, but the law does not permit either a man or a woman to inherit property until they are of legal age at twenty-one. Promise me you and Berthel will wait until you are twenty-one.”

			“I promise, Papa,” said Destina. “But why should I wait?”

			“I could say the additional years will give Berthel time to grow into a better man,” said Gregory dryly. “But, in truth, I plan to secure your future, and you must be of legal age to sign contracts and make other business arrangements. Since Berthel is a year older, he could make decisions as your husband, and you would have no say in them.”

			“I understand. And how will you secure my future, Papa?” Destina asked.

			“All in good time, Destina,” said her father, smiling. “What are your plans after you are married?”

			Destina’s plan was to use her future husband’s wealth to restore and repair Castle Rosethorn, but she knew mentioning that would upset her father. “We will live here with you and Mama. Berthel will ride into Ironwood to work for his parents, and I will continue with my duties and learn to be the lady of the manor. You have promised to teach me how to manage the accounts.”

			“So I did,” said Gregory. “Someday, when you are older. For now, will you agree to my terms?”

			“Very well, Papa. I will wait. Have you told Mama about the marriage?”

			“I spoke to her before I summoned you.”

			“What did she say?” Destina asked. “Was she upset? She does not like the Berthelbochs.”

			“She brushed it off. She saw an omen that the marriage would never happen.”

			Destina sighed. “I hope Mama does not say anything about omens tonight at dinner with our guests.”

			“The talk at dinner will be of politics and the upcoming vote for Grand Master,” said Gregory. “Since such discussions always end in shouting, I would much rather talk about omens.”

			He rose to his feet, and Destina knew it was time to leave him to his studies.

			“I am eager to see my gift, Papa,” she said as he accompanied her to the door. “Will you give it to me at dinner?”

			“Who says I have a gift for you?” Gregory asked, teasing. Then he relented and said, “Your mother plans a private celebration. I will give you your gift then.”

			He held the door for her and stood gazing at her with tenderness and love and a strange, deep, underlying sorrow.

			“My blessing on you, Daughter.” Gregory kissed her on the forehead, then went back to his desk and his reading.

			Destina shut the door quietly and stood outside it. She had never seen her father so downcast. She told herself he was simply disturbed by this proposed marriage. Like most fathers, he would never think any man worthy of his beloved daughter. But she knew him well, and she had the feeling that this sorrow extended far deeper than worry over the deficiencies of his future son-in-law. She assumed those worries were over money.

			Yet Destina was pleased with her choice. She was not a romantic to believe in happily-ever-afters. Few people among the Solamnic nobility married for love. For them, marriage was a business deal: wealthy merchants like the Berthelbochs traded money for titles. Berthel was handsome and congenial and well-liked. Many young women in Ironwood were jealous of Destina. And if Berthel wanted to spend all his time hunting, at least he would not be around to interfere with her plans.

			Destina joined her father and mother in the solar after the midday meal. The solar was the most pleasant room in the castle, for the afternoon sun shone through the numerous windows, lighting it and filling it with warmth.

			The storm had at last abated. Atieno had opened the windows, and the rain-washed air was sweet and refreshing.

			Atieno was in particularly good spirits. Among her people, a girl attained womanhood at the age of fifteen.

			Gregory joined them, bearing a wooden box containing his gift. He grew more cheerful, as he always did when he was in his wife’s presence. He kissed her and wished her joy of the day she had given him his daughter, his happiness.

			“What is my gift, Mama?” Destina asked.

			Atieno presented Destina with a golden chain.

			“Gold for the sun, for the sheaf of wheat, for the leaves in autumn,” said Atieno. “Gold for the goddess of the yellow star.”

			Destina was not to be lured into more discussion of gods that did not exist. She hung the chain around her neck and thanked her mother.

			Gregory presented his daughter with his gift: a silver chalice decorated with a kingfisher motif. The kingfisher bird, with its bright blue-sky and orange-fire plumage, had been chosen as the mascot for the knights by Vinus Solamnus. The kingfisher symbolized courage and hope, for it was said that on the day of the creation of the world, the bold kingfisher was the first bird who dared to take flight.

			“For your hope chest, Daughter,” said Gregory.

			“Papa, thank you! This is beautiful.” Destina flung her arms around her father’s neck and kissed him.

			Gregory embraced her and then poured wine for himself and his wife to celebrate.

			“Please, Papa, just a little for me in my new chalice?” Destina begged. “After all, Mama says that I am a woman today.”

			She held out the chalice, and Gregory poured several swallows of red wine from the pitcher into the cup. Gregory and Atieno drank a toast to their daughter. Destina replied with thanks to her parents for giving her life and sipped the wine, admiring the chalice as she did so, turning it around and around in her hand. When she had finished, she handed the cup to her mother.

			“You must tell my future in the dregs, Mama,” Destina said. “Tell Papa I am going to be happy with Bertie.”

			Atieno frowned and exchanged glances with her husband.

			“I spoke to her,” said Gregory. “She is determined. But she has promised to wait until she is twenty-one.”

			Atieno shrugged. “The omen says it will not happen.”

			“Look again, Mama, please,” said Destina. “Perhaps you made a mistake.”

			Atieno gazed into the chalice where the lees had sunk to the bottom.

			“What do you see, Mama?” Destina asked. “Are Bertie and I going to have sixteen children?”

			To her astonishment, Atieno gave a cry of horror and flung the chalice away from her. The silver cup hit the stone floor with a resounding clang and rolled beneath a table.

			Atieno made a warding gesture with her hand and muttered a few words that Destina did not understand and presumed were what her mother termed “magic.” Atieno then jumped from her chair and ran from the room.

			Gregory stared after her in concern. “What is wrong with your mother? What did she say?”

			“It seems Mama saw a bad omen in the dregs, and I believe she spoke a magic charm to ward off evil. It has nothing to do with Berthel, Papa, so don’t look so severe.”

			“What was the omen about, then?” Gregory asked.

			“I…um…couldn’t really understand her,” said Destina, uncomfortable talking about it. “I will go speak to her.”

			She went in search of her mother and found Atieno in her bedchamber, bundled in a fur-lined cloak, huddled in a chair. The sun shone through the barred windows. The day was unusually mild for early autumn, and the room was stiflingly hot, for the servants had built a roaring fire. Atieno came from a warm clime and had never grown used to the Solamnic cold.

			Destina gazed at her and thought of the story her father had told about meeting her and falling in love with her at first sight. Destina understood why he had done so. She knew she herself was pretty; she had only to look at her reflection in a burnished steel mirror to know that. But her mother was beautiful.

			Atieno was not certain of her age in the Solamnic calendar, for her people counted the passage of time differently than the Solamnics. Gregory was thirty-two, and Atieno was likely close to that. Yet she looked so young that people often took her for Destina’s sister instead of her mother.

			Today Atieno wore her coil of sleek black hair bundled in a jeweled net at the back of her head. Her black eyes were large and sometimes as sharp and piercing as the eyes of a hawk and sometimes dream-laden and luminous. She never rubbed berry balm on her lips or cheeks to redden them as some women did, nor did she need to dab her long lashes with soot to enhance her eyes.

			Her gown was crimson and cut in the style that was the fashion among Solamnic women, sleek and smooth silk velvet; trimmed with fanciful embroidery and with long, tight sleeves and a long, trailing train.

			Atieno gazed out the window at the bright blue sky above and burnished orange leaves below.

			“Come look at the lovely colors, Destina. They are the colors of the kingfisher. Blue above and orange beneath.”

			Destina was not interested in kingfishers or the colors of autumn. The Measure prohibited the belief in omens and portents, and Destina tried to obey, but she had so many questions and not one of the thirty-seven volumes of the Measure could answer them.

			Atieno seemed to take such comfort from her omens and her signs and her portents that Destina longed to feel the same assurance, the same serene acceptance. She had not dared to tell her father, but she had once begged her mother to teach her to read the omens, hoping to find explanations for the inexplicable. Atieno had disappointed her.

			“The omens come unbidden, Destina,” Atieno had told her. “You must learn to see with your heart and not your eyes.”

			“Mama, that makes no sense,” Destina had said, exasperated.

			“Sense is for the senseless,” Atieno had replied, and Destina had given up.

			Atieno continued to gaze out the window. Destina saw tears on her mother’s cheeks, and she grew even more frightened. Destina had never in her life seen her mother cry.

			“Mama, what did you see in the dregs?” Destina demanded.

			“How can we face what is coming?” Atieno asked. “How can we bear it?”

			She turned to Destina and said softly, “My poor child…”

			Destina took refuge in the Measure. “Mama, remember what the Measure says: ‘Paladine forges the sword, but man chooses how to wield it.’ That means each person is responsible for what he or she does in this life. The Measure also warns: ‘Trust not the soothsayer, for his words are lies to snare the unwary.’ ”

			“And my people say: ‘The wolf is born to kill. The sheep is born to be killed,’ ” Atieno said, fixing her with shimmering dark eyes.

			“Mama, please tell me what you saw in the chalice!” Destina said desperately.

			“Bring the chalice to me,” said Atieno. “I will show you.”

			Destina hurried to the solar to fetch the chalice. She had to get down on her hands and knees to retrieve it. She returned to her mother and held it out to her.

			Atieno recoiled, refusing to touch it.

			“Look into it, Daughter, and tell me what you see.”

			“Mother, you know I never see anything except dregs,” Destina protested.

			“If you want to see, look!” Atieno insisted.

			Destina sighed and peered into the cup, and this time she saw that the dregs had formed a recognizable pattern. She laughed and said before she thought, “Isn’t that funny, Mama. The lees are in the shape of a dragon. See, here is the tail and the head and the wings…”

			She heard a strangled gasp and looked up at her mother. The blood had drained from Atieno’s face and lips, leaving her brown skin gray and leaden. “You saw the dragon! The same omen. I hoped I might be wrong, but you confirm it!”

			“Mama, you are frightening me,” said Destina. “I saw the shape of a dragon. These are nothing but lees, the dregs, dead yeast. Here, I will show you!”

			She dipped her index finger into the chalice and ran it around the inside. The dragon disappeared, staining her finger red. Destina lifted her finger to show her mother.

			“There, Mama. You need not worry. The dead yeast is gone and so is the dragon.”

			Atieno stared in horror at the red blotch on Destina’s finger. She sank into a chair, looking so ill that Destina shouted for her father.

			“My beloved, what is wrong?” he asked as he entered. He looked at Destina. “What happened?”

			“I asked her about the bad omen in the chalice. Mama said she saw a dragon in the lees,” said Destina.

			“A dragon?” Gregory repeated, his voice hollow. “You saw a dragon?”

			Atieno ran to him and embraced him, holding him tightly.

			“Do not go to the tower, my love!” she pleaded. “Do not go!”

			“What tower?” Gregory asked.

			In answer, Atieno cast a frightened look outside the window. Gregory followed her gaze. The tall spire of High Clerist’s Tower could be seen in the distance. He gave a strained smile.

			“My dearest wife, the tower has been abandoned for hundreds of years. I have no reason to go there. You need not worry.”

			Atieno kissed him, then drew back from him. “The day is fine. You and Destina should walk outside in the fresh air.”

			“You are upset. I do not want to leave you alone,” said Gregory. “Will you be all right?”

			“No,” said Atieno, regarding him with dark, shimmering eyes. “But I will make do. Please go now.”

			She closed the curtains, blotting out the sun.

			“Put on your cloak, Destina,” said Gregory. “Your mother is right. We will walk upon the ramparts and enjoy the sunshine.”
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			Destina wrapped her cloak around her shoulders and climbed the stairs alongside her father to the Rose Tower ramparts.

			The two walked on in silence. The wind was chill with the coming of winter. Gregory glanced at Destina often, as though trying to make up his mind to speak or not. Destina noticed his discomfort.

			“Please, tell me what is troubling you, Papa. I hope you are not upset with me.”

			“Quite the contrary,” said Gregory. “I have another gift for you. I met with my attorney, William Bolland, to draw up my will—”

			“Your will!” Destina clutched at him in terror. “Papa, what are you saying?”

			“Only that I am mortal, as are all men, and I must take responsibility for my family should something happen to me,” said Gregory, giving her a reassuring smile. “I plan to live for a long time, Destina. Do not fear. This is what I meant this morning by securing your future.”

			Destina was able to breathe again.

			“I have made my will declaring that if I die, you are to inherit everything when you reach your majority at twenty-one. William Bolland will draw it up and keep copies of it and the marriage contract. Your mother and I have agreed that you should be the landowner in the event of my death.”

			Destina was overwhelmed with pleasure and pride to know her father trusted her enough to bequeath Castle Rosethorn to her care. He might well have left it to his brother, Uncle Vincent.

			“I thank you more than I can say, Papa,” Destina said, her voice choked.

			“Your grandfather believed women should not inherit land and put it in his will that if I died without a will declaring my wishes, your uncle, Vincent, would inherit the land. As it is, my will and testament now supersede your grandfather’s. Do you understand?”

			“I think so,” said Destina. “Will Uncle Vincent be upset if I inherit?”

			“Your uncle’s wife brought him her own wealth, and our father made him a gift of land, so he is a rich man in his own right,” said Gregory. “I have spoken to him and told him what I intend. He is fond of you and thinks that you will do well.”

			Destina was pleased with his praise.

			“The Berthelbochs are worthy people, but they know nothing of managing such extensive holdings. They know nothing of the duties and responsibilities of a nobleman as required by the Oath and the Measure. I have taught you this as I would have taught a son, Destina. I know I can count upon you to care for our tenants, who are dependent on us.”

			“I will study even harder now,” said Destina. “I will make you proud of me, Papa.”

			“You already do,” said Gregory. “You cannot be a knight, Destina, but if something were to happen to me, you can and will be the Lady of Castle Rosethorn. You will keep the Rosethorn name and carry on the family legacy. The Rosethorns built Castle Rosethorn during the reign of the Kingpriest. They built it strong, to last throughout time. Our castle withstood the Cataclysm, when the gods hurled the fiery mountain down on Krynn in anger at the arrogance of the Kingpriest. Many others were destroyed, but Castle Rosethorn stood, and we were able to provide shelter to those who turned to us in despair. We opened our doors and gave freely of what we had.

			“The gods may have left, but we remained true to the Oath and the Measure. Particularly the oath the knights take: Est sularus oth mithas. ‘My honor is my life.’ Too many knights these days rely only upon the Measure. They have forgotten or no longer care about honor.”

			He paused in their walk and turned to look at the High Clerist’s Tower, standing guard over the Westgate Pass, protecting the road that led to Solamnia’s capital, the city of Palanthas.

			His expression grew troubled. “I will be leaving tomorrow for Palanthas in company with Lord Marcus and Lord Reginald. I hope to address the Knight’s Grand Circle.”

			“What about, Papa?”

			“Lord Marcus and Lord Reginald have returned from their travels in the east and they bring disturbing reports of bands of goblins, ogres, and evil men attacking and burning cities.”

			“You always said we were never to fear such low, cowardly creatures as goblins and ogres, Papa,” said Destina dismissively. “If a knight so much as rattles his sword at a goblin, the creature will shriek and run away.”

			“So it has been in the past, but not now,” said Gregory. “Marcus and Reginald believe that a dark and powerful foe is gathering strength in the Plains of Neraka and driving these attacks. There is purpose and intelligence behind them.”

			“What makes them think that?” Destina asked.

			“Usually marauding goblins and ogres strike a town, loot it, and run off with their spoils. These armies strike a town, occupy it, fortify it, then move on to take the next one. They are amassing vast amounts of territory, and they are slowly and steadily advancing west, toward Solamnia.”

			Destina felt a qualm of fear. If there was war, her father would have to fight! Perhaps this was why he had been talking of wills and inheritance. “What are you saying, Papa? Will Mama’s omen come true? I saw the dragon myself!”

			“I did not mean to worry you,” said Gregory. “I have a daunting task ahead of me. In a few days, I will be traveling to Palanthas to report what their lordships have learned to the Grand Circle. They asked me to speak since I hold a certain amount of influence. I must try to make the Circle understand that now is the time for the knighthood to band together, strengthen our fortifications, and raise armies to face the darkness I fear is coming. We should not waste time and resources fighting political battles with each other.”

			Gregory paused, then added almost to himself, “I am afraid no one will heed my warnings, but I must try.”

			“How long will you be gone?”

			“The Grand Circle meets in a fortnight,” said Gregory. “I will return as soon as it is over. Sooner, if no one listens to me.”

			“They will listen, Papa. Do not worry. I will study the Measure diligently to learn my duty as lady of the castle, even though I am not a knight.”

			Gregory regarded his daughter with affection. “The Measure says: ‘A true knight’s worth springs from the beating heart.’ Note that it does not delineate between a man’s heart and a woman’s. And now our guests will be arriving, and you must wear your new gown. Your mother’s gift looks well on you.”

			Destina fingered the golden chain. “She said it is gold for some goddess of the yellow star. Did you ever hear of such a god?”

			“No, but mother is much more learned in such things than I am. Are you certain you want to go through with this betrothal, Destina?” Gregory asked as they walked down the stairs that led from the ramparts. “You can yet change your mind.”

			“I am certain, Papa,” said Destina. “I have my future planned out, and this marriage is the first step.”

			A smattering of dead yeast was not going change that!
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			Gregory closely observed Berthel during the dinner celebrating Destina’s birthday. He supposed the young man could be considered handsome by modern standards with his long, curly, brown hair and clean-shaven face flushed with the good spirits of youth and perhaps some embarrassment at being in the presence of his future father-in-law.

			Berthel was attentive and respectful of Destina, and he was clearly in love with her. He could not take his eyes from her the entire time they were eating. But he also talked a good deal about hunting and spent most of the meal describing how he had tracked and killed a wild boar.

			His parents smiled proudly on him and doted on Destina, giving her a silver comb for her hair as a birthday gift. Atieno was a gracious hostess, though she said little and ate less. With Berthel’s tale of the wild boar done, the talk turned, as Gregory had foreseen, to politics. The Berthelbochs were supporters of Derek Crownguard and tried to persuade Gregory to vote for him. He said politely he had not yet made up his mind.

			Destina seemed pleased with her choice of husband, for she smiled kindly on Berthel and let him hold her hand as she accompanied him and his parents to the door. Gregory was somewhat reassured.

			And he had several years to hope Destina would find someone else.

			

			—

			The day after Destina’s birthday, Gregory Rosethorn set out for Palanthas, traveling with two young friends, Lord Marcus and Lord Reginald, who had just recently been accepted into the Solamnic knighthood. He had been their sponsor, for their families had been friends for many years. The young men were both first in their generation to become knights.

			Lord Reginald was in his early twenties, blond and blue-eyed, big and a little portly. His armor was a tight fit, and he was always laughingly complaining it had shrunk. Lord Marcus had black skin, black hair, and black eyes. His ancestors came from Nordmaar, a land near the distant minotaur homeland to the northeast. A seafaring people, his ancestors had been shipwrecked on the northern coast of Solamnia a century ago at about the time of the Third Dragon War. His family continued the seafaring tradition, becoming prosperous merchant seamen.

			Gregory and his party followed the river northward until their path intersected with the old Knight’s High Road. Destroyed by the Cataclysm, the road had never been adequately repaired, but it was still the best and safest route across the central Solamnic Plain. They found that the bridge over the River Klaar, south of the former Uth Brightblade holdings, had collapsed in a flood, and they had to make a short detour, riding north to ford the river.

			They rejoined the Knight’s High Road and continued to follow it northwest toward the High Clerist’s Tower and the pass that led to Palanthas.

			As they traveled, the three discussed the coming meeting of the Grand Circle and the rules by which such meetings were governed. The younger knights had never participated in a Grand Circle, and they were understandably nervous and eager to make a good impression on their fellow knights. Gregory could quote the Measure verbatim, and he did so for their edification.

			“The laws governing such meetings were determined by Vinas Solamnus when he formed the knighthood,” said Gregory. “He wrote that all knights in every city where knights openly reside will form what he termed a Circle to ‘discuss and decide upon matters relevant to the knights of that region.’

			“The governing body of the knighthood is known as the Grand Circle. Regional circles are required to send representatives to the Grand Circle, which meets at a prescribed time once per calendar year to deal with the business of the knighthood.”

			“So far, so good,” said Reginald. “Now we come to the tricky part: politics.”

			“Sadly true,” said Gregory. “I doubt Vinas Solamnus foresaw the turmoil he would create. ‘The meeting of the Grand Circle shall be officiated by a Grand Master, who shall be chosen from the heads of the three Orders: High Warrior of the Rose Knights, High Guardian of the Crown Knights, and High Clerist of the Sword Knights. The head of the knighthood shall be the Lord of the Knights, as chosen by the Grand Circle from among the heads of the orders. The Lord of the Knights holds that position for life unless found guilty of crimes or dishonorable deeds.’

			“Or unless he is never chosen at all,” Gregory added dryly, “since three-quarters of the members of the Grand Circle must be present to select a Lord of the Knights, and we can never muster those numbers. In which case, the Measure states that the Grand Master must fill that position until such time as a quorum may be achieved.”

			“What’s so funny?” Marcus asked, seeing Gregory smile.

			“I was thinking of the time my wife hired a learned scholar to try to teach her about the Measure,” Gregory replied. “The scholar came to this part about the organization of the knighthood and spent an hour expounding upon it.

			“Atieno listened dutifully, then summed it up and dismissed it in two simple sentences. ‘Circles within circles. Knights running around chasing their own tails and getting nowhere.’ ”

			“A wise woman,” said Reginald, laughing. He and Marcus were both a little in love with the beautiful Atieno.

			“What did the scholar say?” Marcus asked.

			“He took offense and walked out.”

			Reginald shook his head. “I can’t say your lady wife was wrong. Organizing the knighthood by circles worked well in the Age of Might, but the system broke down following the Cataclysm when mobs killed many knights or forced them to go into hiding. These days, a circle might consist of two knights meeting in the wine cellar.”

			Marcus agreed. “And so we are left being led by a Grand Master. Speaking of such, which candidate will claim your vote, my lord? I know both have been seeking your endorsement.”

			Although he was only thirty-two, Gregory Rosethorn was an influential member of the Grand Circle. He was under no illusions as to why. His father had been the High Guardian, head of the Order of the Crown, but the main reason was because Gregory had once been wealthy with extensive land holdings. He had once contributed vast sums to the knighthood.

			He could no longer afford to do that, and he feared his influence had waned with his fortune.

			“Lord Gunthar Uth Wistan was a friend of my father’s,” Gregory replied. “I have never met the other candidate, Lord Derek Crownguard. I invited him to come to Castle Rosethorn, but he wrote that he was far too busy to meet with me. Instead he sent emissaries who urged me to back his claim, although they were vague as to why I should. I will not in fairness make my decision until I have met him and judged him for myself.”

			

			—

			Gregory owned his own city house in Palanthas where he stayed when he was in the capital attending to business of the knights, and he invited his friends to be his guests. They unpacked their belongings, went to pay their respects to the Lord Mayor of Palanthas, and spent the rest of their time in the Great Library, which was said to contain the largest collection of books in Ansalon.

			That night they visited a tavern known as The Rose, the Crown, and the Sword. The tavern catered to members of the knighthood, and it was crowded that night. Gregory saw many old friends, all of whom asked him the same question: Who was he supporting for Grand Master? He heard some talk of rumors of war, but the men were far more interested in politics.

			He grew despondent and left early, telling his young friends to remain and enjoy themselves. The next day he and Marcus and Reginald dressed in their finest and went to attend the meeting, which was held at sundown.

			The Grand Circle met in Solamnus Hall located in what was known as the Old City. Constructed during the Age of Might, the hall was a stately building made of marble, whose roof rested on three enormous columns symbolizing the three orders of the knighthood. The hall had once been the heart of the knighthood. Squires had been required to attend classes here to study the Measure. Knights had gathered here to conduct the business of the knighthood and to make plans for the future.

			Unfortunately, that future had not included the Cataclysm and the downfall of the knighthood that followed. Mobs had attacked any knight who dared show his face in Palanthas. They had broken into the hall, and looted and defaced the marble walls with lewd drawings and vile words. Surviving members of the knighthood had gone into hiding, and the hall had fallen into ruin and disrepair.

			Time had healed many of the old wounds. Three hundred years had passed since the Cataclysm, and while the more rural and “backward” parts of Solamnia still held the knighthood in disrepute, the civilized citizens of Palanthas had welcomed the knights back to their city. The knights themselves had scrubbed the vile drawings from the walls and cleaned up the refuse left by vagrants. They now returned once yearly to hold the Grand Circle.

			The knights assembled around an enormous rectangular banquet table where they were seated in ranks, with the highest at the top of the table and the lowest at the bottom. Gregory was somewhere in the middle. His two young friends, Marcus and Reginald, were not invited to sit at the table at all, for they were not members of the Grand Circle. He had, however, obtained permission for them to describe what they had witnessed, and they waited in an antechamber until they were summoned.

			The knights enjoyed a bountiful meal served to them by their squires, who withdrew after the meal was done. Then the table was cleared except for goblets of wine and mugs of ale, depending on personal preference.

			A Knight of the Rose, Lord Gunthar was the highest ranking member of the Grand Circle, and he called the meeting to order. He quickly dispatched with any old business and moved on to new.

			“Lord Gregory Rosethorn, Knight of the Crown, has petitioned the circle to speak,” said Gunthar. “Lord Gregory, the floor is yours.”

			Gregory rose to his feet and surveyed the knights assembled at the table. They were smiling, in a good humor, their mugs and their bellies full. They were fully prepared to listen to whatever Gregory had to say, only hoping he kept it short so they could retire to the taverns.

			Gregory saw their complacency and he could have foretold the outcome without need of one of his wife’s omens. He had to try to convince them, however. He had to do his duty to the Oath. He had to warn the knights of the approach of war.

			“The humans of Lemish and Taman Busque have long been our most inveterate foes and now they have formed alliances with evil creatures from the Plains of Neraka: goblins, hobgoblins, kobolds, and the like,” said Gregory, standing at the head of table. “They are no longer marauding hordes, as we have seen of old. The foul creatures have been organized into disciplined armies that grow stronger as they march westward across the plains. I believe they have one goal in mind: the defeat and conquest of Solamnia.”

			No one interrupted him. His fellow knights listened politely, but Gregory could see them exchanging amused glances and rolling their eyes or grinning broadly at the thought of savage humans and goblins taking on the might of Solamnia.

			“These armies are not yet strong enough to attack us,” Gregory said, knowing what they were thinking. “But the time will come when they will surge across our borders. We must begin now to strengthen and man fortifications such as the High Clerist’s Tower and Vingaard Keep. We must urge the Lord Mayors of Palanthas and other major cities to shore up their city defenses and increase the size of their standing armies.

			“Too long we have let power struggles consume and divide us. We call each other evil. We see each other as the foe. Somewhere out there”—Gregory pointed to the east—“savvy and intelligent military minds chortle at our complacency and bide their time, waiting to take advantage of our weakness. War is coming, and we are not prepared. If we do not act now, Solamnia will fall like the dead leaves of autumn.”

			He concluded by calling on Lord Marcus and Lord Reginald to give accounts of the reports they had received. Now the knights were beginning to grow restless. Derek Crownguard was no longer even pretending to pay attention, but spoke in a low undertone to several of his supporters the entire time Lord Marcus was presenting his evidence.

			Lord Marcus had barely concluded before Derek rose to his feet. “I propose the matter be tabled pending review until the next meeting of the Grand Circle.”

			“There will never be another meeting if we do not act,” Gregory said, but no one heeded him.

			The Grand Circle voted to table the matter. They thanked Gregory for his long-standing service to the knighthood, and Derek Crownguard proposed the meeting be adjourned. His supporters backed him. The knights rose to recite the Oath and pledge their undying loyalty.

			“My honor is my life.”

			And, with that, the meeting came to an end. The scribe who had taken down Gregory’s words whisked them away to molder in a chest. The knights gladly rose to stretch their legs. A few left to pursue the pleasures of Palanthas. The others remained to order more ale and wine and discuss politics.

			Gregory was discouraged, but he had observed Lord Gunthar listening to him attentively, and he still hoped to win Gunthar’s support. As Grand Master, Gunthar was granted authority to act independently of the Grand Circle if he deemed the situation an emergency. He could at least undertake to fortify and reinforce the High Clerist’s Tower.

			Lord Gunthar walked over to commiserate with Gregory, who introduced him to his young friends.

			“I hope we have at least convinced you, my lord, of the need to take action,” said Gregory.

			Gunthar gave him the indulgent smile of a father. “You young men are always far too eager for war in order to prove yourselves in battle. You speak of goblin armies. Did you actually see them?”

			“No, my lord,” Marcus replied gravely. “We would not be here this night if we had. We heard accounts from the survivors—”

			“You ‘heard’ accounts.” Gunthar frowned. “The Measure says: ‘Trust not your ears, only your eyes.’ You are jumping at shadows. A stupider creature than a goblin never lived. Organizing goblins into a fighting force would be like trying to organize a flock of chickens. Solamnic knights are feared throughout the world. If these military minds are as ‘savvy and intelligent’ as you say, Gregory, then they know better than to challenge us.”

			“Perhaps we were once feared, but not anymore, my lord,” Gregory argued. “I ask your lordship to look at a map I have drawn up—”

			He got no further. A breathless squire ran up to Gunthar. “My lord, Derek Crownguard has just left the room in company with the Lord Mayor!”

			Gunthar scowled at the news. “I knew it! Those two are plotting against me. I must find out what is going on.”

			He hurriedly shook hands with Gregory. “Thank you for coming. I know I can count upon your support for Grand Master.”

			He hurried off with his squire before Gregory had a chance to say a word.

			Reginald looked after him, frowning. “Why didn’t you tell the knights of the reports that these armies serve the Dark Queen Takhisis, and they are being led by those they call Dragon Highlords, with evil dragons at their command, my lord?”

			“They would have laughed me out of the hall,” said Gregory. “And I can’t say that I would blame them. Dragons have not been seen in Ansalon since Huma Dragonbane drove them back into the Abyss during the Third Dragon War. Certainly none of us have ever seen a dragon.”

			He added, sighing, “Lord Gunthar is a wise man. Perhaps he is right. Perhaps we are jumping at the sight of our own shadows.”

			“Better to jump at shadows than get stabbed in the back,” said Marcus.

			“Does the Measure truly say that?” Reginald teased.

			“If not, then it should,” said Marcus. “What do we do now?”

			“Go back to our homes,” said Gregory. “And prepare for war.”
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			Autumn passed. The leaves fell from the trees, and the rumors of war grew so loud that not even the knights of Solamnia could pretend to be deaf to them. Gregory made arrangements to move his family to Palanthas where they would be safe behind the city’s walls when war came.

			By the winter of the new year, 352 ac, the forces of the Dark Queen’s army were advancing across the Solamnic Plains with the clear intent of taking Palanthas. Lord Gunthar had acted at last, sending an urgent summons to the members of the knighthood throughout Solamnia to assemble at the High Clerist’s Tower, there to make a final stand against the winged death that had come from the skies.

			Gregory might well have reminded his fellow knights that he had warned them and that they had smiled and smoothed their mustaches, but he knew it would make no difference now. Better to concentrate their energies on the coming fight, for he feared this was a battle they could not win without a miracle from the gods.

			Gregory had heard some talk that the gods of good, Paladine and Kiri-Jolith and Habakkuk, who had vanished after the Cataclysm, had returned to perform those miracles, but he had seen no sign, no miracles to prove to him the gods had returned.

			Marcus and Reginald answered Lord Gunthar’s summons. They arrived at Castle Rosethorn to join Gregory and his small force of men-at-arms who would be setting out for the High Clerist’s Tower the next day. They spoke over dinner of the stories they had heard about the return of the gods and of miracles being performed in their names.

			“I heard about a woman who called herself a cleric of the goddess Mishakal. This woman carried a staff made of blue crystal and she performed miracles of healing,” said Marcus. “These miracles prove the gods have returned.”

			“The true gods have not returned because they never left,” stated Atieno with a toss of her head.

			“Mama, please do not say such things,” said Destina.

			Atieno cast a rebuking glance at her daughter. “Do you not see that Lord Reginald’s cup is empty, Destina? Offer his lordship more wine.”

			Destina poured the wine, then said, “Mama, let us leave the gentlemen to their talk. You and I still have packing to do if we are to leave for Palanthas tomorrow.”

			“Sit down, Daughter,” said Atieno. “We are not going to Palanthas. You know that I hate the city with its noise and the bad smells. This night, the omens have given me to know that you and I will be far safer in the castle.”

			Gregory saw his daughter cast him a pleading glance, urging him to talk to her mother. He would speak to Atieno tonight, try to convince her to seek safety in the city, although he could not help but bleakly wonder if anywhere in Solamnia would be safe.

			He listened to the sounds in the castle courtyard of men preparing to march to war. He could hear the ringing of the blacksmith’s hammer. The smith would be working all night to mend swords and axe blades, repair broken links in chain mail, beat out dents in shields and armor. He heard the servants shouting as they loaded wagons with supplies, or calling to the cooks who were roasting meat and baking bread for the journey.

			He looked at his young friends, Marcus and Reginald, who were in good spirits. They had drunk several cups of wine already and were excited and eager for the upcoming battle.

			Marcus was talking to Atieno. “Why do you say the gods did not leave us, my lady? They hurled a fiery mountain down on our world and then departed in high dudgeon. Since then, people have prayed to them, but the gods must be gone, for they have not answered.”

			“People did not pray to them,” said Atieno. “People shouted at them like spoiled children demanding sweets and then stormed off in a rage when they did not answer. Whereas I crawled to the gods on my knees and begged their forgiveness for having offended them, and I was rewarded. A goddess came to me. Her name is Chislev. She told me that the gods did not leave us. We left them.”

			“Chislev?” Reginald asked, curious. “Who is Chislev?”

			“The goddess of the yellow star,” said Atieno. “One of the old gods. They are led by Paladine, God of Light, and his sister, Takhisis, Queen of Darkness.”

			As Atieno spoke the name, she took a pinch of salt from the saucer on the table and tossed it into the air to ward off evil. The two young knights were highly diverted by this proceeding, though they were polite enough to keep their smiles hidden behind their mustaches.

			“The third is their brother, Gilean, God of In-Between,” Atieno concluded.

			“In between what, my lady?” Reginald asked.

			“The other two, of course,” said Atieno.

			“Mama, I believe you and I should retire,” said Destina, whose cheeks were now burning with embarrassment. She cast another glance at her father, begging him to change the conversation. But Gregory smiled at his wife, urging her to continue. When he listened to her, the sounds of the hammers of war seemed to recede.

			“The Measure speaks of Paladine and Habakkuk and Kiri-Jolith,” said Marcus, “but it says nothing of this Chislev.”

			“Because she would have nothing to do with three old men who talk only of rules, rules, and more rules. Chislev is nature, and nature has but three rules. We are born. We live. We die.”

			“I hear you can read omens in the wine, madame,” said Reginald. “Tell my future.”

			“And mine!” said Marcus, adding with a wink at his friend. “I’ll wager I am to be Grand Master someday.”

			Atieno was pleased by the request. She told them to drink their wine, all except a swallow, then swish that around in the bottom. Reginald handed her his cup. Atieno looked into it.

			Then she looked at her husband. She gave a forced smile and handed back the wine cup. “I see only dregs.”

			Gregory was as entranced by the sight of her as he had been the day he had fallen in love with the beautiful warrior woman.

			The heavy wooden banquet table was long and designed to seat many guests. He sat at one end, and Atieno sat at the other. He drank his wine and then picked up his chalice, rose to his feet, and carried it to her. He placed it before her.

			“What do you see in my wine, tercinta?” he asked gently.

			Atieno stared at him. Her eyes glistened; her lips trembled. Gregory had never before spoken her language or even claimed to know it. The word tercinta, in her language, meant “most beloved.”

			Atieno looked into the cup, then set it on the table and rose to face him. She was a tall woman, as tall as her husband. She cradled his face in her hands. She kissed his forehead; she kissed his lips.

			“My brave husband, my beloved,” she said, as tears ran unheeded down her cheeks. “I see the omen. The knights ride to glory, and the true gods ride with you.”

			Gregory smiled and kissed his wife’s hand. He ordered the servant to keep his guests supplied with drink and then excused himself, saying he had to go to the stables to check on one of his horses that had gone lame.

			Turning to leave the hall, he purposefully avoided the firelight and kept to the shadows to hide his face. As he passed the enormous fire pit, a log fell in a shower of sparks and flame and bathed him with light. He glanced back at his daughter.

			Destina was holding the chalice. She must have looked into it and seen the same omen, for her face was pale with dread.

			Gregory wanted to go comfort her, but he had no comfort to give. He had seen the dregs himself.

			The dragon in the lees.
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			Destina was awake and dressed before the dawn the next day to bid her father a formal farewell, for he and Reginald and Marcus were setting out this morning at sunrise. Her father had said his private goodbyes, coming to her bedchamber before dawn.

			She had heard him enter, but had pretended to be asleep, for she did not want to have to face him. She did not want him to see that she knew the truth of the omen.

			Her father had not tried to waken her. He had bent down and lovingly kissed her, his mustaches brushing her face, and placed his hand on her head in a father’s blessing.

			After he left, Destina curled up in a ball and stuffed the blanket in her mouth to keep him or her mother from hearing her sobs. She lay a long time until she heard the stir in the courtyard. Her father and his troops were preparing to depart. She reminded herself that she was the daughter of a knight and the future Lady of Castle Rosethorn. She bathed her face in icy water to hide her tears, dressed in her finest gown, and went down to join her mother.

			The courtyard of Rosethorn Castle was a wide, open space on the upper concourse between the keep and the upper gate. Broad stairs led from the courtyard to the main doors of Rose Keep. Atieno was standing at the top of these stairs when Destina arrived. Husband and wife would have already said their goodbyes in private, to avoid making a spectacle of themselves in front of the crowd.

			Atieno did not speak of the omen, for which Destina was grateful. Her mother was calm and regal, wrapped in furs against the cold. She was the epitome of the proper Solamnic wife, bravely watching her husband go forth into battle with pride and no excessive display of emotion.

			Gregory sat astride his horse at the head of his small army, consisting of twenty men-at-arms bearing sword and shield, retainers, and the baggage train. He was leaving early in order to meet up with his younger brother, Sir Vincent Rosethorn, and Vincent’s forces on the way to the tower. Snow had fallen in the night, and the morning was bitterly cold, but everyone in the town of Ironwood had made the long trek to the castle to cheer their menfolk going off to war.

			The townsfolk gathered outside the lower gate just beyond the causeway, waiting for Gregory and his army to emerge. Destina had heard the servants relate how Mayor Berthelboch had attempted to persuade Gregory to permit the townsfolk inside the bailey, ostensibly to applaud the troops, though in reality for them to applaud the mayor.

			Gregory had explained to the Lord Mayor that there would not be sufficient space in the bailey to properly accommodate both his forces and the citizenry. He thanked the mayor for the speech he proposed to give, but told him that time was of the essence and he could not afford the luxury. He did allow the mayor and his son into the bailey, however—especially given the fact that the mayor’s son was going to be married to his daughter.

			Destina saw Berthel heading toward her. He looked particularly handsome this morning, his face flushed with the cold. He regarded her with a sympathetic smile, letting her know he understood how difficult this day must be for her.

			Destina would ordinarily have returned his smile and let him join her and hold her hand, but she did not want to be around him or anyone today. She resented him. How could he understand what she was feeling? His own father would be returning to the family home this night while her father would be riding to battle. She gave Berthel a sad smile and mouthed the words, “I must stay with my mother.” Then she covered her head with her furred hood and joined Atieno, who was standing at the top of the stairs overlooking the courtyard.

			Berthel nodded in understanding and went over to speak to one of his friends, who was also riding off to war.

			Destina was proud of her father. Gregory wore his white surcoat with the crest of the Rosethorns: a thorny rose twined about a crown. He had packed his plate armor and wore only his chain mail with his sword buckled at his side. The dragonarmies had not yet penetrated this far north, but he had told Destina he feared they might encounter them on the road.

			Gregory gave the signal, and he and his force moved out. He looked back at his wife and daughter as he led his men through the upper gate and waved farewell. Destina waved back until her arm ached. She bitterly regretted that she had not had the courage to face him. She wished she had told him how much she loved him. But his gaze lingered on her, and he seemed to know what she was thinking, for he smiled, just for her. Then he and his retinue departed with banners waving and people cheering, starting their descent down the hill toward the Thorn Gauntlet.

			And they were gone.

			“He will not come back,” said Atieno in a low voice. A single tear slid down her cheek, followed by another.

			Destina was frightened, but she covered her fear with anger. “You should not say such things, Mother!”

			“Three omens,” Atieno intoned, not heeding her. “Harbingers of doom. I saw them last night.”

			“You told my father he would ride to glory!” Destina said.

			“The omens are not for him,” said Atieno. “My lord will ride to glory. The omens are for you, Destina. The first will be blood. The second will be the sword. The third the crown.”

			Destina was embarrassed, afraid the servants would overhear her.

			“Come inside now, Mother!” she urged. “You are shivering.”

			Atieno walked with her, but continued to talk.

			“The Measure says: ‘Paladine, the Eternal Blacksmith, wields his hammer, every blow testing man. The flawed steel breaks. True steel grows stronger.’ These will fall on you as blows of the hammer, Destina. You must be strong.”

			“I will be, Mother,” said Destina.

			She hurried her mother inside, shut the doors, and lowered the heavy bar that bolted them.

			Destina feared her mother would lock herself away in her bedchamber, reading omens and foretelling disaster until her father returned, but Atieno surprised her daughter. The next morning she ordered the steward to assemble what remained of the household staff in the entry hall so that she could address them. This consisted of the cook, a scullery maid, the steward whom Gregory had placed in charge of the estate, and Nanny, Destina’s nurse, who had stayed on because she could not be persuaded to leave the family she had come to consider her own.

			Atieno took her place before them dressed in her finest and spoke firmly and decisively, saying nothing about omens.

			“The armies of darkness have invaded our land and will not confine themselves to attacking the High Clerist’s Tower. We must prepare for the eventuality that they will attack Castle Rosethorn. Some of you have sought permission to return to your homes to protect your families. I grant you leave to depart and wish you godspeed. Those who choose to remain may do so and welcome. We have a vast deal of work to do.”

			“Indeed we do, madame,” said the steward. “We must prepare to travel to Palanthas. Nanny and I have already started to pack—”

			Atieno cut him off, displeased. “Then you can unpack. I have told you before. I am staying here to defend my home.”

			“But, madame, the dragonarmies! We are not safe! The master has made arrangements—”

			“The master is gone, and I am mistress,” said Atieno.

			He started to protest, caught Atieno’s fiery glare, and withered in the blaze. He looked to Destina as a person capable of reason.

			“Papa wanted us to be safe, Mama,” Destina said. “The Berthelbochs and other residents of Ironwood are traveling to Palanthas. They have offered us a place in their caravan.”

			“And what of the poor people of Ironwood who do not have the means to flee?” Atieno demanded. “What will become of them? The Measure says: ‘A knight’s most sacred duty is to protect and defend the weak, the innocent, the helpless.’ I discussed this with your father before he left. He agreed that I was right and granted me his blessing. He urged that I send you to Palanthas—”

			“If you are staying, Mama, then so am I,” Destina said. “I am the Lady of Castle Rosethorn in Papa’s absence. I would not want Papa to think I was a coward.”

			Atieno gave her an approving smile. “We have a great deal of work ahead of us and only a short time in which to do it.”

			She set to work that very day, teaching the cook a recipe for bread made from only flour and water and salt that she said would last for months without growing moldy. She ordered the men-at-arms Gregory had left for their protection to form a hunting party and shocked Destina by ordering them to saddle her horse, saying she would be riding with them.

			Destina endeavored to placate the offended steward, who kept insisting that Gregory had left him in charge, promising she would reason with her mother. She went to her mother’s chambers only to find Atieno wearing a leather tunic, leather breeches, and soft leather boots.

			“These old clothes still fit me,” Atieno said with pride. “Did your father teach you to use a bow, Destina?”

			“He did not, Mama,” said Destina, disdainful. “The bow is not a weapon suitable for a knight.”

			“It is suitable for those who do not want to die,” said Atieno sharply. “It is time I teach you the skills of my people, Destina. You will learn to use a bow, how to track game, how to gut a deer. Go change your clothes. You cannot hunt in a velvet gown.”

			She pulled another leather tunic and a pair of breeches from the chest and tossed them at Destina. “These should fit you.”

			Destina wrinkled her nose in disgust at the smell of the well-worn leather.

			“But, Mama, I cannot wear animal skins! I am the daughter of a knight!” Destina protested.

			Atieno rounded on her in anger. “You are also the daughter of a warrior! We must prepare this castle to come under attack, and that means we must lay in stores of meat to feed the hungry. I will not have you sitting idle, spouting the Measure while the rest of us are working to save lives.”

			Destina felt her cheeks burn at the scolding, feeling it was undeserved. She grabbed the greasy leather and stalked off to her bedchamber. Fortunately, the leather breeches did not fit. She would not be accused of shirking her duty, however, and she put on the trousers and wool tunic she had worn when riding with her father.

			That afternoon, Atieno led her hunting party into the wilderness. Destina rode at her mother’s side, armed with a bow and arrows and a knife.

			During the coming days, Destina saw her mother change. The scandalized steward complained that Atieno had reverted back to her warrior ways, but Destina saw a woman who had been freed from prison, and she developed a new respect for her mother, though the lesson nearly killed her.

			Atieno taught her daughter the art of surviving in an uncaring wilderness. Destina spent her daylight hours tracking, hunting, trapping, and killing. She spent the evening butchering and salting down and packing the meat in barrels.

			Those first few days were nightmarish. Destina was filthy and saddle sore. Her fingers were cut and bleeding from the bowstrings. Her clothing was crusted in dried blood, her hair matted and tangled. She was always cold, always hungry, for Atieno kept the servants too busy to cook for them. They ate what they could, when they could. She was so exhausted she once fell asleep in the saddle and almost tumbled off her horse.

			By the fifth day, Destina realized she had also changed. Her skills with a bow had improved so that she could hit a target twice out of ten times. She was still clumsy at gutting a deer and gagged at the stench, but she could do it. And when one of the men-at-arms got caught in his own net trap and it hoisted him into the air, she laughed with Atieno until both were weak. In that moment, Destina felt closer to her mother than she ever felt to her before.

			Days passed without word from Gregory. Rumors abounded. Some people said the dragonarmies were in the north marching south, and others said they were in the south marching north. Rumor agreed that wherever they were, the dragonarmies under the command of a Dragon Highlord known as the Blue Lady were preparing to launch an all-out assault on the High Clerist’s Tower. Fear for her father was a constant shadow over Destina’s heart.

			Atieno never spoke of her own fears, though she read the omens every morning. Destina longed to ask her mother what the omens revealed, but she remembered her father’s anger when she had mentioned them and kept silent.

			After a week of hard work, Atieno deemed that they had laid in stores enough for whatever might befall them. After that, they could do nothing except wait and watch.

			A few nights later, Atieno woke her daughter from a sound sleep, roughly shaking her by the shoulder and yanking off the blankets. Shocked, Destina sat bolt upright.

			“Mama, what is it? What is wrong?”

			“Dress quickly. The enemy is here.”

			“Where are they?” Destina gasped.

			“On the outskirts of the town. They are raiding and setting fire to farms. They will come next for us.”

			Destina clutched the blanket around her and stared at her mother, frightened.

			“Make haste, Destina,” Atieno said sharply. “I need your help.”

			Destina hurriedly dressed in the clothes she had worn hunting, now washed and cleaned—though no one could ever scrub out the bloodstains. She ran downstairs to find her mother giving orders and the staff dashing to obey them.

			“Open the gates to our people,” Atieno told the steward. “Permit all to enter. Some of you men ride to Ironwood to warn the townsfolk. Tell them to gather their belongings and seek shelter in Castle Rosethorn.”

			The first few refugees from the farms were already streaming through the gates. Destina remembered the story of Lord Nathaniel and brought them food and drink and urged them to warm themselves by the fire. Most seemed dazed by the sudden upheaval in their lives, unable to comprehend the loss of all they had ever owned. They wept and told of slaughtered cattle and their homes in flames. Some of the farmers had fled, but some had fought and paid for their courage with their lives.

			Destina tried to comfort people as best she could, even as her own fear grew. Needing to know what they might be facing, she made her way to the battlements to talk to the commander of her father’s men-at-arms.

			Captain Hull had come into Gregory’s service as a mercenary ten years ago. He had been in his forties then, and the roving and uncertain life of a sellsword had started to wear on him. He had found a home at Castle Rosethorn, earned his lordship’s trust, and was now commander of the castle guard.

			Hull had posted men down at the lower gate to guide the refugees up the Thorn Gauntlet as they entered with orders to close the portcullis and gates once all were safely inside the walls. He established the greater balance of his force on the battlements of the curtain wall above the Thorn Gauntlet. He sent two smaller squads to the Watch Tower and the battlements of the Rose Tower. Destina found him on one of those battlements gazing out into a night that was dotted with fires, blazing lurid orange in the darkness.

			He caught sight of her as she approached and frowned. “You should not be here, young mistress. It is not safe.”

			“Will they attack the castle, Captain?” Destina asked. She had rehearsed the words so that her voice did not tremble.

			The captain gazed out at the fires that were blossoming in the night. He looked troubled, uncertain how to respond.

			“You do not need to hide the truth from me, Captain,” said Destina. “I am the daughter of a knight.”

			Hull smiled. “Then I will not lie, mistress. Soldiers might think twice about attacking, but these are roving bands of deserters and outlaws who seek only to burn and loot and kill. They know our garrison is undermanned, and they are hungry for the riches inside the castle.”

			A fireball erupted in the night, blossoming like a hideous flower.

			“Look there, mistress,” said Hull grimly. “The wretches have had their fill of looting and killing. They are setting fire to the town now.”

			The burning farmhouses were small dots of flame scattered over the landscape. The buildings and shops and homes in the town were clustered together. They had to set fire only to one and it would spread to another. Soon the town of Ironwood was a blazing inferno.

			“You’re shivering, young mistress,” the captain added. “Best go back into the keep.”

			“When will they attack?” Destina asked, her throat tight.

			“Likely in the morning when they have drunk their courage,” he replied, and he left to prepare the defenders for the coming onslaught.

			Destina lingered, watching the growing conflagration with a kind of dreadful fascination. She thought about the Berthelbochs. Their splendid house was undoubtedly going up in flames, but they had another, finer house in Palanthas, as did her family and many of the wealthy. They had all safely escaped. The people huddled in Castle Rosethorn had nowhere else to go. They had lost loved ones, their homes and farms, food stores for the winter.

			Destina thought of the barrels and barrels of meat her mother had salted and stored away, the baskets of bread that would not mold. Given the chance to flee to safety, Atieno had foreseen the need and chosen to stay to fight and defend her people.

			Destina was proud of her mother and proud to be her mother’s daughter. She was not only the daughter of a knight, she was the daughter of a warrior woman of Ergoth.
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			Atieno and a few men-at-arms and her army of farmers and peasants spent the night preparing to defend Castle Rosethorn. The moat that surrounded the castle was partially frozen, filled with floating chunks of ice that would help slow the enemy’s advance. She raised the drawbridge and reinforced both the outer and the inner gatehouse, necessarily the castle’s weakest points. She lowered the portcullis and closed and bolted the doors. Those skilled in archery took up positions at murder holes in the ceiling above the lower gate, prepared to fire arrows or pour boiling water and oil on the heads of the enemy.

			She positioned men with no skill at arms on the ramparts, holding long, forked sticks, prepared to shove off ladders, while others stood ready to hurl enormous stones onto the foe.

			She sent Destina to search for Captain Hull to deliver a message. Destina was wearing one of her father’s discarded chain mail shirts over her woolen tunic. The chain mail was too big and some of the links were missing, but she was proud of how she looked in it, like a true knight.

			She found Hull at the lower gate. He was busy and could not immediately attend to her, and she gazed out into the darkness, trying to find the enemy. She could not locate them, but she could see the lurid orange blotches of their campfires in the darkness. She could hear raucous voices and then a woman screaming in torment. The woman screamed and kept screaming until her cries suddenly ended.

			Destina began to tremble, though no one around her seemed to take notice. They were busy with their tasks, and though some looked grim, they did not stop work. Eventually someone must have noticed her distress and said something to the captain, for he came ranging up out of the fire-lit darkness.

			Destina’s lips were stiff, but she managed to blurt out her message. “My mother needs to speak to you, Captain.”

			“Best you go back to the keep, mistress,” Hull said, not unkindly. “Tell Lady Atieno I will meet her in the entry hall.”

			Destina was glad to be able to escape with some shred of dignity. She ran down the stairs and stumbled into the latrines and threw up. Feeling marginally better, she splashed cold water from one of the barrels on her face, then went to find her mother.

			The servants told her Atieno had taken the children and the elderly of the town to the undercroft, the storage rooms below the castle. Destina descended a narrow staircase into the vast, brick-lined chamber that was snug and dry year-round, suitable both for storing grain and other supplies and sheltering here if the castle came under attack.

			The undercroft was now filled with refugees—mostly women and children whose menfolk and the older boys were joining in the defense of the castle. Destina found her mother handing out blankets and offering comfort to frightened children.

			“You are in Castle Rosethorn,” Atieno told them. “This castle has stood for centuries and never fallen to a foe. If you are brave and good tonight, there will be oatcakes for you tomorrow.”

			She turned at last to Destina. “Did you deliver my message?”

			“Captain Hull said he will meet you in the entry hall.”

			Atieno nimbly climbed the stairs to the hall, and Destina accompanied her, moving more slowly. The weight of the chain mail was starting to hurt her back and shoulders. Her hands were sweaty and trembling, her stomach roiled, and she had a foul taste in her mouth.

			Seeing her lagging behind, Atieno cast her a sharp glance.

			“What is wrong, Destina? You look sick. Are you ill?”

			“I am a coward, Mama,” Destina confessed, hanging her head. “My father would be so ashamed of me.”

			Atieno stopped to regard her gravely. “What makes you think you are a coward?”

			“Because I’m afraid,” said Destina, swallowing.

			“I should hope so!” Atieno said curtly. “Fear is your armor and will protect you far better than that broken chain mail you are wearing. As for your father…Come with me. I want to give you something.”

			She led Destina upstairs. Destina hardly recognized her own home. Atieno had ordered the servants who remained to strip the interior, take down the tapestries, and move the furniture so that it would not impede the defense.

			Atieno entered her bedchamber, where she opened a chest containing bed linens. Burrowing beneath them, she drew out a sword and handed the weapon to Destina, who regarded it in awe, marveling at the quality. The sword was beautifully crafted, the blade engraved with the rose-and-thorn motif.

			“Where did you get this?” Destina asked.

			“This sword was mine,” said Atieno. “Your father had it specially made for me.”

			“It is beautiful,” said Destina, forgetting her fear.

			“Your father tried to teach me its use, but I was not a good student,” said Atieno. “He laughed and said I fought like an ogre, swinging the sword like a meat axe. Your father meant to give this to you in a few years, when you were of age, but I think you should have it now.”

			“Thank you, Mother,” said Destina. “I will cherish it.”

			“I trust you will use it, as well as cherish it. And I hope you are more skilled with a sword than you are with a bow,” countered Atieno, but she smiled as she said it.

			Gregory had taught Destina to use a sword, and she experimented with this one, lunging and parrying, growing accustomed to the feel, the weight, and the balance. She placed the weapon on one of her father’s baldrics and draped it over her shoulder. She could hear her father’s voice from the days of their lessons, and she felt comforted, as though he were with her.

			Dawn was breaking. Sunlight seeped in through the windows. Destina heard a commotion both inside the castle and out, as soldiers and archers took their positions, preparing for the attack that they believed would come after dawn. She hurried down the stairs and into the entry hall.

			Captain Hull stood conferring with Atieno near the main doors. The two were engrossed in their conversation, and since they had not seen Destina, she drew back into the shadows to listen.

			“The enemy is stronger than we first thought, my lady,” Hull was saying. “Last night they were a ragtag band of deserters, thieves, and brigands. Now units of the dragonarmy have arrived. If I were to guess, I would say the dragonarmies intend to take this castle and hold it to guard their rear flank.”

			“What numbers do we face, Captain?” Atieno asked.

			“The force is small, maybe only a few hundred. Goblins and hobgoblins, probably led by a human commander. They have likely heard from their spies that we are short of men and the castle is poorly defended.”

			“They will soon learn not to trust their spies,” said Atieno. “We managed to get the old sluice gate mechanism in the Watch Tower to work. If necessary, we can release the rainwater stored in the cistern.”

			Captain Hull hesitated, then said, “I hope I do not speak out of turn, my lady, but I know my lord Gregory would want you and the young mistress to take shelter in the undercroft where you will be safe.”

			“I am sure his lordship would,” said Atieno, smiling. “I would tell him as I am telling you that I am a warrior of the Ackal and the wife of a knight. The Measure says it is our duty to defend the innocent. My archers and I will position ourselves at the murder holes. As for my daughter—”

			“I will take my place on the ramparts, Captain Hull,” Destina announced, emerging from the shadows. She saw the captain about to protest and added, “I am determined. Both my father and my mother expect me to obey the Measure.”

			Captain Hull looked at Atieno, undoubtedly expecting her to order her daughter to the cellar, but Atieno simply smiled and gave Destina an approving kiss on the cheek.

			“I see you have found your courage, Daughter. Fetch your cloak, for it will be cold up there, then go with the captain and do what he tells you.”

			Destina could see by Captain Hull’s grim expression that he was not at all pleased. He was responsible for the defense of the castle, and now he was also responsible for the daughter of his lord.

			“I won’t be a burden, sir,” Destina assured him, as they climbed the stairs. “I know how to use a sword. My father trained me.”

			Hull grunted and muttered something that was lost in his beard.

			They circled the base of Rose Tower, then crossed a wide footbridge over the stream that flowed from the sluice gate her mother had mentioned at the base of Watch Tower. They climbed the tower staircase and reached a rampart that looked over the cliff edge to the lower gate below. Hull marched her over to a dark corner in the shadow of the guard tower and shoved her back against the wall.

			“Take care you do not cut yourself on that blade, mistress,” Hull said sternly. He turned to an old soldier with a grizzled chin who had been watching with some amusement. “Keep an eye on her, Rufus Gray.”

			“Aye, sir,” said the old man with a perfunctory salute.

			Destina was angry and glared after the captain. “I am Destina Rosethorn! He has no right to treat me with such disrespect.”

			“Sure he does, young miss,” Rufus said. “Your father will have his head on a pike if anything was to happen to you.”

			Destina still fumed, but at that moment she heard the blare of the enemy’s horns and the booming of their drums, summoning their forces to battle. The castle’s men-at-arms and archers on the ramparts grabbed their weapons and hurried to the walls. Stuck in her corner, Destina couldn’t see anything. She fretted and stood on tiptoe, trying to find out what was going on.

			“I was about your age when I went for a soldier, miss,” said Rufus. “Come stand here by me and look through that arrow loop in the wall there. You’ll have a grand view.”

			Destina feared if Captain Hull caught her leaving her corner, he would order her down to the cellar. He had left the overlook to ready his troops for battle, and Destina slipped out of her corner and peered through the arrow loop at the enemy forces, then gasped in shock.

			She had read about battles in her father’s books, and she had pictured orderly ranks of soldiers in shining armor marching steadfastly toward the foe. Instead, she looked down on a turgid, roiling sea of fiendish creatures, hooting and brandishing weapons and yelling in some uncouth language.

			“Are those goblins?” she asked.

			“Gobs and hobs,” said Rufus, translating for her benefit, “goblins and hobgoblins. Haven’t you ever seen one before?”

			“No,” said Destina, gulping. “Which are which?”

			“Hobs are bigger and smarter than gobs and taller than most humans. They have red hair and red skin and great, hulking arms and legs. Hobs give the orders. They can wear massive amounts of armor and glory in battle. The gobs are them scrawny little bastards. Not a brain between the lot of ’em. Look at that,” he added in disgust. “Can’t even form ranks.”

			The hobs had been trying to force the goblins to march in some sort of order, but they began to push and shove one another and almost immediately fights broke out. Hobgoblins mounted on big, raw-boned horses charged into the howling mass and struck at the goblins with the flats of their swords in an attempt to halt the fighting.

			“Where is their commander?” Destina asked. “Why doesn’t he do something?”

			“See the man in the blue armor sitting on his horse way out there in a field surrounded by his bodyguards? That’s their commander. He won’t come close to the fighting. He leaves that to squeakers.”

			“Is he a Dragon Highlord?” Destina asked.

			“Naw!” The old man spit over the wall. “Highlords are the supreme commanders. They’re too high and mighty to bother with the likes of us. That’s probably a lieutenant leading the army.”

			Destina viewed the shrieking goblins with disgust. “I do not know how they call this an army. A mob is more like it. We will rout them.”

			Rufus rubbed his chin. “Don’t you underestimate these fiends, young miss. What gobs lack in brains, they make up for in savagery. And they don’t die easy. This will be a hard, slogging, ugly fight.”

			“We will prevail in the end, won’t we?” Destina asked anxiously.

			“Sure we will, young miss,” said Rufus, grinning. He had only a smattering of teeth. “We can’t have his lordship ridin’ home victorious from battle to find his castle overrun by gobs.”

			Reassured, Destina looked back out the arrow loop.

			“Who are those two huge creatures in black robes talking with the lieutenant?”

			“Ogre shamans,” said Rufus, frowning. “I don’t like the looks of that. Ogres are generally as stupid as tree stumps, but their shamans are smarter than most. They worship some dark god, or so I hear, and can work unholy miracles.”

			These two ogres stood over eight feet tall, with heavily muscled frames. They had long hair that hung down to their shoulders and straggled over their faces, protruding foreheads, small eyes, and black claws on their hands.

			As Destina watched, she could see the lieutenant gesturing with his sword at the castle. The two ogres bowed in acknowledgment, then turned and started loping toward the gatehouse. They cut a wide swath through the swarming goblins, kicking and treading on those who did not get out of their way.

			“Now what do you suppose those bastards are up to?” Rufus muttered.

			The ogre shamans reached the moat in front of the lower gate, and Destina thought that might stop them. They did not hesitate, however, but hiked up their black robes and jumped into the icy water, which came up only to about their knees. They splashed across the moat and climbed out the other side.

			Destina could see Captain Hull walking the battlements of the lower gate, shouting directions to the archers.

			“Do not discharge your arrows until I give the command!” he bellowed.

			“Might as well not bother,” Rufus grumbled. “Arrows’ll just annoy the ogres; that blue hide of theirs is tougher’n boot leather.”

			The ogre shamans advanced toward the gatehouse with long, easy strides, moving as boldly as though they were guests invited to dine. They came to halt once they reached the portcullis. A formidable barrier, the portcullis at Castle Rosethorn was a lattice grill made of wood and metal bands anchored into the stone, designed to defend against battering rams.

			Destina saw her mother and her archers take their places behind it.

			“Archers, now!” Captain Hull shouted.

			Archers on the ramparts fired through the arrow loops in the wall. Atieno and her archers fired through the iron and wooden slats of the portcullis from the passageway on the other side.

			Arrows struck the ogres, but, as Rufus had predicted, they did little harm to their thick hides. The shamans plucked arrows out of their robes, brushed them away, or completely ignored them.

			Raising their arms as though in praise, they gazed up to the heavens and began to chant. Destina could understand only one word in their horrible-sounding language: the word “Takhisis.”

			“Calling on their dark queen,” Rufus said.

			Apparently, she answered. Flames streaked down from heaven, wreathing their arms and swirling about their hands. The shamans yelled in triumph as they stretched out their blazing hands and planted their splayed fingers on the wooden slats of the portcullis.

			The wood burst into flame, burning with a white-hot radiance that consumed the slats in seconds. Atieno and her archers retreated before the intense heat. The ogres then pressed their burning hands against the iron until it glowed red and started to melt. The ogres ceased chanting. The flames on their hands died out. They waited patiently, enduring a shower of arrows, until the portcullis was reduced to charred wood and bent metal; then the ogres struck the portcullis with their fists and it shattered.

			Their task completed, the shamans laughed in defiance at the humans lining the ramparts, batted away more arrows like gnats, and leisurely departed.

			The lieutenant raised his sword and shouted. Horns blared frantically. Drums beat, and the goblins gibbered and howled and capered about in glee. The hobgoblins gave the command, and the first wave of enemy forces swarmed forward, rushing the gatehouse.

			The hobgoblins rode behind the goblins, plying their whips. The goblins rushed toward the gatehouse, shoving and jostling and shrieking until they reached the moat. The lead goblins stopped on the edge, daunted by the sight of the black, icy water. Their fellows behind them kept running to avoid the hobgoblin whips, and the front ranks either jumped or were pushed into the moat. They floundered and splashed in the shallow water. Some sank, but most made the crossing and reached the gatehouse.

			They trampled the remnants of the smoldering portcullis underfoot and ran inside, gnashing their teeth, eager for blood. Destina lost sight of them, but she knew they must now be entering the Thorn Gauntlet, the narrow passage lined with murder holes.

			She waited breathlessly for what must come next.

			Atieno and her forces had clearly waited until a large number of goblins had filled the passageway to launch their attack. Now they hurled rocks down on the goblins through the holes above the passage, shot their arrows into the writhing mass of bodies, and poured boiling tar on them.

			Goblin screams and wails were so loud Destina could hear them from the ramparts. Goblins who had rushed inside rushed back out, howling in pain and terror. Some had arrows sticking out of their backs or through their guts, and many dropped down dead. Others were covered in tar that had burned off their skin, and these shrieked in agony and jumped into the moat to try to ease the pain.

			The goblins in the next wave heard the dreadful shouts from their fellows and saw them leaping into the moat or dying on the cobblestones, and they either balked, refusing to go forward, or turned and ran for their lives. The hobgoblins shouted in fury and cracked their whips, trying to drive them back to the fray.

			The lieutenant sat on his horse, observing the battle. He gave another order. The horns blared again, and a second wave of goblins rushed forward. These goblins lugged gigantic wooden ladders, holding them over their heads as they ran. They planted the ladders against the walls and started to climb, carrying their short, stubby swords in their teeth.

			Rufus Gray drew his sword.

			“Do me a favor, will you, lass? Stand there in yon corner and guard my back. Give a shout if any of those fiends try to sneak up behind me.”

			Destina did as he asked, though she had a sneaking suspicion he was trying to keep her out of danger. She moved back to stand near the tower, gripping her sword in her hand. She had lost her vantage point through the arrow loop, but she found a hole in the wall, where part of the masonry had crumbled, and she was able to see.

			A ladder smashed against the wall in front of the arrow loop where Destina had just been standing. Rufus shouted for help, and a man pushed on the ladder with a forked stick and shoved it away from the wall. Judging by their screams, the goblins clinging to the ladder went down with it.

			That ladder was only one of many. The goblins hoisted ladder after ladder, far more than the men on the ramparts could fend off, and soon swarmed over the wall. They were met by the men-at-arms attacking with their swords and peasants fighting with clubs and axes.

			The goblins charged straight at their foes, slashing at them with their swords or trying to bash them over the head with clubs. The castle’s defenders continued killing the creatures, so that the ramparts were slippery with black blood, but still more kept coming.

			The hobgoblins were too heavy to climb the rickety ladders, and they stood on the ground below, driving the goblins into the passage way or urging them up the ladders. The ogre shamans stood nearby watching the goblins and roaring with laughter. Occasionally one would reach down, grab a goblin that was trying to flee, hoist it into the air, and fling it back into the fight.

			The lieutenant continued to sit on his horse and watch the battle from a safe distance.

			Destina gripped her sword in sweaty hands as the deadly struggle raged around her. A severed goblin head rolled across the bloodstained stones and stopped at her feet. The hideous flat face leered at her from a pool of black blood. Destina gagged, put her hand over her mouth, and shrank back into the corner.

			Another ladder slammed up against the crumbling part of the wall, only a few feet from Destina. Goblins climbed over the wall, their swords in their razor-sharp teeth. The goblins were scrawny creatures with spindly legs and arms; huge heads; tough, leathery skin; and large, flapping feet. They did not see her, for she was hiding in the shadows. Destina opened her mouth to shout a warning, only to realize that if she did so, she would alert the goblins, and they would turn on her. Her throat clogged with fear.

			Rufus thrust his sword into a goblin and ripped into its gut. It screamed horribly as its entrails spilled out. He jumped to finish it and slipped in the black, putrid mess and fell. Another goblin ran to the attack. He saw the danger and struggled to regain his feet. The goblin jumped on him and knocked him down, raising its club to shatter his skull.

			Destina ran at the goblin and drove her sword into the creature’s back, only to discover that stabbing into flesh and bone was far different from plunging her sword into a bag of sand, as she had practiced with her father. The goblin writhed and jerked in its death throes, almost yanking the sword from her hand. Black blood gushed and it flopped over dead.

			Destina had trouble gripping the hilt of her sword, for it was now slippery with blood. She managed to yank it from the corpse as Rufus clambered to his feet.

			“Look out, lass!” Rufus warned and gave her a rough push that knocked her back against the wall. He lunged forward and ran his sword through a goblin that had been standing right behind her.

			Another goblin hauled itself up over the wall. Rufus jabbed it in the throat with his sword, and it toppled over backward. The old soldier then grabbed hold of the crude ladder and tried to shove it away, as another goblin perched on the top rung of the ladder began slashing at him with a knife. Rufus punched it in the face with a mailed fist, and the goblin lost its grip and fell. Another quickly took its place.

			“Give me a hand, lass!” Rufus shouted, shoving at the ladder.

			Destina dropped her sword and ran to help. She understood then what her mother had meant about fear serving her, for as she pushed at the ladder, strength welled up from somewhere deep inside her. The ladder went over backward as goblins jumped for their lives.

			She heard a shrieking sound and picked up her sword, whipping about in terror, expecting to see hordes of goblins come rushing at her.

			The shrieking didn’t come from the goblins. It came from the ancient mechanism that controlled the sluice gates groaning and complaining about being forced into action after a century of disuse. The gates opened and unleashed a sudden torrent of water so powerful it deluged the footbridge, crashed down onto the Thorn Gauntlet, and swept away the hapless foes.

			The attack foundered, and there was a lull in the fighting. The men-at-arms continued to keep watch, weapons in hand, while others tended to the wounded or began hurling goblin corpses over the walls.

			“What has happened?” Destina gasped, dazed. “Where are the goblins?”

			Rufus patted her on the shoulder.

			“Calm yourself, lass. We have a bit of a breather. Want to see a pretty sight? Look out there.”

			A sticky liquid was gumming up her eyelids. Destina wiped her hand across her face and drew it back, black with blood. She grimaced and wiped her hand on her trousers, then returned to look out the arrow loop.

			The goblins were running away. They swarmed over the fields, ignoring the hobgoblins and their whips, preferring the lash to the defenders of Castle Rosethorn. Some of the men cheered, but others, wiser, kept silent and went about the grim task of mopping up.

			“Will they launch another attack?” Destina asked.

			“Hard to tell,” said Rufus. “The gobs won’t run far. Once they get hungry, they’ll come straggling back to camp and the supply wagons. Look there. That lieutenant isn’t happy. He counted on us bein’ easy pickin’s. He threw what he had at us, and we threw it right back.”

			Destina could see what the old soldier meant. The lieutenant had climbed down from his horse and was stomping about in a rage, shouting at the hobgoblin commanders who had gathered around him. The ogre shamans were apparently secure in the knowledge that they had done their duty, for they stood off to one side, talking with each other and paying no attention to him.

			“He might send for reinforcements,” Rufus remarked, rubbing his chin.

			Someone at the far end of the rampart let out a panicked yell. Everyone turned to look and saw him pointing toward the north.

			“Damn my guts and gizzard!” Rufus said, awed. “A dragon!”

			Destina followed his gaze. She had never seen a dragon before, but she had heard her father’s stories about Huma and read descriptions of the beasts in books. Those descriptions did not do the beast justice. No words could convey the dragon’s awful splendor.

			The dragon was long and sleek and slender. The sun flashed off its blue scales and glistened on its wings. It flew rapidly over the castle walls. At the sight of the dragon, a wave of fear broke over those standing on the ramparts. Battle-hardened soldiers cried out in terror and flung themselves bodily onto the blood-soaked stones.

			Rufus hunkered down behind the wall. His face blanched, and he was sweating. He shouted at Destina to take cover, but she couldn’t move.

			She stood transfixed by the sight of the magnificent creature, so beautiful and so deadly.

			The dragon flew from the north, and it was heading directly for Castle Rosethorn. Destina saw visions of Huma flying on his own silver dragon to join battle against the monsters of the Dark Queen, carrying the fabled dragonlance, now lost to the world. She heard her father’s voice relating the story.

			She watched the dragon grow larger in her vision as it drew nearer, and she trembled and tried to imagine Huma facing it, the dragonlance in his hand.

			Rufus grabbed hold of Destina and dragged her down with him just as the dragon sailed overhead. The dragon’s shadow flowed over the ramparts, and men cowered in fear. Destina shivered, for even the shadow seemed cold as death.

			“If that beast attacks, we’re goners,” Rufus muttered.

			The blue dragon took no notice of the defenders, perhaps aware they had no weapons that could possibly harm it. Leaving the castle behind, the dragon soared over the goblin army.

			Goblins clashed their swords against their shields in salute, and fleeing goblins halted their mad, headlong rush and came running back to be in on the kill. The ogre shamans raised their arms in homage.

			The dragon paid no heed to any of them. The beast landed on the ground near the lieutenant, and he hastened to meet it. The two briefly conferred, and then the dragon once more took to the air. The lieutenant had some difficulty remounting his horse, for it was terrified at the sight of the dragon and required two of his bodyguards to hold on to it.

			He issued orders, then galloped off, taking the road that led north into the mountains. The hobgoblins rode after the commander. Those driving the supply wagons followed. Some of the goblins ran after them, but Destina saw others slink off into the forest.

			The dragon circled above the army as though waiting to make certain its orders had been obeyed, then flew off. As the dragon soared over the castle again, the beast slowed its flight, sucked in its breath, and spat a bolt of lightning from its mouth at the Watch Tower.

			The blast blew the tower apart and caused the castle walls to shudder. Chunks of broken masonry crashed into the courtyard. The Rose Tower, bereft of the support, shuddered and trembled.

			The dragon flew past without bothering to see what damage it had done and continued its journey north.

			The debilitating fear left with the dragon, and Destina rose shakily to her feet.

			“Why didn’t the dragon destroy the castle?” she asked, amazed and dazzled.

			“I know nothing of such loathsome beasts, so I can’t say,” Rufus growled. “I’m of the opinion it has urgent business elsewhere and no time for us.”

			He tried to stand, but his knees had gone stiff. He held out his hand to Destina. “Give us a boost, lass. I’m not as nimble as I once was.”

			Destina assisted the old soldier to his feet. She could see the remains of the goblin army swarming along the north road abandoning the fight. The soldiers started to cheer, now that the dragon was gone, and clapped one another on the back in congratulations.

			“We won the day!” Destina said exultantly.

			Rufus shook his head. “We did not win, lass. The best that can be said for us is that we didn’t lose. That army is bound somewhere. I fear what looks good for us bodes ill for others.”

			The castle’s defenders carried their wounded below and tended to the few who had died. Others ventured out into the courtyard, which was now covered in debris and rubble from the fallen tower. Fortunately, due to the battle, no one had been in the courtyard when the tower fell.

			“I must go see if my mother is all right,” said Destina. “Thank you, Rufus, for helping me find my courage.”

			“Your courage was always there, lass. It just needed a little nudge.” He gave her an awkward pat on the shoulder. “You saved my life when that gob jumped me, and I’m grateful.”

			“It’s what comrades-in-arms do,” said Destina.

			Rufus gave her a gap-toothed grin. “Mind you clean that sword of yours. Goblin blood can leave a stink.”

			He lowered his voice and added more somberly, “And if you get the shakes later, thinking back on all this, take a couple of swigs of dwarf spirits. That’ll settle you right down.”

			Destina was elated and excited, and she had no idea what he meant about the shakes. She politely promised him she would remember the dwarf spirits, though she did not know what they were and thought they sounded truly terrible.

			As she ran down the stairs to find her mother and tell her about the dragon shining in the sun, she wished with all her heart her father had been there to share the moment with her.
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			The next day passed in watchfulness at Castle Rosethorn. Elation over their victory had evaporated when they saw the Watch Tower lying in ruins in the courtyard. A man with knowledge of masonry examined the Rose Tower and thought it could be mended. In the meantime, until bracing could be erected, he said the tower must be closed off, with no one permitted inside.

			The dragon had not even attacked the castle in earnest, but had struck on a whim, simply to demonstrate its might. Everyone knew that if more dragons came, they could destroy the keep. Atieno ordered guards to the ramparts to scan the skies in fear. No one slept that night.

			The dragon did not return, nor did the dragonarmies. When day dawned, the defenders sighted a few goblins skulking about the edge of the forests, perhaps trying to summon up courage for a raid. Atieno and her archers and men-at-arms did not give them a chance, however, riding into the woods to dispatch them.

			They could do little to clean up the destruction left in the courtyard by the fall of the tower. The work of hauling away the rubble would require draft horses and wagons, and Gregory had taken those with him. They sealed off the courtyard and the upper floors of the keep that had been damaged in the collapse, planning to wait until spring to rebuild.

			The next day, they buried their dead with reverence and commended them to Huma. The dead included Captain Hull, who had been hacked to death by goblins wielding axes. They piled the goblin corpses in a field and set fire to them, polluting the air with noxious black smoke and leaving a burned patch of grass on which nothing would later grow.

			The blacksmith began immediate work constructing a new portcullis. Women scrubbed for days to clean the black blood from the passage beneath the murder holes.

			They continued to talk of the dragon, for such beasts had not been seen in Ansalon since Huma Dragonbane had banished them and their Dark Queen back to the Abyss. Many had scoffed at the rumors of their return, claiming dragons were nothing but old wives’ tales. The old wives cackled in triumph now, their tales vindicated.

			The people of Ironwood finally risked venturing out to see what had become of their homes, shops, and farms, hoping to salvage what they could, which wasn’t much. They vowed, with true Solamnic spirit, to rebuild. Some were able to move back into what remained of their dwellings or departed to stay with relatives. Atieno offered shelter to those who had nowhere to go. A small tent village soon sprang up in the bailey.

			Destina was busy from morning to night helping her mother tend to the sick and injured, hunting and setting traps and snares, caring for children and easing worries and fears. The return of dragons meant the return of the Dark Queen, but did that mean the other gods had returned? And, if so, why didn’t they give some sign to their people?

			Destina mounted the rampart every day, waiting anxiously for messengers bearing news. Days passed and no one came. Today she saw a rider galloping down the road.

			He rode up to the lower gate, which was under repair, and stopped to speak to the guards. He did not stay long. Turning his horse around, he galloped on.

			One of the gate guards ran up the Thorn Gauntlet toward the castle. Destina dashed down the tower stairs, impatiently tripping over her skirt, and arrived in time to see refugees from all parts of the castle come running. Her mother was there to meet the soldier.

			“What news?” Atieno asked.

			“The battle is won, my lady!” he cried breathlessly.

			“What battle? Where?” Atieno demanded.

			“The High Clerist’s Tower,” said the guard. “A rider just brought word. The dragonarmies have been defeated and are in retreat!”

			People in the hall began to clap and cheer. Atieno silenced them with a look.

			“What news of my lord?” she asked.

			“I asked the messenger about Lord Gregory, madame. He said he did not know.” The guard saw the shadow on her face and added reassuringly, “The man was in haste to deliver good tidings, madame. I am certain we will hear from his lordship soon.”

			Atieno nodded, but the shadow in her eyes remained. She served an extra measure of ale to every person sheltering in the castle to toast the victory, then went back to her work.

			People were heartened by the news, and spirits rose. They spoke hopefully of their menfolk returning and of rebuilding their lives. Destina’s joy was too great, too deep, for celebration. Her mother’s omens had been wrong. Her father would soon be home. Her life would go back to normal—studying the Measure, riding together.

			She hurried to her own room, opened her hope chest, and took out the silver chalice he had given her. She had packed it away, out of sight, following the unfortunate incident with her mother’s omen. Destina now cleaned it and placed it on the table near her bed where she would see the sunlight gleaming in the silver when she woke.

			Days went by with no further word, and then a second messenger arrived. Destina and her mother were walking through the hall when he entered. They both recognized him. His name was John Peters, and he was one of the men-at-arms who had ridden to battle with Lord Gregory.

			Peters was covered in mud and blood, limping, and seemed exhausted to the point of dropping. He took off his helm. His head was wrapped in a bloody bandage, his face drawn and haggard. He was holding something wrapped in bloodstained cloth.

			Limping over to Atieno, he knelt painfully before her and bowed his head. He laid the object on the floor and then unwrapped it.

			“My lord Gregory’s sword,” he said.

			The blade and the hilt were stained black with dried blood.

			Atieno stared at the weapon and dropped to the floor, where she lay unmoving.

			People cried out in alarm and clustered around her. Some said she was dead. Others said no, she lived. They chafed her hands and loosened her clothes and called for wine. Someone went running for Nanny.

			Destina paid no heed to her mother. She walked up to the soldier, who remained kneeling, and stood over him. She drew in a shivering breath.

			“You served with my father, John Peters. You are here to tell us he is dead,” she said in a voice she did not know as her own.

			The soldier bowed his head. “I am sorry, mistress.”

			Destina thought she should feel something—grief, sorrow. But she felt only cold and hollow.

			“Rise and tell me what happened,” Destina said.

			Peters struggled to his feet. He took a moment to marshal his thoughts, then began his tale.

			“The battle seemed lost, mistress. We were outnumbered. We faced dragons, blue dragons…The beasts brought terror to our hearts and unmanned us…” He shuddered and for a moment could not continue.

			“Go on,” said Destina relentlessly.

			“We expected troops from Palanthas to come to our aid, but they did not arrive. We later heard that the mayor had made a secret deal with the Dragon Highlords to surrender if they would spare the city. Lord Derek Crownguard, Knight of the Rose, was in command. He led an ill-fated charge against the enemy. He and his forces were wiped out.”

			Silence had fallen in the hall. The word had spread, and people came running from the bailey to hear. No one moved or spoke, except for Nanny. She was holding the unconscious Atieno in her arms, moistening her lips with wine and softly whispering soothing words to her.

			Destina stood with her fists clenched, her eyes fixed upon the soldier. “What of my father?”

			The man looked at her, his gaze pleading. “You have to understand, mistress. We were vastly outnumbered. The dragons cast a pall over our hearts; I have never known such fear. All I could see was my own death, my body torn apart by rending claws. My lord Gregory and his brother, Lord Vincent, were also afflicted. My lord Gregory said remaining in the tower was to die for a hopeless cause. He said each knight should return home and protect his family.”

			“You are saying my father was planning to come home to us,” said Destina through quivering lips. “He was going to return to our castle, where he would have been safe. And now he is dead.”

			She had to pause to clear the choke in her throat, then said, “Who stopped him from leaving the tower?”

			“No one stopped my lord, mistress,” said John Peters gravely. “Quite the opposite. He had formed a friendship with a fellow knight, Sturm Brightblade, who had taken over command after the death of Derek Crownguard. My lord told Brightblade that he and others were planning to go back to guard their homes. My lord feared Brightblade would think he was being dishonorable, abandoning his duty, but Brightblade said that he also had a duty to his family and bade my lord and the others a safe journey. Before my lord could leave, however, the dragonarmies attacked.

			“Brightblade had brought with him outlandish folk—an elf maid, a kender, and a dwarf. They carried what they claimed were the fabled dragonlances of Huma Dragonbane and a magical orb said to destroy dragons. No one believed this tale except Brightblade. He said he would buy his friends time to prepare the orb, and he mounted the wall, armed with a dragonlance, to face the dragons alone.”

			He lowered his voice and said quietly, “Brightblade died on that wall, alone.”

			The people in the hall murmured in sympathy as they pictured the courageous, noble death. Destina flashed them a look and they fell silent.

			“What of my father?” she asked again.

			“My lord Gregory saw his friend fall. He was angered and shamed and vowed to avenge his death. He called upon all of us to remember the Oath. ‘My honor is my life’ he cried and picked up one of the dragonlances and held it high in the air. The lance blazed silver, and seemed to shine on him with a holy light. My lord Gregory said that the Knights of Solamnia would ride to glory this day. And so we did. For we won the battle.”

			No one in the hall stirred.

			“I cannot say what happened after that, mistress, for I was struck down in the first assault.” Peters put his hand to the bloody bandage tied around his head. “When I came to myself, I searched for my lord and found his body. He was covered in the blood of dragons and he held the fabled dragonlance in his hand, and he was smiling in triumph.

			“His brother, Lord Vincent, lay at his side. He was still alive, though he was grievously wounded, and his people have carried him home to die. Many died that day, but they took countless numbers of evil dragons with them. The Dragon Highlord was forced to retreat. The day was ours.”

			Destina scarcely heard him. She grasped at words that seemed to come out of a blood-tinged mist. Her father had been going to come home, and then his obligation to someone named Brightblade had stopped him.

			Peters quit talking, and his head sank to his breast. He staggered where he stood, and Destina feared he might collapse. She shook him by the arm, so that he stirred and lifted his glazed eyes to meet hers.

			“My father was going to come back to us and now he is dead!” she cried, shaking with anger. “Did this Brightblade order him to stay?”

			Peters straightened, stood tall before her, and faced her with dignity. “No one stopped my lord from leaving, mistress,” he said in stern rebuke. “No one ordered him to stay. Lord Gregory chose to stay.”

			Destina was angry and heartbroken and realized she was upset with her father. How could he leave them? He knew they needed him! She heard her own thoughts, and she was overcome with shame and guilt and hastily drove them away. She felt helpless and alone and was only vaguely aware that Nanny and some other people were gently conveying Atieno to her room while those remaining in the hall were weeping or staring helplessly at her.

			She had no idea what they wanted from her, and then she heard her father’s voice, now forever stilled.

			You cannot be a knight, Destina, but you can and will be the Lady of Castle Rosethorn.

			She was her father’s heir. She was responsible for the welfare of her people. They were frightened and looking to her to take charge, to tell them what to do, to tell them that all would be well. Never mind that she longed for someone to tell her the same thing.

			“Thirty rode with my father, John Peters,” she said. “How many came back with you?”

			“I am the only survivor, mistress.”

			At this, a woman wailed, and her friends clustered around her to comfort her.

			Destina sighed. “I will need the names of the others, so that I can send word to their families. Go to the kitchen, take food and drink, and have Cook tend to your wounds. I will meet you there.”

			John Peters bowed and started to limp away.

			“Wait!” Destina called. “Where is my father’s body? Did you bring him back to us?”

			“I did not, my lady,” said John Peters. “We did not know if the dragonarmies would regroup and attack again. The Grand Master, Lord Gunthar Uth Wistan, ordered us to bury my lord and the other defenders with honor in the Chamber of Paladine. We sealed their tomb so that no evil creatures could desecrate the bodies. I brought your father’s sword as he requested. My lord told us the night before the battle that if he fell, we were to give his sword to you, mistress.”

			Destina looked down to see her father’s sword still lying on the floor. As Destina knelt to touch it, stained with his blood, her tears came in a rush, and she had to choke them back. She would not show weakness. She would make her father proud.

			She gave orders without any idea what she was saying, and people scattered to do her bidding, leaving her alone with her father’s blade.

			She wrapped the sword in the cloth and carried it to her bedchamber. She placed it on the mantel alongside the silver chalice and lingered a moment, her hand resting on the shrouded sword. She had intended to weep now that she was alone, but the tears would not come.

			She longed to remain shut up in her room, but she had other duties, and the first was to her mother. She went to her mother’s room.

			Atieno lay on her bed, propped up by pillows. Her eyes were swollen, her face puffy from weeping.

			“The omens of disaster are coming true, Destina,” said Atieno feverishly. “The first was blood, as red as the rose. The second the sword.”

			“Can I bring you anything, Mother?” Destina asked through gritted teeth, but Atieno was not to be deterred.

			“You must be prepared for the third omen, Child: the crown. The omens say that is when the blow will fall.”

			Destina lashed out in a rage. “Omens? My father is dead and you talk of omens! You shamed him! Shamed us all!”

			She was suddenly overwhelmed by fury. Her rage felt good, far better than the unshed tears and the sickening pain of unendurable grief. She ran to the small altar where her mother kept objects that were sacred to Chislev, such as the blue skystones and small bundles of sage she burned to purify the air, and swept them to the floor with a shriek.

			“I hate you!” she cried. “Why are you alive and he is not? Why did he have to die? Why didn’t he come home to me? He was meant to come home…”

			Her mother climbed out of bed and put her arm around her, seeking to comfort her. Destina thrust her away. Nanny hovered over her, offering her a posset of honey and poppy juice, but Destina had no desire to sink into forgetfulness. She would never forget. Never!

			“I am sorry, Mama. I did not mean those terrible words I said. I will send the maid to clean up the mess. You should get some sleep.”

			But Atieno refused to take the posset or return to her bed, though Destina urged her to rest. People were still living in the castle, and she had to tend to their needs.

			“The third omen will come, though perhaps not for a long time,” said Atieno. “You are strong, Destina. You have proven your strength. You will not let fate defeat you.”

			She kissed Destina on the cheek, then left to go about her duties.

			“You should take a cup of wine, mistress,” said Nanny. “Eat a morsel to warm the stomach. There is some cold beef in the larder.”

			Destina felt nauseated at the thought. She needed to be alone, and she knew of only one place to go in the castle where she could be certain that no one would bother her.

			She went to her father’s library.

			Giving orders that she was not to be disturbed, Destina shut the door to the library behind her. The silence and the darkness were soothing. She stood with her back against the door, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, waiting for her heart to adjust to the fact that her father was never coming home.

			The heavy curtains were drawn, just as her father had left them. A little light managed to seep through them, however, permitting her to see. She walked over to the desk, treading softly as she always did when her father was reading, so as not to disturb him.

			She lit the two beeswax candles that he kept on the desk, and a soft light filled the chamber. Gregory had left his account books and ledgers in a neat pile on his desk. Destina found a diagram of the High Clerist’s Tower and a map of the surrounding area. He had apparently been studying the layout of the tower before he left. The book he had been reading still lay on the desk where he had closed it and left it.

			Destina knew all the books in the library, for sometimes she helped her father dust them, but she did not recognize this one. He must have purchased it the last time he was in Palanthas. The book was bound in leather embossed with a rose, a crown, and a sword done in gold leaf. The book had no title on the cover. She opened it to the title page.

			Being a True Account of the Life of Huma Dragonbane by One Who Knew Him.

			Destina smiled sadly. Gregory had idolized Huma, the most famous of all the Solamnic knights. He had left a strip of velvet ribbon in the book to mark his page. Destina sat down in her father’s chair and opened the book to the page he had been reading before he had closed it, never to come back to finish it.

			Her father often underlined passages he found particularly interesting or those he wanted to study later. He wrote notes in the margins in his neat, compact handwriting. He had written a note in the margin beside one of the sentences.

			Destina read the page he had marked.

			
				Magius came to Huma in the night as he was kneeling in prayer. I lay on the floor in a corner of the room, wrapped in a blanket. Huma rose to his feet and Magius started to speak to him. I did not mean to eavesdrop, but I was afraid of Magius, as were most of us in the fort, and I pretended to be asleep rather than have to face him.

				Magius was extremely excited. He told Huma he had important information. He had learned that the Conclave of Wizards had obtained a powerful magical artifact that permitted the user to travel back in time. He termed the artifact the “Device of Time Journeying.” He said that he could lay his hands on this device and use it to travel back in time to save Huma’s younger sister, Greta, who had died more than ten years ago, at age seventeen.

				A valiant warrior in her own right, Greta had suffered what seemed a minor arrow wound in a skirmish with forces of the Dark Queen. The wound had turned putrid. No healer could help her, and Huma came to believe the arrow that had struck her had been poisoned.

				“With this magical device, I can go back in time and stop the arrow from hitting her,” Magius told his friend.

				Magius had been betrothed to Greta. The two had loved each other dearly, and Huma must have been tempted, for he had adored his sister. Yet he was doubtful.

				“If she lives instead of dies, we will change time,” said Huma.

				“The only thing that will change is that Greta will be alive,” said Magius. “Vinas Solamnus writes in the Measure that time is as a mighty river, and we are nothing more than leaves that float upon the river’s surface until we sink and are forgotten. If six hundred die in battle and I restore the life of one, that will not change the outcome of that battle. The river flows on.”

				“That may be true, but you cannot be certain,” Huma argued. “The fact that Greta is alive might alter time.”

				“She would alter our time and that for the better,” said Magius.

				“You cannot be certain…” Huma said, shaking his head.

				“I cannot be certain of drawing breath tomorrow,” said Magius impatiently. “But to have Greta back in our lives…We should both be willing to take the risk.”

				“If it were just my life, I would risk it without a second thought,” said Huma. “We do not know how the change might affect the lives of countless others. Forgive me, my friend, but I do not trust such magic.”

				“You trust me to kill goblins with my magic,” said Magius, nettled.

				“I admit that goblins deserve better, but you are all we have,” said Huma gravely.

				Magius looked as if he was going to continue to be angry, but then he saw Huma smile. Huma had an engaging smile, and Magius was not proof against it. He could not help but laugh, though his laughter faded into a sigh.

				“It is just that I miss her so much.”

				“As do I,” said Huma. “Our beloved Greta is with Paladine, my friend. We are selfish to want her back.”

			

			Destina knew most Solamnics had never been able to understand the legendary friendship between Huma and Magius. Her father had often commented on it, saying he found it mystifying that a knight such as Huma, a devout adherent to the Measure, could put his trust in a wizard. Yet the argument between the two was not why Gregory had underlined the paragraphs, apparently. He had written next to the line describing the Device of Time Journeying these words:

			
				If I could go back in time, I would convince the knights to prepare to face our foes and we would not be called upon to die in the hopeless battle I foresee coming.

			

			An idea blossomed in Destina’s mind. Magius was said to have been the greatest wizard who had ever lived, and he had believed he had found a way to travel back in time with this magical artifact, the Device of Time Journeying.

			“I wonder if it is possible for me to go back in time to save my father…” Destina said to herself. “Time is a river. ‘If six hundred die in battle, and I restore the life of one, that will not change the outcome of that battle.’ Other knights survived. John Peters returned home. Why not my father?”

			Destina was suddenly appalled at herself for even thinking such profane thoughts. Her father had been angry at her mother for reading omens in a cup of wine. She could not imagine his fury if he knew his daughter was thinking of using a magical artifact to keep him from making an honorable and heroic sacrifice.

			Yet she missed him so much. The pain was unbearable. She laid her head down in her arms on his desk and wept until her tears were gone.

			Yet still the pain remained.

			She rose and closed the book. But she marked the page.
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			In the weeks following, Destina could think of nothing except her father’s death. She moved as though in a chill fog, but she kept moving, for the business of the household must go on, and she was now the Lady of Castle Rosethorn.

			She found solace in the work. Castle Rosethorn had come to epitomize her father in her mind. He had placed his legacy and the legacy of generations of Rosethorns in her trust. She vowed to him every day when she entered his library that she would not disappoint him.

			She had little time to think more about magic or a magical device. The book on Huma was taking up room on her father’s desk, so she placed it on the shelves and soon thought no more about it.

			One of her first duties was to dispatch a messenger to inquire about her uncle’s health. Lord Vincent was a widower. His wife had died in childbirth, leaving him with a son, Anthony, a young man near Destina’s age. The family lived some fifty miles away on the estate his wife had brought him when they married. They had not come together often due to the difficulties of traveling such a distance. Destina had met her cousin twice and only vaguely remembered him.

			The messenger brought back word that Lord Vincent hovered between life and death, but he was being treated by a cleric of Kiri-Jolith, and they were hopeful he would recover.

			Destina also sent word of her father’s death to the Berthelbochs, who had abandoned Ironwood after the war and moved to a fine new home in Kalaman. She received an effusive message back, expressing their sorrow and urging her to leave all management of the estate to her father’s steward.

			“You would not want such a burdensome task to spoil your pretty looks,” wrote Madame Berthelboch.

			Destina did not respond.

			She met with the steward, who was all sympathy and assured her that he would handle everything.

			“You need do nothing except indulge your grief, Lady Destina. I will see to the accounts and collect the rents and do all that is necessary.”

			“On the contrary, I will take charge of the accounts, as did my father,” said Destina. “I have made myself familiar with all the contracts and legal documents. My only concern is that I cannot find my father’s will among his papers.”

			“His lordship gave his will to his attorney, William Bolland, to make a copy.”

			“Then fetch the will and the copy from him and bring them to me,” said Destina.

			“I fear that is impossible,” said the steward, giving her an odd look. He appeared distressed to be giving her bad news. “I thought you knew, my lady. Goblins set fire to William Bolland’s home and the office where he worked. Master Bolland and his family perished. All his legal documents were lost in the blaze, your father’s will among them.”

			“I did not know,” Destina said. “I am sorry to hear of his death. My father thought a great deal of him.”

			“Perhaps your father left a copy of his will in his desk. Have you searched through his papers, my lady?”

			“Of course I have, but it is not there. His will names me the heir to his estate. Without that document and—as a female—I have no claim. The estate will go to Uncle Vincent.”

			“Maybe his lordship concealed it in the pages of a book or behind a brick in the fireplace? I have heard of people doing such things.”

			“Irrational people, perhaps,” said Destina, sadly smiling. “My father was a meticulous man. He kept all his documents well organized.”

			“I dare say it does not matter, my lady,” said the steward soothingly. “All knew your father’s wishes, including his brother. Lord Vincent would not deprive you of your inheritance. I would not worry about the will.”

			Destina decided to heed his advice. As the Lady of Castle Rosethorn, she had too much else to worry her.

			The winter wore on, and the war continued to rage. Travelers from Palanthas reported that Lord Gunthar was raising an army, and he had named Laurana—the elf maid who had fought at the High Clerist’s Tower—to command it.

			The most momentous news was that Paladine and the gods of old had returned to help in the fight. Good dragons of gold and silver, copper, bronze, and brass had joined the battle against the evil dragons of the Dark Queen.

			Destina cared little for gods and dragons. Her main concern was that the fighting stay far away from Castle Rosethorn, where her father seemed always with her. When she was wrestling with the accounts and the numbers would not add properly, he would urge her to be patient. When she grew weary and despondent, he would provide encouragement. His shadowy presence did not ease her grief. Often she would rise from her work, thinking she had heard his voice, only to remember he was gone, his voice silenced.

			Winter finally loosened its grip, and spring flowers began to force their way through the snow. The dragonarmies had been driven from Solamnia, and people felt safe enough to start rebuilding their homes and their lives. The remaining refugees moved out of Castle Rosethorn, bestowing grateful thanks and blessings on Atieno and Destina.

			The war that was now becoming known as the War of the Lance ended in spring of 352 ac with the fall of Neraka, the capital of the Dark Queen. She and her evil dragons were banished from the world, forced to return to the Abyss. The good dragons remained, as did the old gods, among them those mentioned in the Measure—Paladine, Kiri-Jolith, and Habakkuk.

			Destina was skeptical of these new old gods, as were many of the Solamnic people until the clerics of Paladine and Kiri-Jolith brought miracles of healing to them. The clerics began teaching people of their values and precepts, reminding them of the Measure, and urging people to turn to their worship.

			Destina entered her mother’s bedchamber one morning to find Atieno gathering up the skystones and bloodstones and packing them away in a chest. As Destina watched in astonishment, her mother tossed bundles of sage into the fire, where they flared up and began to fill the room with fragrant smoke.

			Destina coughed and opened a window. “Mama, what are you doing? How can you read the omens?”

			“I have become a cleric of the goddess, Chislev,” Atieno told her. “I no longer read omens.”

			“Chislev? Is that the goddess you said lives in trees?” asked Destina. “Does she forbid the reading of omens?”

			“Chislev does not forbid anything,” Atieno replied. “She is not like those stuffy old gods Paladine and Kiri-Jolith, with their rules and lessons. Chislev is the mother of the world. She is the goddess of plants and animals. She bids us, her followers, to rely on our instincts and feelings. I now realize that no omen told me things. I felt them in my heart and knew them in my soul.”

			“Then I am grateful to this goddess, for now I can drink my tea without worry,” said Destina, smiling.

			She had hoped to make her mother smile, but Atieno regarded her with concern. “I was talking with a cleric of Kiri-Jolith. He said you refused to speak to him.”

			“I spoke to him,” said Destina. “I asked him why I should worship a god that had permitted my father to die. He had no answer, except to blather on about mortals not being able to conceive of the mind of a god.”

			“You are in pain, Destina,” said Atieno. “You should let Kiri-Jolith heal your wound.”

			“I have no idea what you are talking about, Mama,” said Destina, annoyed. “I am in perfect health and far too busy to spend my time having some cleric pray over me.”

			She turned to leave, but her mother stopped her at the door.

			“I speak of the pain you carry inside, Destina. Your grief for your father is a raw and festering wound that you refuse to treat. I have come to think you enjoy your grief—relish nurturing it and feeding your suffering.”

			“Because my pain is all I have left!” Destina cried, rounding on her mother. “I want to feel it every day. I need to feel it. I won’t forget him! Not as you have forgotten him!”

			Atieno started to say something, but Destina did not want to hear. She left, slamming the door behind her.

			

			—

			Her mother was rarely home after that. She spent her days and nights either in the forest or among the people—treating sick and injured animals, assisting in lambing, curing horses that had gone lame, and healing diseases in cattle. She did not neglect the plants, either. Destina heard that her mother had stopped the corn blight, whatever that was, thereby saving a farmer’s crops.

			In the fall of 353, when she was sixteen, Destina received a letter from her uncle, Lord Vincent. He wrote that he was not in good health, having never fully recovered from the terrible wounds he had received in the battle of the High Clerist’s Tower. He said only the blessings of Kiri-Jolith were keeping him alive.

			I grow weary of this life, he wrote. Before I die, I wanted to let you know that your father’s final thoughts were of you, his daughter. He was so proud of you.

			Destina fed the words to her pain.

			The months passed into years, and Destina began to enjoy her duties as the Lady of Castle Rosethorn. She hired masons to start work on rebuilding the Watch Tower, but she was not able to afford repairs to the Rose Tower. People marveled at her grasp of the business of managing an estate—especially given her youth. Her tenants considered her fair and sought her advice in everything from handling disputes over boundaries to what crops they should plant. She gave what she could to the poor and was honored by the citizens of the newly rebuilt town of Ironwood as the city’s patron. All she did, she did in her father’s name.

			As the Lady of Castle Rosethorn, Destina kept her father’s legacy alive.

			In the autumn of 355, at age eighteen, Destina traveled to Palanthas in company with the Berthelbochs, who made a yearly journey and had invited Destina to accompany them. She resided in the house Lord Gregory had owned in the city and spent two months there. The Berthelbochs urged her to buy what she needed at their expense to prepare for her wedding. Destina refused at first, until she realized they were insulted by her refusal and gave in. She spent two months buying silks and wools and velvets and hiring dressmakers to sew new dresses for her mother and herself.

			She had tried to persuade her mother to travel with her, but Atieno persisted in her dislike of the Berthelbochs and her detestation of cities. Besides, she said, she could not leave her duties as a cleric.

			Destina marveled at the beauty of Palanthas—a city famed throughout the world. She visited the Great Library and heard with horrified pleasure how a powerful, black-robed wizard named Raistlin Majere had dared to enter the accursed Tower of High Sorcery and claim it for his own.

			Destina spent much of her time with her betrothed, Berthel, and his family. Berthel was more in love with her than ever. He was more handsome than ever, as well, and Destina enjoyed the envious looks of other women as she walked at his side. He and his family treated her with deference and respect and lavished her with gifts. Destina remained satisfied with her choice for a husband.

			She had sometimes thought of remaining single, but she quickly discounted the notion. She wanted her own family, and sons to inherit Castle Rosethorn and keep her father’s legacy alive. Still, she was relieved that her father had stated in the marriage contract that they were not to marry until she had come of legal age at twenty-one.

			The Berthelbochs had tried to insist that Berthel should immediately start working with her steward to learn to manage Castle Rosethorn so that she could devote her time to planning her wedding, embroidering tapestries, and playing the harp, but Destina had refused.

			“I am the Lady of Castle Rosethorn,” Destina told them firmly. “I plan to continue as lady of the castle after I am married. Such was my father’s wish.”

			She thought that would settle the matter, and she was more than a little annoyed later to overhear Madame Berthelboch say to her husband, “She will think differently when she has babies to manage.”

			Destina smiled to herself. That is why one hired nursemaids.

			She was twenty years old in 357 when she received word from her cousin that her uncle, Lord Vincent Rosethorn, had died.

			Her cousin, Anthony, sent a trusted servant to bring the sad tidings. The servant was flashily dressed in order to show off the wealth of the household, and he presented Destina with a rosewood box lined with velvet and a letter. She opened the box to find a circlet of gold, beautiful in its simplicity.

			“Lord Anthony thought you would like to have this adornment,” said the servant. “The circlet belonged to your grandmother.”

			“How kind of my cousin to think of me,” said Destina.

			The servant smirked and said, “In truth, Lord Vincent left it to Lord Anthony’s wife, Lady Emily, but she did not want it. She said it might as well go to you.”

			“How dare you take such liberties, speaking of your mistress in such an offensive manner!” Destina rebuked him. “Get out of my sight.”

			The servant stalked out, offended.

			Destina thought perhaps her cousin simply could not manage his staff, but as she read the letter, her displeasure with her cousin grew.

			
				My father asked to be buried with his brother and the other knights in the Chamber of Paladine in the High Clerist’s Tower. I eased his last hours by agreeing, but such a journey proved far too expensive and inconvenient to undertake. We buried Lord Vincent in the family tomb.

			

			Destina found it reprehensible that her cousin had ignored his father’s dying request. She went to tell her mother the news.

			Atieno was in the solar, sitting near the window in the sunlight, weaving cloth on her hand loom. The fabric was made from yarn she had dyed herself in bright colors. Atieno stopped her work when Destina entered and looked up with a smile.

			“Do you like this shade of red, Daughter? I made the dye from crushed insects. I am weaving a shawl for you to wear. Red suits your complexion.”

			Destina praised the shawl, then said, “I fear I have sad news, Mother. My cousin writes that his father, Lord Vincent, has died. Anthony sent me this in my uncle’s memory. He said it belonged to my grandmother.”

			Destina handed Atieno the rosewood box. Her mother opened it. The circlet gleamed in the sunlight. Atieno took one look at it, gasped in horror, then flung the box away from her. The box struck the stone tiles and broke into pieces. The circlet rolled out onto the floor.

			“Mama, what have you done?” Destina asked, shocked.

			Atieno pointed at the circlet. “The crown! The third omen!”

			“Don’t be ridiculous!” Destina said angrily. “It is just a circlet. I thought you had given up this superstitious belief in omens. Chislev said you were to rely on your feelings or something like that.”

			“I cannot unsee what I saw,” said Atieno with dignity. “Blood as red as the rose was the first. Your father’s sword was the second. This crown is the third.”

			Destina was exasperated. “I am sorry Uncle Vincent is dead, Mama, but I scarcely knew the man. His death has nothing to do with me. As for the circlet, he left it to his daughter-in-law. She didn’t like it and gave it to me. So how can it be an omen when it was not intended for me?”

			“All the more reason,” said Atieno. “You saw the dragon in the lees!”

			Destina was so angry, she dared not speak the hurtful words on her lips. Bending down, she snatched up the circlet that lay amid the ruins of the box and swept out of the room.

			She locked the circlet away in a strongbox. She could take no pleasure in the ornament, not after this.

			In the spring of 357, a messenger arrived at the castle gates, telling the guards he bore a message for the master of Castle Rosethorn from the Lord Mayor of Palanthas. They let him pass, and he galloped into the courtyard, shouting for the master of the castle.

			The servants ran to fetch Destina, and she hurried out to meet him.

			“I need to speak to the master,” said the messenger.

			“You are,” Destina told him.

			The messenger was startled, though he was in too much haste to ask questions. He did not dismount, but spoke to her from the saddle.

			“Palanthas is under attack by the armies of the Blue Lady—the same one who attacked the High Clerist’s Tower,” he said. “I fear our noble city will fall. The Lord Mayor calls upon all loyal Solamnians to come to our aid!”

			“Fetch Captain Peters,” Destina ordered a servant, who ran off in haste. She turned back to the rider. “I will send men-at-arms to help defend the city. You have ridden hard. Will you come inside, take some refreshment, and rest your horse?”

			“I thank you, my lady, but I do not have time,” said the rider. “I must spread the word. I am grateful for your help.”

			He touched his spurs to his lathered horse and galloped off.

			Captain Peters was the same John Peters who had brought Destina word of her father’s death. He had continued in her service, and she had rewarded his loyalty by making him the commander of the castle guards following Hull’s death. She ordered him to muster the troops and set out as soon as possible for Palanthas, leaving only enough men to guard the castle.

			“This Blue Lady is the Dragon Highlord who struck down Commander Brightblade,” said Captain Peters grimly. “Her dragons killed your father. I will be glad of another chance to confront her.”

			“The gods willing, we will put an end to her this time,” said Destina. “And she will spend eternity in endless torment.”

			He and his men marched out that day. Destina ordered the remaining guardsmen to stay alert in case the war spilled out of Palanthas.

			A few days later, she was surprised to see Captain Peters and his troops ride back through the castle gates. He came to report.

			“We never reached Palanthas, my lady. We were on the road when we received word that the battle was over. The Blue Lady has reportedly been killed, although no one knows how she died or what happened to her body. She is said to have met her end in the Tower of High Sorcery.”

			“I hope her death was long and painful,” said Destina.

			“We also heard that while we were victorious in the end, the enemy destroyed much of the city,” said Captain Peters.

			Destina sent one of the servants to check on the house they owned in Palanthas. He returned to report that the house had suffered some damage, mostly to the roof and windows. He had made emergency repairs, but Destina would need to hire workmen to do a proper job.

			Yet another expense.
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			Atieno said nothing more to Destina about the third omen, perhaps because nothing came of her prediction. Spring blossomed into summer. The crops flourished under sunny skies and gentle rains. Destina was not only busy with her tasks as the Lady of Castle Rosethorn, she was planning her wedding, which was to be a lavish event held the following spring.

			Destina celebrated her twenty-first year of life in the autumn of 358—a momentous occasion, for she had come of age and could now legally inherit. She thought of her father on waking that morning and seeing again the silver chalice on her fifteenth birthday.

			The pain of his loss had not diminished over the years. Whenever Destina feared she might be starting to forget, she stirred the embers so that the fire of her grief burned bright and hot.

			She rose from her bed and took down the chalice from the mantel. She held it in her hands until the cold silver grew warm to her touch, thinking tender thoughts of her father. Then she placed the chalice back on the mantel and went to her mother’s bedchamber to bid her good morning.

			Atieno was seated at her dressing table arranging her hair. Her bracelets jangled, and her golden earrings gleamed.

			Atieno greeted Destina with a kiss. “Chislev’s blessings on your Day of Life Gift, Daughter. Your father would be so proud of you.”

			Destina didn’t answer. She never failed to resent how calmly her mother could speak of her father, as though he was away on a journey and would be back any day. She changed the subject.

			“I came to tell you, Mama, that a male copper dragon has taken up residence in the mountains. The dragon has not done any damage thus far, but the people fear it will raid their farms or burn down the town, and they are in a panic. They sent a delegation to urge me to attack the dragon and drive it away.”

			“You will do no such thing, Destina!” Atieno said, her anger startling Destina. “Copper dragons are good dragons. I am certain if you speak to him, you can persuade him to confine his meals to deer or wild boar.”

			“As it happens, Mama, you and I think alike on this,” said Destina. She still vividly remembered the blue dragon she had seen flying over the castle. She had not seen a dragon since, and she was secretly excited to meet this one, though she would never admit it to her mother. “I have no intention of attacking the beast, so long as he proves reasonable. I am going to ask him nicely to find another place to live.”

			“I would urge him to remain,” said Atieno. “A dragon would be good protection for castle and town.”

			Destina considered this idea. She decided she would meet the dragon first and then decide.

			“Captain Peters and I will ride to the dragon’s lair this morning to talk to him,” she told her mother. “Do not worry about me, Mama. I am taking armed guards.”

			Atieno smiled. “I am not at all worried, Daughter. The dragon is young. His name is Saber. You and Captain Peters must go alone as Saber will perceive armed men as a threat.”

			“How do you know this?” Destina asked.

			“I visited his lair the other day and spoke to him. Saber is very charming, though quite talkative—like all copper dragons.”

			“You visited him!” Destina was shocked. “You could have been killed!”

			“Nonsense,” said Atieno sharply. “Saber fought in the War of the Lance. He carried knights into battle. He comes as a friend, and we should welcome him.”

			She reached into her jewel case and drew out a large, gaudy silver necklace set with enormous jewels made of colored glass. She handed it to Destina.

			“It is lovely, Mother,” said Destina, forcing a smile. “I will treasure it.”

			Atieno laughed. “If you could see the look on your face! The necklace is not for you. It is a gift for the dragon.”

			“What does a dragon want with a necklace?” Destina asked, amused.

			“Copper dragons are fond of gems and jewelry, especially those that are bright and shiny. Saber showed me his collection, and I thought he would like this. I purchased it from that dwarven peddler who came to the castle the other day.”

			Destina did not know there had been a dwarven peddler in the castle. She generally attempted to waylay peddlers, kender, and hucksters before her mother had a chance to meet with them, for Atieno loved nothing more than to spend half a day talking with such folk and would always buy whatever they were selling.

			“This is my gift to you, dearest child,” Atieno continued.

			She handed Destina a small box fashioned of birch bark.

			Destina opened the box with some trepidation, fearing it might be a necklace as gaudy as the dragon’s. Her gift this year was a plain golden ring set with a single, small emerald. Her mother took the ring out and slipped it on the little finger of Destina’s hand.

			The ring was too large and wobbled on her finger, but Atieno did not seem to notice.

			“The ring is a blessed artifact of Chislev and has sacred powers. If you are ever lost anywhere—in field, cave, or forest—you have only to clasp the ring and call upon the goddess, and she will guide you to safety.”

			“I do not ever expect to find myself lost in a cave, Mama, but I am sure this will be useful if I do,” said Destina, glad to find the gift was nothing worse. “I hope you did not invite any guests tonight. I was thinking you and I could spend a quiet night at home.”

			“I did not invite guests,” said Atieno. She gave Destina a strange look. “Yet guests may come unbidden. And now you should go. Captain Peters is waiting. Do not forget to give Saber his necklace.”

			Destina went to her bedchamber to change into her riding clothes. Once safely away from her mother, she started to take off Chislev’s ring. She wanted nothing to do with gods. She especially did not want their gifts.

			But she discovered to her surprise that the ring would not come off. It appeared to have molded itself to her finger and she could not remove it, no matter how hard she tugged at it. The ring was not tight, nor was it painful or uncomfortable. It simply would not come off.

			Destina thought perhaps her finger had swollen, and she decided she would try to take it off later.

			Captain Peters and six mounted guardsmen were waiting for her. A stable hand had brought her horse and was holding it for her. As Destina mounted, she looked at the six guardsmen in their chain mail, armed with sword and shield.

			“You may dismiss the escort, Captain,” said Destina. “I do not want to provoke the dragon.”

			Captain Peters ventured a protest, but she was firm, and he did as she had ordered. The two of them rode out the castle gates and into the foothills of the Vingaard Mountains.

			“Did you know my mother went to visit the dragon?” Destina asked.

			“I did not, my lady!” Captain Peters replied, taken aback. “I assure you, if I had known, I would have stopped her. At least,” he amended, knowing her mother, “I would have tried to stop her.”

			Destina smiled. “My mother says this dragon is a copper dragon and that he fought in the War of the Lance. Tell me what you know about such dragons. Am I to trust this beast?”

			“I believe you can, my lady, though I would remain wary,” said Peters. “Copper dragons are good dragons, though they tend to be capricious and self-centered. They are not like silver and gold dragons, who are selfless and honorable, as befits those devoted to Paladine and Kiri-Jolith.”

			“My mother says this dragon is friendly with her goddess, Chislev.”

			“That would not surprise me, my lady,” said Peters. “Chislev belongs to the pantheon of gods who follow Gilean, the Gray Voyager. Gilean does not align himself with his brother, Paladine, and the gods of good, nor does he follow his sister, the Dark Queen, Takhisis, and the gods of evil. Gilean goes his own way.”

			“Do you believe in these gods, Captain?” Destina asked.

			“I do, my lady,” said Peters. “I am a follower of Kiri-Jolith, the patron deity of warriors. If you want, I can tell you about them.”

			“We have nothing better to do while we ride,” said Destina, shrugging.

			“Paladine exemplifies truth and honor. He believes it is his duty to provide guideposts such as the Oath and the Measure to lead mankind along the paths of righteousness. Takhisis does not guide men. She ensnares them with lies and false promises or enslaves them and forces them to obey her. Gilean does neither. He believes that men should be free to choose any path without interference from the gods. Knowledge is the key to man’s understanding. He established the Great Library of Palanthas. The pendulum of time swings between the three. Thus the balance of the world is maintained.”

			“I have heard of Takhisis, of course, but not of Gilean,” said Destina.

			“The Solamnic people have always trusted in the gods of good to the exclusion of others. The goddess in whom your mother believes, Chislev, is one of the gods who follow Gilean. She is the goddess of nature, which is neither good nor evil.”

			“And what do these gods have to do with dragons?” Destina asked.

			“The metallic dragons of gold, silver, copper, bronze, and brass are devoted to Paladine, my lady. The black, red, white, green, and blue dragons, such as those we fought at the High Clerist’s Tower, are devoted to Queen Takhisis.”

			Destina noticed Captain Peters seemed to start to add something, but then he fell silent.

			“Speak, Captain,” she said. “You and I are friends, I believe.”

			“I am honored, my lady. I have not spoken of this before, because I feared to upset you. Prior to his death, your father, Lord Gregory, became a follower of Paladine. He found peace in his faith, saying he had something in which to believe at last.”

			“And yet this Paladine and your god, Kiri-Jolith, led my father to his death,” said Destina. “I do not want to talk about gods anymore, Captain. Let us speak of this copper dragon.”

			“According to reports, Saber is a young male dragon. He is fond of humans and hoarding treasure and talking. Knights who rode copper dragons during the war say that the beasts cannot stay quiet even during battle. They hurl vile insults at their enemy and drive them into a rage. In a way, I suppose you could say copper dragons are much like kender.”

			“A dragon like a kender. That is just all I need!” Destina said, sighing.

			Kender were the bane of her existence. The diminutive race was known for insatiable curiosity and the inability to grasp the concept of personal property. Kender tended to be cheerful and well meaning. They never intended to take anything. When they did take it, they always intended to return it, and when they were caught, they were always considerably astonished to discover they hadn’t.

			Fortunately, kender had little sense of value and generally took whatever happened to spark their interest. When Destina had once caught one in the house, she had made him empty his pouches and discovered he had taken a spindle, a ball of yarn, and a wooden ladle. And since the kender had managed to prick his fingers on the spindle, Destina had been forced to find cobweb to stop the bleeding before she had ushered him off the premises.

			Yet when Destina had told her mother and referred to kender as thieves, Atieno had scolded her.

			“Kender understand the joy of living. We humans spend our short lives clinging to material objects under the assumption that these bring us joy. Kender make us see our folly by teaching us these things have no true worth.”

			“My life was not wrapped up in the spindle, Mother, but it was my spindle,” Destina had replied. She might as well have saved her breath.

			“My mother suggests the dragon remain here to guard the town and the castle,” Destina said.

			“I believe that is a good idea, my lady,” Captain Peters said.

			“I will do what I can, though I never imagined that my duties as Lady of Castle Rosethorn would involve bargaining with a dragon,” Destina said.

			She and Captain Peters left the horses in the fir trees some distance from the cave. Captain Peters’s horse had been trained during the war to be around dragons, but Destina’s mount had not, and the captain feared it might bolt in terror.

			Despite her mother’s assurance that the dragon was friendly and well-intentioned, Destina was nervous about approaching the beast. The memory of the blue dragon destroying the Watch Tower was still clear in her mind.

			The autumn day was warm, and they found the copper dragon, Saber, sunning himself on the rocks in front of his lair. He seemed excited to have visitors, for he fluttered his wings and thumped his tail and immediately lumbered across the rocky terrain to greet them.

			Destina had never been this close to a dragon before, and she was awed and impressed by the size of the beast, as well as by his beauty. He stood twelve feet tall—not including the two horns on top of his head. His copper scales shone in the sun with burnished red-gold luster.

			Destina introduced herself and Captain Peters.

			The dragon bowed his massive head and fluttered his wings. “I am Saber. I am so pleased to meet you, Lady Destina. Your honored mother told me about you. She is immensely proud of you. I heard your father died at the High Clerist’s Tower. My condolences. I was not there myself. I took part in the Vingaard campaign.”

			Destina had wondered if she would be able to understand the dragon, but he spoke the human language with far more skill than she had imagined possible.

			“Please come into my lair. No, no, not that way. That’s the front entrance, and it leads into a labyrinth of my own design to confuse unwanted visitors. Round and round and up and down they go! Haha!” Saber chortled. “I will take you in through the back route. Much easier.”

			Destina had no intention of entering a dragon’s lair, but she did not want to offend him. “The weather is so fine today. We could sit in the sun…”

			“No, no, I insist!” said Saber. “A visit from the Lady of Castle Rosethorn! I must do honor to my guest. I’ll lead the way. Mind my tail. I would not want to accidentally knock you off the mountain.”

			He laughed when he mentioned it, but Destina found the idea alarming and made certain to walk several paces behind the beast.

			Saber rattled on, talking of this and that and the other. Fortunately, he did not seem to require a response, for Destina soon gave up paying attention.

			She had expected a dragon’s lair to be dark and fetid and foul-smelling, filled with bones and rotting carcasses, but Saber’s lair turned out to be as bright and airy as her own solar. A hole in the ceiling of the cave admitted sunlight and air and was positioned right above a stash of gleaming treasures, obviously Saber’s prized possessions, though Destina could see at a glance they were of little worth.

			Her mother had spoken of the treasure, but she was surprised to see in addition a large wooden saddle with a high back, leather reins, and harness.

			“What is all this, Saber?” Destina asked, regarding the saddle curiously.

			“That was the saddle my rider and I used in battle,” said Saber with pride. “I see you admiring the saddle, Lady Destina. You may sit in it if you like.”

			Destina was about to refuse. She was not a child playing on a wooden horse. But she found herself captivated by the saddle and by the idea of flying on a dragon. She imagined sitting on Saber’s back, soaring above houses and fields and rivers. Before she quite knew what she was doing, she was seating herself in the saddle and listening attentively to Saber describe how the various straps and buckles worked to hold the rider secure. She forgot her dignity and remembered only her childhood dreams of flying.

			“I watched the eagles and longed to join them in the clouds. To be free of the ground, soar in the air. Once I actually tried to fly,” Destina confessed, laughing. “I was six years old. I went to the top of a hill and spread my arms and jumped.”

			“You were lucky you were not killed, my lady,” said Captain Peters, smiling.

			“The hill was not a very high hill, fortunately,” said Destina. “I tumbled down head over heels, tore my clothes, and ended up scratched and bruised. I told my father I had tripped, but I think he knew better.”

			“I will take you flying, my lady,” Saber offered. “I would be honored.”

			Destina saw Captain Peters frown and shake his head, but she ignored him.

			“I would like that above all else, Saber,” she said. “I have brought you a gift. This is from my mother and myself.”

			Saber was entranced by the necklace. Snagging it with his claw, he held it to the sunlight to watch the jewels sparkle.

			“This will be the pride of my collection. I cannot thank you both enough, Lady Destina.”

			“You are most welcome,” said Destina. “I do need to speak of something serious. Some of my tenants are worried that you might steal their livestock. If you could offer me your assurance that you would not take their sheep…”

			“I give you my promise, Lady Destina. Although I must say that I am fond of a bit of mutton now and then, I will make do with deer and the occasional wild goat as a treat. I do love a juicy scorpion, but I can’t find them in these parts—”

			As Saber went on to speak of the delicacy, Destina saw Captain Peters making signs that it was time to leave.

			“We must be going, Saber,” Destina said when the dragon paused for breath. “We have a long way to ride and must be back before dark. I have enjoyed meeting you. I look forward to speaking with you again, and I would very much like to learn to fly.”

			Saber insisted on escorting them out of his lair and showing them the easiest route to take down the mountain. He talked the entire time they were walking, saying how much he loved the area, how well tended the farms appeared, what sort of winter they were likely to have, asking if the lake froze over, and so on. He was still talking, shouting at them from a distance, as they mounted their horses and rode off.

			“My lady, I trust you are not serious about flying with the dragon,” said Captain Peters.

			“I am, Captain,” said Destina. “I am currently mired in a miasma of account books, settling tenant disputes, and worrying about whether the autumn rains will spoil the harvest, as well as planning my wedding.” She lifted her head and gazed into the blue sky. “I long to soar above it all. Perhaps if I look down on my problems from a vast height, I will see them shrink in size.”

			Upon arriving home, Destina gave her horse into the care of the grooms and went to report to her mother that the dragon had been pleased with the gift and had proved to be extremely reasonable in regard to the livestock.

			She found her mother preparing to ride. “One of the tenants came to tell me that thieves had broken into his chicken coop in the night and carried off several chickens. He judged by the splay-footed tracks that the thieves are goblins.”

			Destina was not surprised to hear this news. The Solamnics had driven most of the evil creatures from their land during the war, but roving gangs of goblins, hobgoblins, and the like remained in the woods, preying on the unsuspecting.

			“Why are you going, Mama?” Destina asked. “I will order Captain Peters to take soldiers into the forest, hunt down the goblins, and dispatch them.”

			“No need, Daughter,” said Atieno. “I plan to speak with the centaurs who live in the forest. They despise goblins. They will deal with them.”

			“Centaurs? What centaurs?” Destina asked, amazed. “No centaurs live in Solamnia.”

			Atieno gave her a knowing smile. “So the centaurs would have you believe.”

			“At least take soldiers with you!” Destina said. “The forest is not safe!”

			“The centaurs will look after me,” said Atieno, and she rode off before Destina could say anything else.

			Shaking her head over her mother’s oddities, Destina went to the library to review the reports regarding the harvest. The crops were bountiful and the granaries full to overflowing. No one would starve this winter.

			She was interrupted by a knock on the door.

			“Begging your pardon, my lady,” said the steward. “Lord Anthony Rosethorn and his lady wife and a large retinue have arrived at the castle gates.”

			Destina laid down her pen and looked up in astonishment. “You mean my cousin, Anthony?”

			“Yes, my lady,” said the steward. “I gave orders that they should be admitted. I trust that meets with your ladyship’s approval.”

			“Yes, certainly,” said Destina. “Did Anthony say why he has come?”

			“He did not, my lady,” said the steward. “He has a large group, numbering ten gentlefolk, numerous servants, and an armed escort.”

			Destina felt uneasy at this strange and unexpected visit. She was going to question the steward further, but he had a furtive air about him that increased her unease.

			“Perhaps he is here to celebrate my Day of Life, although he has never seemed to care before,” Destina muttered. She had her duties as lady of the castle and she quickly rose to her feet. “We must make him and his party welcome.”

			She hurried off to speak to the cook about preparations for dinner for that many people and ordered the servants to open up and air out the guest rooms. As she changed into her best gown to receive her guests, she could hear the clatter of hooves in the courtyard and the bustle as the grooms ran to take their horses and the servants escorted the guests inside. She remembered at the last moment to put on the circlet they had given her, in memory of her uncle. She would show them she honored his memory, if they did not.

			Anthony and his lady had traveled in a carriage. The rest of the entourage rode on horseback, including servants, men-at-arms, and two gentlemen in long black gowns, black hats, and black stockings. Destina realized they were attorneys. She had not thought of her father’s missing will in a long time, but the memory returned, and her unease changed to dread.

			Destina greeted her cousin and his wife in the large entry hall. The chamber was impressive with its high, vaulted ceiling, massive wooden beams, and black-and-white marble floor. Shields of her ancestors adorned the walls. She had hung her father’s shield among them in the center.

			When she had last met Anthony, he had been a chubby little child. She had heard from a traveling bard that her cousin had married in the spring after the war had ended. The bard had been asked to play and sing at the wedding, and he reported that it had been quite splendid. Anthony had married a wealthy widow, some years older than himself.

			“His wife claims to be twenty-five,” said the gossipy bard with a broad wink, “though reports put her nearer thirty. She was married to a Palanthian merchant who left her a fortune on his death.”

			Anthony entered with his wife at his side. He was sumptuously dressed, wearing a fur-lined cloak over a woolen surcoat, finely tooled leather boots, and a fur hat. His wife also wore a hooded fur cloak with a jeweled clasp and an elegant gown with embroidered trim.

			“Cousin, I am vastly pleased to meet you again,” Anthony said. “My wife, Lady Emily.”

			Anthony resembled his father, with fair hair and pale blue eyes. Lady Emily was fleshy, with elaborately and unnaturally coifed blond hair, shrewd eyes, and an overbearing manner. She ignored Destina’s polite curtsy and said loudly, “Does this place have rats? I am certain I saw a rat run behind that cabinet.”

			Destina was shocked by the woman’s ill manners, but she assured her that the cook’s cat dealt with the vermin. She welcomed them to Castle Rosethorn and ordered the servants to assist with their luggage, which was extensive, to judge by the number of pack horses required to carry the trunks and chests.

			Anthony waved a hand at the two men in gowns, both of whom were carrying leather satchels over their shoulders and stated casually, “My attorneys.”

			The two bowed deferentially, but said nothing.

			Before Destina could respond, she was thrown into further confusion by the unexpected arrival of her mother.

			Atieno had been riding in the wilderness, and she had brought the wilderness back with her. She was wearing her riding clothes consisting of a leather tunic, leather trousers, and boots. Her hair was windblown and unbound and she had adorned her wild black curls with flaming red leaves. She was covered in dust.

			Anthony and Emily stared at her, scandalized, then exchanged knowing glances. Emily sniffed and held her handkerchief to her nose. The two attorneys gazed at Atieno in unbounded and eye-bulging astonishment.

			Atieno frowned at them, her black eyes flashing.

			“Who are these people?” she demanded imperiously.

			“This is my cousin, Mama, Uncle Vincent’s son, Lord Anthony Rosethorn,” said Destina, trying to keep her voice from trembling. “And his wife, Lady Emily Rosethorn. These gentlemen are my cousin’s attorneys-at-law.”

			At the mention of attorneys, Atieno stiffened. Her lips pursed.

			“Why has your cousin brought attorneys?” she asked.

			Destina could not answer. She could only shake her head.

			Anthony touched his mustaches, as though to assure himself they were still there, but he seemed embarrassed, not knowing what to say. His mouth opened and closed and then opened again and then closed again.

			“Speak, my love!” said Emily, impatiently prodding him. “Don’t stand there gawping.”

			“Yes, my pet,” said Lord Anthony. He drew himself up and puffed out his chest. “I have brought my attorneys, dear Cousin Destina, because I am come to claim Castle Rosethorn.”
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			“Claim Castle Rosethorn,” Destina repeated. She felt dazed, as though she’d been struck from behind. She rallied and fought back. “My father made a will leaving his estate to me!”

			One of the attorneys interrupted her. “Begging your pardon, my lady, but Lord Anthony has brought his case before a Solamnic court and we have won. My partner has with him the court’s judgment.”

			The other attorney reached into his satchel and drew out a piece of rolled-up parchment tied with a ribbon.

			“As you see, His Honor ruled in favor of our client, Lord Anthony,” the attorney added.

			“But I did not even know you had taken this to court! I was not present to argue my case,” said Destina angrily.

			“You have no case, Cousin,” said Anthony. “We sought to spare you the trouble and expense of a long journey that would have been for naught.”

			“Solamnic law is clear, Mistress Destina,” added the attorney. “Since your father, Lord Gregory, produced no male heirs, the estate passes to the next male in line, his brother’s son, our client, Lord Anthony Rosethorn.”

			“My father left his estate to me!” Destina repeated angrily. “He made a will! This is his legacy!”

			“The will was destroyed in a fire,” said Lord Anthony. “And according to your steward, who has been most helpful to me, Lord Gregory kept no copies. I beg you to read the court’s decision, Cousin.”

			The attorney advanced, holding out the parchment to Destina. She could not move. She stared at it, frozen. Atieno grabbed hold of the parchment and yanked it from the man’s hand.

			“Get out!” she snarled. “The lot of you!”

			The attorney drew himself up in offended dignity. Ignoring Atieno, he spoke to Destina. “I warn you, Mistress, that your mother should control herself—”

			“I said, get out! We fought for this castle! We will not leave it!” Atieno cried savagely, and she swung the parchment like a club and struck him across the face.

			The attorney gasped in pain and staggered backward. The parchment had left a bright red streak across his face.

			Atieno struck at the second attorney, who caught up the skirts of his gown and fled. The first followed his example. Picking up his satchel, he bolted out the entrance.

			Atieno rounded on Anthony and menaced him with the parchment.

			“You snake! Pah! I spit on you!” Atieno suited her action to her words. “Get out and take your slattern with you!”

			Emily was red-faced and furious. “Slattern? Do you hear how she insults me, Husband? Stand up to her!”

			“Madame Atieno, you forget yourself…” Anthony began, gulping.

			“Viper! Serpent!” Atieno yelled and aimed a blow from the parchment roll at his head.

			Anthony raised his arm defensively, and she caught him on the elbow, then continued to strike any part of his pudgy body that was in reach. Anthony cried out and stumbled backward, his arms over his head.

			“Stop it, you savage!” Emily cried and menaced Atieno with her fan.

			The parchment was in sad shape. It had lost its ribbon and was starting to unroll and was now useless as a weapon.

			Atieno seized Emily by the hair and yanked. The blond curls came off in her hand. Atieno was momentarily astonished to be holding the lady’s hair, then she laughed and tossed the wig onto the floor and stomped on it.

			Emily covered her shaved head with her hands and started shrieking, “Run, my love! This savage will murder us all!”

			She gathered up her skirt and bolted out the door. Anthony followed, his mustaches quivering. He stopped only when he was certain he was out of reach to shout, “We will be back, Cousin Destina! And next time we will bring the sheriff!”

			“Worm!” Atieno slammed the door shut behind him. She opened it again to toss out the wig, then closed the door and bolted it and lowered the beam that locked it in place. She turned around in triumph, her eyes shining from her victory.

			Destina was aghast. “Mother, what have you done?”

			“What I could,” said Atieno. “Though I fear it is not enough.”

			She pointed at the circlet. “The crown. The third omen.”

			Destina refused to listen. Picking up the maltreated parchment, she escaped to the library, sank down in her father’s chair, and flung the parchment on the desk. She rested her throbbing head in her hands and tried to think.

			Perhaps her father had made a copy of his will or jotted down notes. She had not found anything among his papers, but he might have hidden it between the pages of a book…

			The treacherous steward had said something similar. Destina raised her head in sudden hope. Her gaze went to the hundreds of books that stood in neat, orderly rows on the shelves, and her hope died.

			The Measure says: A place for everything and everything in its place.

			Gregory had been meticulous, organized. If her father had made notes or kept a copy of his will, he would have placed it with his other important papers.

			She looked around at the library he had loved and sank to her knees. She had lost the library, lost Castle Rosethorn, her father’s legacy, and it was as though she had lost him all over again.

			“I am sorry, Papa!” she cried.

			As she knelt on the floor, a ray of sunshine struck a book on the lower shelf. She recognized the book about Huma her father had been reading before he had left for battle. Destina remembered the conversation between Huma and Magius.

			“If six hundred men died…The life or death of one man…Journey through time…”

			Destina realized with a start that the plan to save her father had been lurking in her mind since she had first read that passage, biding its time, waiting patiently until desperate need drove her to seek it out. She could see nothing of the plan as yet except its unblinking eyes, staring at her from the darkness. She took the book from the shelf and held it close to her heart.

			The books belonged to the castle and to her cousin. Anthony should not have this one. Destina carried the book to her room. Placing it in the bottom of her hope chest, she covered it with linens and shut the lid.

			She felt better, knowing it was there.

			Returning to the library, she drew in a steadying breath as her father had taught her to do before facing an opponent in battle, then unrolled and read the parchment. The document consisted of several pages, and she was too distraught to understand what she was reading. All she really understood was the official wax seal affixed at the bottom.

			“I will take it to my own attorney,” Destina determined. “He will see something I do not.”

			The next day, she summoned the attorney who had been a friend to the late William Bolland and who knew the family’s circumstances. She related all that happened with Anthony, leaving out her mother’s assault.

			The attorney read the judgment and informed her that her cousin was right. All was legal and correct.

			“If the owner dies intestate, the estate passes to the male heir in order to keep it intact,” said the attorney. “As I understand it, your father asked William Bolland to draw up a will to prevent that from happening. I don’t suppose he kept any copies, any notes detailing his wishes?”

			“No, sir,” said Destina with a sigh.

			“A pity,” said the attorney. “Still, the judge did make fair provision for you and your mother. You will not be left destitute. The judge has decreed that you will receive an allowance from the estate—a sum of one hundred steel paid yearly, for the duration of your lifetime. You may keep your own jewelry, the silver, and your dowry of one thousand steel which your marriage brings to the Berthelbochs. Lord Anthony sought to acquire the house in Palanthas, as well, but the judge ruled that it should go to you and your mother so that you have a place to live.

			“Your income will not be large,” the attorney added. “If you want my advice, I suggest you sell the house in Palanthas, which is much too big and costly for you to maintain. After you are married, of course, you need not worry. You and your mother will move in with the Berthelbochs, and your husband will provide for you.”

			The Berthelbochs! Destina had forgotten about them and her impending marriage. She wondered with a pang of unease how they would react to the news that the castle and the lands they had counted upon her inheriting were lost. She comforted herself with the knowledge that Berthel loved her and his parents were fond of her, and she had the allowance and the dowry. And she was still the daughter of a knight with noble blood in her veins. No one could take that from her.

			She went to the solar to talk to her mother and found Atieno sitting uncharacteristically idle. Her loom lay untouched on a table, along with the basket of yarn. A fire generally burned in the fireplace, for her mother always complained of the chill. The fireplace was cold. No one had brought in wood.

			“Mother, why didn’t the servants light a fire for you?” Destina asked.

			“I caught them gossiping,” said Atieno. “I ordered them to leave this instant or I would gut them like trout. Which is what I will do to that steward if I catch him!”

			She rose to her feet and walked over to the window. “I had begun to hope the omens were wrong, Destina. Chislev teaches that we are free to choose and thus the future is ever changing and shifting and cannot be foreseen. But I suppose even the gods make mistakes.”

			“I fear I can see our future without gods or omens, Mama. I have spoken to an attorney,” said Destina. “The judgment is legal. We are left with the house in Palanthas, our jewelry, and an allowance. We can sell the house in Palanthas and live with the Berthelbochs in Kalaman.”

			The previous plan had been for Berthel and her and her mother to live together in Castle Rosethorn. Atieno did not like Berthel, but she was out much of the time on her clerical duties. Destina would have made it work.

			Atieno folded her arms across her chest. “I will not live in a city. I would sooner live in a sewer!”

			“Mother, please listen to me,” Destina pleaded. “We can live much more cheaply in Kalaman—”

			Her mother shook her head stubbornly, causing her earrings to jangle. Destina gave up and walked out. She would give her mother a few days to recover from the shock and reconsider. After all, Atieno had no choice.

			Destina received a note from Anthony, saying he and his wife had taken up lodgings in Ironwood since they did not want to be murdered in their bed. He would be sending over his secretary to take inventory of the valuables.

			Destina threw the note in the fire. She remembered the look on his wife’s face when Atieno had snatched off her wig, and she could not help but laugh, though her laughter came close to tears.

			She spent most of her time in the library the next few days, mulling over accounts, trying to figure how much money they would obtain from the sale of the house, their jewelry, and other possessions. She decided to move up the date of her wedding. She was of age. No reason to wait, especially since she could no longer afford the lavish wedding she had planned. Her only problem now was her mother—and how to break the news to the Berthelbochs.

			She retired to the library to undertake the onerous task of writing to the Berthelbochs that she had lost Castle Rosethorn, though she was certain they would have already heard the news. Everyone within a hundred mile radius of Ironwood could talk of nothing else. Destina assured them she still had her dowry to pay them, the house in Palanthas, and expressed a desire that she and Berthel could be married immediately.

			“You know it is my dearest wish to make your son happy,” Destina wrote.

			She completed the letter, closed and sealed it. She now needed someone to carry it to the Berthelbochs in Kalaman, and there was only one person she trusted.

			Anthony had insisted that the men-at-arms remain at their posts, for he was convinced goblins were likely to attack any day. Destina asked one of the guards at the gate where to find Captain Peters. The guard directed her to the ramparts. Destina had no servant to fetch him. She climbed the stairs herself.

			He smiled to see her. “How may I assist you, my lady?”

			“First, Captain, I heard that Lord Anthony made a generous offer to you to command his guard and that you refused,” said Destina. “Is that wise? How will you live?”

			“I would starve sooner than take a crust of bread from his grasping hand!” Captain Peters replied. “I am a soldier, my lady, and there is always a war to be fought somewhere. I will have no trouble finding work. I plan to remain here until you are ready to leave, then I will accompany you on your journey to Kalaman.”

			Destina was deeply touched. “Thank you, Captain. I came to speak to you of Kalaman. I would like you to deliver this letter to the Berthelbochs. Since the matter is urgent, I was thinking you might ask Saber if he would carry you. You would not be afraid to ride a dragon, would you?”

			“Not at all, my lady. I will speak to him.”

			He reported back that Saber was eager to undertake the journey. The dragon missed the days of carrying knights into battle, and this would be like old times. Destina tried to give Captain Peters money for his expenses, but he pretended not to hear her and walked off.

			Destina had not seen much of Atieno during this time. Her mother did not come down to meals, leaving Destina to dine alone at the large table. Unable to bear the memories of the happy times around that table with her father, she took her meals in her chamber.

			Destina was in the library the next day, adding up the figures, when she was interrupted by a knock on the door.

			“Are you in there, Destina?” Atieno called. “I need to speak to you.”

			“Yes, Mother, please come in,” said Destina. “Your arrival is timely, for I need to speak to you, as well.”

			Atieno opened the door, then hesitated on the threshold. She had never been inside her husband’s library. Destina knew she did not like the room, which she said was dark and dusty and airless. Her mother looked around uncomfortably, oppressed by the heavy, ornate furniture; the thick, noise-dampening rugs; and the shelves filled with dust-covered volumes.

			“This room is too dark,” Atieno said as she entered. “How do you see to work?”

			“These candles provide light enough,” said Destina, referring to two large beeswax candles on the desk. “The sunlight is harmful to the books.”

			Atieno did not understand, but she took a seat on the edge of a chair closest to the door and gazed about in awe.

			“So many books,” she murmured.

			“Never mind the books now, Mama,” said Destina. “Did you think over what I said to you? I believe we will have enough to rent a small cottage in Kalaman where you can live after I am married.”

			“That is why I came to talk to you, Daughter,” Atieno said. “I have prayed to Chislev and I have made a decision.”

			Destina had no interest in what Chislev had to say. “We will talk about your prayer later, Mother. I am twenty-one and I am of age. Berthel and I should marry at once, not wait until spring. Berthel’s father is a baron now—a wealthy man with connections throughout Solamnia. After I am wed, I will persuade him to use his influence to assist me in recovering my inheritance. He will know of a judge open to bribery—”

			Atieno sprang to her feet, livid and trembling with rage. “Do you hear yourself, Daughter? Bribery? Influence? Your father would die of shame if he heard such words from his child’s lips. You dishonor his memory, Destina!”

			“Honor and nobility are fine for those who can afford the luxury,” said Destina in bitter tones. “Whereas I cannot.”

			“Who are you, child?” Atieno asked unhappily. “I do not know you anymore!”

			“Who am I? I am the Lady of Castle Rosethorn!” Destina cried, jumping to her feet to confront her mother. She slammed her hands on the desk. “I will do anything to save my father’s legacy, to keep his memory alive! I will break any law! Bribe anyone. I do not care what it costs me, I will save my father’s legacy!”

			Atieno regarded her in sorrow, then turned and started to leave.

			Destina ran after her and caught hold of her mother’s hand. “Forgive me, Mother. I am sorry I shouted. Please, we must talk. Come, sit down.”

			Atieno stayed, though she did not return to the chair. She remained standing by the door.

			“I know you do not want to live in a city, Mother—” Destina continued.

			“You do not have to worry about me, Destina,” Atieno interrupted, speaking with dignity. “I will not be a burden to you, nor will I live in a city. I have prayed to Chislev, and I have decided to return to my people in Ergoth.”

			Atieno opened the door, and bright light flooded the darkened room. She turned to look back at her daughter.

			“My poor child,” Atieno said softly.

			She touched Destina gently on the cheek, then walked out and gently closed the door behind her.

			Destina stood long moments without stirring, then she returned to the desk and sat down behind it. She was ashamed to admit that her initial sensation on hearing her mother’s announcement was relief. Her mother’s departure would solve many of her problems, not the least was of which was the Berthelbochs.

			“My mother will be much happier living among her own people,” Destina rationalized.

			Atieno was soon ready for her journey. She had very little to pack. She took only the clothes she had worn when she had first come to Castle Rosethorn as a bride, a bow and quiver of arrows, a hunting knife, a waterskin, and a few small bags filled with herbs. She refused the offer of a horse, saying she preferred to go on foot.

			Early the next morning, as dawn was breaking, Atieno left Castle Rosethorn. Destina accompanied her mother to the castle gates. She had tried to convince her mother to stay, but Atieno was adamant, and Destina’s urgings had been halfhearted.

			She had to admit that her mother was happier than Destina had ever seen her. Atieno left the castle without regret, walking with long strides as one unfettered, free from bondage. Out in the open, beyond the gates, she threw back her head and breathed deeply of the fresh air.

			They parted at the road. Atieno embraced her daughter, and Destina came to the full realization that when her mother was gone, she would be alone in the world. She was frightened at the thought, and she clung to Atieno.

			“Please don’t go!” she pleaded. “I cannot bear to be by myself.”

			Atieno smoothed her dark hair and kissed her. “You are a child of destiny, Destina. Your father always believed so, and you did, too, at one time.” Atieno added with a sad smile, “I know you do not consider me very intelligent or very wise, Destina. Yet I have learned one lesson in my life and I impart this with a mother’s blessing. Be mindful, as the poem says, that the destiny ‘we make is making us…’ ”

			Destina didn’t understand; but then she had never understood her mother.

			“I wish you would permit Captain Peters to accompany you, Mama. You should not travel by yourself.”

			“I do not walk alone,” said Atieno. “Chislev walks with me.” Then she kissed Destina, smiled, and walked away from her with the vigor and energy of youth.

			Destina stood inside the gates, watching as her mother left the road and turned onto the path that led into the forest. She was joined by three men, who bowed to her with deference. The men were strangers, bare-chested with long, shaggy hair that trailed down their backs. Destina was puzzled, for she knew everyone in Ironwood, and she did not recognize these men.

			She wondered if she should be concerned until one of the men moved out from the shadows into the sunlight, and Destina saw in shock that he was not a man. He was a centaur: a man from the waist up with the hooves and body of a horse.

			Atieno turned and waved, calling out, “Do not worry, Destina! As you see, I am with friends.”

			She entered the forest accompanied by her escort and was lost to sight.

			

			—

			Castle Rosethorn was silent and empty following Atieno’s departure. Destina had dismissed the servants since she could not afford to keep them. Nanny, the last to leave, bid Destina a tearful farewell.

			“I feel so sorry for you, dear mistress. I am going to live with my son in Ironwood,” Nanny said. “He is well to do and can afford to help. If you are ever in need, please let me know.”

			Destina thanked her and assured her she would be fine, though she was chagrined to think that her own servant pitied her.

			Destina found herself looking forward to her wedding. She was lonely, and she would be glad to be part of a family again. Berthel loved her. He would be a comfort to her. She eagerly waited to hear back from the Berthelbochs, occupying her time by packing up her belongings. She sold most of the jewelry to a pawnbroker, including her mother’s golden bracelets and earrings, keeping only the jewels she would wear on her wedding day, the silver chalice, and her father’s sword, which she packed away in a chest. She kept the sword Gregory had made for her mother, which was now hers—the sword she had used to defend the castle from goblins.

			She also kept the ring of Chislev that her mother had given her, though more by default. Destina would have preferred to sell the ring, but she still could not take it off. She did sell the circlet Anthony had given her. Omen or not, she was glad to be rid of it.

			Once everything was packed, Destina impatiently scanned the skies, watching for the dragon and Captain Peters. She heard Saber before she saw him. The dragon announced his return by loudly hooting as he flew over the castle, alarming the soldiers, who reached for their weapons.

			Captain Peters arrived in time to assure his men that all was well, the dragon was a friend. He then went to see Destina, who was eagerly awaiting him in the library. She bid him be seated and politely inquired about his journey.

			He seemed unusually grave and answered shortly that the trip had been uneventful. He handed her the letter. She hurriedly broke the seal. The letter was short. She read through it quickly and felt the blood drain from her heart.

			She must have looked ill, for Captain Peters hastened to fetch her a glass of wine and urged her to drink it.

			Destina drank a swallow of wine, which was all she could manage.

			“Thank you, Captain,” she said faintly.

			Captain Peters bowed and started to leave.

			“Don’t go, Captain,” Destina said. “I…I don’t want to be alone.”

			She gestured to a chair and the captain sat down. Destina referred to the letter.

			“The Berthelbochs write to say that since I no longer own Castle Rosethorn, I have broken the marriage contract and they have called off the wedding. They have already arranged for Berthel to wed the daughter of a wealthy grain merchant.”

			She looked up to see the captain regarding her with sympathy. “But you already knew this. They told you, didn’t they?”

			“Baron Berthelboch informed me of his letter’s contents, my lady, in case it should be lost or stolen,” said Captain Peters. He was clearly angry on her behalf. “I trust you will forgive me for speaking out of turn, but I believe you are well rid of those people. They are boorish and dishonorable. As far as they are concerned, the Solamnic Oath should read, ‘My money is my life.’ ”

			Captain Peters rose to his feet. “You are in need of a friend, Lady Destina, and you may put your trust in me. I will do whatever you need to me to do.”

			Destina smiled faintly. “Once I decide what to do, Captain, I will let you know.”

			The captain left to go tend to his duties. Destina lit a candle, held the letter to the flame, and watched her dreams blacken and wither to ashes.

			She then blew out the candle and sat alone in the darkness.
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			Justarius, the master of the Tower of High Sorcery in Wayreth, was studying his spellbook by the light of a blazing fire in his private chambers when one of the apprentice wizards who served him knocked at the door.

			Justarius was attempting to commit a particularly complex spell to memory. He had placed a wizard lock on the door so that he would be left in peace to work, and he was thus highly annoyed at the interruption.

			“I gave instructions not to be disturbed,” he called irritably, placing his finger on the passage he had been memorizing.

			“Forgive me, master, but you have a visitor,” the apprentice said from the other side of the closed door.

			“The hour is late. Tell this person to return in the morning,” said Justarius.

			“The visitor is Dalamar the Dark, master of the Tower of Palanthas. He apologizes for disturbing you, but says the matter is urgent.”

			“Dalamar?” Justarius repeated, startled.

			He closed the spellbook and removed the wizard lock with a word and a gesture. Reaching for his crutch, he rose to his feet to greet his guest. “Bid Master Dalamar enter.”

			Justarius was head of the Conclave, the council of wizards who governed magic in Ansalon, as well as the master of the Tower of High Sorcery in Wayreth. He was a powerful wizard, perhaps the most powerful in Ansalon at that time.

			Dalamar the Dark, master of the Tower of High Sorcery in Palanthas, was undoubtedly the second most powerful. And although Justarius was a Red Robe, a follower of Lunitari, daughter of the god Gilean, and Dalamar was a Black Robe, follower of Nuitari, son of the goddess Takhisis, the two were friends.

			For centuries, wizards had been persecuted, ostracized, and reviled by the benighted who did not possess the gift of magic and feared what they could not understand. Wizards had learned through bitter experience that they could survive only by standing united, back-to-back and shoulder-to-shoulder. Thus, whether they wore the White Robes of Solinari, the Red Robes of Lunitari, or the Black Robes of Nuitari, the wizards of Ansalon were first, last, and forever united by the magic.

			The wizards had originally built five towers to serve as fortresses in which they could gather in peace to study their magic. Of these five, only two remained in the winter of 358—the Tower of High Sorcery in Wayreth and the tower in Palanthas.

			Of these two, the tower in Wayreth was the oldest and the most revered. Located somewhere near the border of Qualinesti, the tower’s history dated back over thousands of years to the First Dragon War.

			Both towers were protected by enchanted forests to keep out the curious as well as those who might pose a threat. In addition, the tower of Wayreth protected itself by constantly shifting position in space and time. One of the founders of the tower, an elven mage named Corenthus, was quoted as saying, “The tower of Wayreth finds you. You do not find the tower.”

			Mages came from all over Ansalon to study at the tower, which had an extensive library of spellbooks, as well as books on spell components, the history of magic, maps of the continent of Ansalon and beyond, star charts, the phases of the three moons, laws governing wizardry and spellcasting, and countless more. Mages also came to the tower at Wayreth to take the Test.

			Early wizards realized that magic was such a powerful and potentially destructive force that they needed to find a way to limit the practice of magic to those who would be truly dedicated to the art. They designed the Test and made it mandatory for all wizards who sought to obtain greater power. Those who agreed to take the Test had to be willing to risk everything—including their lives—for the sake of the magic.

			Each test was designed for the individual, meant to teach the aspiring wizards lessons about themselves.

			Corenthus is quoted as saying, “Some who take the Test will not survive. We might consider them the fortunate ones, for those who do survive will be forever changed.”

			That was true of Justarius, the master of the tower of Wayreth, a Red Robe, and the most powerful wizard in Ansalon.

			As a youth, Justarius had been proud of his handsome looks and physical prowess, as well as his skills in magic. He had entered the tower confidently to take the Test, certain that with his strength and skill he would easily pass it and be granted great power.

			The Test humbled Justarius. He never spoke about the grueling experience and would look very grim when it was mentioned. All anyone knew was that at the end, he was forced to crawl in agony from the chamber. The bones of his left leg were shattered, leaving him crippled for the rest of his life.

			Justarius had accepted his fate without complaint and learned from it. Though he walked with a crutch, he had continued his studies and advanced swiftly through the ranks of wizards to become the head of the Conclave: the council of Black Robes, White Robes, and Red Robes that governed magic-users.

			Justarius was also a happily married man with a new baby daughter named Jenna. He was hale and hearty despite his handicap, and he was a shrewd politician, able to weld the often contentious members of the Conclave into a strong and unified body.

			The apprentice opened the door to admit the master of the tower of Palanthas, Dalamar the Dark. Gifted with the beauty of the elven people, Dalamar was tall and slender with long, black hair and dark, almond-shaped eyes, and moved with a lithe and easy grace. He had a fondness for fine things. His black robes were made of expensive velvet and adorned with runes of golden thread that glittered in the firelight. He was soft-spoken, his voice mild and melodious.

			Few guessed by looking at him that he was one of the most skilled wizards in Ansalon, as well as one of the most dangerous.

			Justarius provided a chair for his guest and ordered the apprentice to bring refreshment.

			“I have a keg of the finest ale in Ansalon delivered to me monthly from the Inn of the Last Home,” said Justarius. “Or, if you prefer, I also have several bottles of honey mead from Qualinesti. It tastes of summer.”

			“I will have the mead, thank you. This winter has been brutal in Palanthas, and I find myself in need of a reminder of the sun,” said Dalamar.

			The apprentice served ale and mead, then retired to leave the masters to their conversation. Justarius ensured they would not be disturbed by replacing the wizard lock.

			“My chambers are soundproof,” he added. “Whatever you say here will go no further.”

			Dalamar nodded, but did not reply. He held the goblet in his hand, leaving the mead untasted. He seemed to forget he was holding it.

			Justarius waited for the foam on his ale to settle before he drank it and took the opportunity to observe his longtime friend.

			“How are you, Dalamar?” he asked abruptly. “I have not seen you for a year, ever since the war with the Blue Lady. I trust you are recovered from your confrontation with Kitiara and the death knight, Lord Soth? I understand that you barely escaped with your life.”

			“I am well, thanks to my friends Caramon Majere and Tanis Half-Elven,” Dalamar replied. He added with a faint smile, “And Tasslehoff Burrfoot. We cannot forget him.”

			Justarius grimaced. “Burrfoot, the time-traveling kender. We are lucky any of us are alive after his harebrained exploits. I was relieved to hear he grew bored with the Device of Time Journeying and agreed, upon consideration, to give it to Astinus Lorekeeper.”

			“Only a kender could become bored traveling through time,” said Dalamar. “I heard Tas was quite flattered when Astinus paid him a visit.”

			Justarius frowned. “I wonder, do you consider giving the device to Astinus wise? It is such a powerful magical artifact, I could wish that it was safe under lock and key in your tower.”

			“Astinus requested that he be allowed to keep the device, master. His aesthetics use it in their studies. And I could not very well refuse a god,” Dalamar added dryly.

			“I don’t suppose you could,” Justarius agreed. “At least if the device is in Gilean’s care, no kender will get their hands on it.”

			“Strange that you should mention the device,” said Dalamar. “For what I have come to say involves a magical artifact that also has reference to time.”

			“You are chilled,” Justarius observed. “Draw your chair closer to the fire.”

			“The winter night is bitter even for those of us who walk the paths of magic,” said Dalamar. “Yet it is not the weather that chills my bones to the marrow.”

			“I thought you seemed troubled. A burden shared is a burden halved, as they say,” said Justarius.

			“Unfortunately, this burden could well crush us both,” said Dalamar.

			Justarius was now deeply disturbed. Dalamar was coolheaded, quick-thinking, and noted for his calm demeanor. He had lived for more than ninety-two years—still young by elven standards—and had endured many travails during his lifetime. He was from the elven kingdom of Silvanesti, where he had been caught practicing forbidden magicks and driven into exile on penalty of death.

			He had continued to study magic and had served as a spy for the Conclave, reporting on the infamous wizard, Raistlin Majere. Dalamar was credited with having been instrumental in thwarting Raistlin’s plot to challenge the gods. He bore without complaint five bloody wounds on his breast, Raistlin’s punishment for his betrayal.

			Justarius waited for Dalamar to speak in outward calm, but with inward foreboding.

			Dalamar sighed deeply and took a sip of his mead as though fortifying himself, then rested the goblet on the table beside him.

			“Do you know of a mage named Ungar, Justarius? He resides in Palanthas.”

			Justarius pondered. “I don’t think so. The name is not familiar.”

			“No reason you should know him,” said Dalamar. “He has never taken the Test, although he is skilled enough to take it.”

			Justarius frowned. “Is this Ungar a renegade? If so, we should bring him before the Conclave.”

			Renegade wizards were those who chose not to obey the laws and rules of the Conclave, yet they persisted in practicing magic. Such wizards did so in peril of their lives, for the Conclave considered them highly dangerous and would go to great lengths to hunt them down.

			“I am sure he is, though I have no proof,” said Dalamar. “He operates a mageware shop in Palanthas. Ungar is Solamnic by birth, comely, and charming. He sells artifacts, potions, and powders, but he makes most of his money by providing magical services for unsavory clients. I’ve heard rumors he resorts to extortion and blackmailing his own clients. If that is true, none of his victims are willing to talk, so I cannot prove he is breaking the law.”

			Justarius stirred in anger. “Mages like this Ungar are the bane of our existence. They make people think badly of us all.”

			“I am working to gather evidence against him. To that end, about three months ago, an aesthetic from the Great Library of Palanthas named Bertrem paid me a visit. He came to inform me that the aesthetics suspected Ungar of stealing a book.”

			Justarius looked grave.

			“I need not tell you, master,” Dalamar added, “that this is a most serious accusation.”

			“Indeed it is, if it is true,” said Justarius warily. “How do they know this Ungar took it? Did they name him?”

			“They did not, but Bertrem gave me the description of the thief: human, tall, blond with blue eyes, red robes. Ungar matches that description. The aesthetics remembered him because they thought it odd for a magic-user to study in the Great Library, when most books about magic and spellcasting are in the tower libraries.”

			“What is this book about?” Justarius asked.

			“The Graygem of Gargath,” said Dalamar.

			Justarius had been about to take a drink of ale. He abruptly set down the mug, alarmed at the news. “Bertrem was right to come to you!”

			“The aesthetics said Ungar spent days in the library doing research on the Graygem. Bertrem asked him about it, and he claimed he was writing a paper to present before the Conclave. And then the book went missing.”

			“I assume you investigated,” Justarius said.

			“I visited Ungar’s shop to speak to him, only to find he had left the city. I questioned the neighbors. They said the fact that he was gone was not unusual. He often peddled his magical potions on the road. I searched the shop, but could not find the missing book. Ungar disappeared two months ago. Then, yesterday, he returned. Or rather…someone returned him.”

			“What do you mean?” Justarius asked.

			“One of my apprentices found him more dead than alive on the street in front of the Tower of High Sorcery and summoned me. I ordered the apprentice to transport him home, then send for a cleric of Mishakal. The apprentice discovered a note pinned to his robes, which she gave to me. The note was written in crude, misspelled Common. ‘Warning this is what we do to wizards who try to steal our magic.’ Wizard was spelled ‘wyzerd’ and magic was spelled with a ‘k.’

			“Ungar lives in rooms above his shop. When I went to see him, he was unconscious. I could tell from the extent of his injuries that he had been tortured. The cleric arrived shortly after I did. Seeing my black robes, she ordered me to leave. I told her that I was worried about my fellow wizard and that I could not rest until I knew he was out of danger. The cleric was not pleased, but she gave me permission to wait downstairs, then ordered me out of the room.

			“As you can imagine, I was quite happy to wait in Ungar’s laboratory, which is located behind his shop. I had the note with me, and I cast a Spell of Detection on it, hoping to discover something about the person who had written it.”

			Dalamar grimaced. “It was fortunate for me that I had taken the precaution of placing the note on a stone table, for when I cast my spell, the note exploded. If I had been holding it, I would have lost my hand.”

			“A counterspell,” said Justarius.

			“And a powerful one,” said Dalamar. “I took the opportunity to again search his laboratory. I could not find the missing book, but I did find something of interest: a magical clock. And not just any magical clock—one made by Ranniker. I found his hallmark on the clock’s base.”

			“Ranniker!” Justarius said, amazed. “This clock must be worth a fortune! How in the Abyss did a mageware shop owner come by a Ranniker artifact?”

			“I added that to the list of questions I intended to ask Ungar,” said Dalamar dryly. “But I am getting ahead of myself. Ungar had dismantled the clock and hidden the key, which I found suspicious. I was able to find all the parts, as well as the key, and I reassembled it. The clock is a magical marvel. It marks time, though not in hours or minutes. The clock marks years. The hands were set at the year 383 ac, twenty-five years into the future.

			“I was intrigued. I am familiar with Ranniker’s work, and I never read that he made a clock. The artifact is very intricate and beautiful. The clock’s face is set into a castle that stands about three feet high and is fashioned of silver and gold with spires and turrets, numerous small windows, and a single large door in the front. Being naturally curious, I left the hands at 383 and inserted the key and wound the clock, which started to tick. The door swung and either I shrank or the castle grew, for I was able to walk inside.

			“I was entranced and naturally eager to inspect the interior of this magical castle. I ascended to the top of one of the turrets and looked out the window.”

			Dalamar paled and paused to take a sip of mead.

			“What did you see?” Justarius urged impatiently.

			“Forgive me, master. I am trying to think how to put this into words, for it is not easy,” Dalamar replied. “I saw an extraordinarily beautiful creature, tall as an ogre, with blue skin, drive a spike into a gray jewel…”

			Justarius sucked in a breath. “A gray jewel. The Graygem?”

			“I see you understand,” said Dalamar grimly. “This creature split open the Graygem. After that, I saw our world spiral into chaos. I saw the city of Palanthas and the Tower of High Sorcery—my tower. The night sky had only a single moon and the stars were in the wrong places. I saw a world without magic, without gods. I saw an alien dragon emerge from the mists to terrorize and enslave the people of Krynn. And then the clock wound down. The door closed, and I was outside the castle that was once more three feet tall.”

			“A world without magic or gods. An extraordinary vision!” said Justarius.

			“It was not a vision, master,” said Dalamar somberly. “I swear to you by Nuitari and all that I hold sacred, I was given a glimpse of the future—the future of our world.”

			Justarius frowned, clearly skeptical.

			“I conducted an experiment to verify my theory,” Dalamar continued. “I set the hands to the year 382. Again, the door opened. I climbed to the top of the turret and looked out the window. I saw the three moons. I saw the constellations of the gods in the night sky. I saw war and death, but I also saw birth and hope.”

			Dalamar again paused to take a drink. Justarius regarded the elf intently. He seemed clearly haunted by his experience. Justarius reflected on the fact that the clock had been built by Ranniker, the most legendary maker of artifacts of his time…or any time.

			Any time…The words held an ominous import. Justarius rubbed his leg, which tended to pain him, especially during the winter, and waited for Dalamar to continue.

			“I then set the hands of the clock back to this year, 358. I saw everything as it is now. I can only theorize that something catastrophic happens in 383 to change the world. Perhaps the shattering of the Graygem.”

			“What about year 384?” Justarius asked.

			“The clock ends at 383. I do not think there is anything sinister in that,” Dalamar hastened to add. “The date on the hallmark is 283 and the first year on the clock is 283. The clock’s face numbers 283 to 383. Ranniker made the clock to span one hundred years.”

			“Logical,” Justarius conceded. He frowned, pondering. “I do find it odd that if Ranniker foresaw this doom, he did not warn the world of it.”

			Dalamar shrugged. “Who can say if Ranniker even saw it? He was a tinkerer who loved making magical artifacts. As for warning of a disaster that might befall the world in a hundred years, he may have been wise enough to keep silent, knowing that if people tried to prevent it they might actually precipitate it.

			“Unfortunately,” Dalamar added dryly, “Ungar is not wise. Now it was more imperative than ever that I speak to him.”

			Justarius sighed. “What did you do?”

			“I went upstairs to his chambers and found he had regained consciousness. The cleric attempted to bar my entry. She said she had told Ungar I was there and that Ungar had refused to see me.”

			Justarius gave a grim smile. “No doubt.”

			“I informed the cleric that if she did not allow me to do my duty, I would go to her superior, Lady Crysania, the head of the Church of Paladine.

			“The cleric wasn’t happy, but she knew that Lady Crysania considers me a friend and so she gave me grudging permission to speak to her patient—although she insisted upon staying in the room with him. Her presence limited what I could say. Still, I felt I could not wait.

			“Ungar watched me furtively. I smiled on him in a kindly manner, saying I had heard he was badly injured and wanted to inquire about his health. I then asked him how he came to be in such sorry shape. He had a story ready for me. He claimed he had been visiting his mother in Kalaman and was returning to Palanthas when he was attacked by thieves. I sympathized, then I asked about the clock. He told me he had stumbled across it in a pawnshop. I then said to him, quite placidly, ‘Now tell me about the book you stole from the library, the one about the Graygem of Gargath.’

			“Ungar cast me a hate-filled glance. He licked his lips as though trying to concoct a lie, when suddenly his eyes rolled back in his head and he began to twist and writhe on the bed. The cleric of Mishakal accused me of casting an evil spell to try to kill her patient and told me to get out or she would summon the town guard. I knew Ungar was faking the fit, but I thought it best to leave.

			“I was hoping to take Ranniker’s castle with me for further study. Unfortunately the cleric escorted me to the door, so I was forced to leave without the clock. I did take the clock’s key with me, however.”

			Justarius picked up his crutch and limped over to one of the many shelves filled with books belonging to his own personal collection. He began to search the shelves. Dalamar poured himself more mead.

			“I spoke to Lord Gunthar, Grand Master of the Knights of Solamnia, saying I had received a complaint about thieves operating on the road between Palanthas and Kalaman. Lord Gunthar said he had not heard any reports of thieves, and he doubted the report was true, for thieves do not generally operate in the winter when few travel and, as he put it, ‘pickings are slim.’ ”

			“So Ungar lied,” said Justarius.

			“Of course he lied,” said Dalamar. “Thieves beat and rob their victims. They do not torture them.”

			Justarius located the book he sought—a large book bound in red leather trimmed in black and silver bearing the title: Ranniker’s Wonderous Artifacts. He removed it from the shelf and carried it back to his chair, then opened it to the index.

			Dalamar sipped his mead in silence and waited.

			“Here we are,” said Justarius. “ ‘Ranniker’s Clock.’ The description reads: ‘a castle three feet high of gold and silver. The clock’s face is numbered in years from 283 to the year 383, where it ends.’ ”

			He continued to read to himself. “Interesting. Ranniker considered the clock a failure. He had intended to make a device that would allow the user to see clearly and extensively into the future or to look back into the past, but he was only able to obtain glimpses, as you described. He looked at every year on the clock and the glimpses were all the same until he reached the year, 383. He saw the same vision you saw,” Justarius added, frowning. “A single moon, misplaced stars. He knew something catastrophic must have happened. Ranniker gives examples.”

			Justarius looked up at Dalamar, his expression grim. He then read a passage aloud. “ ‘Reorx changed time by mistakenly trapping the god, Chaos, in the Graygem and then allowing the Graygem to escape and roam the world. The passage of the Graygem brought drastic changes to the world, bringing into being the Chaos races, altering plant and animal life. The Graygem then disappeared, and not even the gods know where it is hiding.’ ”

			“Ungar has this book,” Dalamar said. “I saw it on the shelf. He acquires this castle. He looks into the future as I did and sees the future has gone terribly wrong. He reads the example in the book and suspects the catastrophe involves the Graygem, so he goes to the library and reads everything he can find on it.”

			“I don’t see how such research would do him any good,” Justarius pointed out. “The Graygem vanished centuries ago. As this says, not even the gods can find it.”

			“I think Ungar did,” said Dalamar. “He knows where it is hiding.”

			Justarius regarded him in grim silence.

			“That is why he stole the book,” Dalamar continued. “It told him where to look and he went in search of it.”

			“I admit your theory is sound, but it is all conjecture,” Justarius said, frustrated. “We have no way of knowing for certain.”

			“I could cast a Truth-Tell spell on him,” Dalamar suggested. “Compel him to tell me.”

			“You know I do not countenance the use of such spells,” Justarius said, frowning. “People are permitted to keep their own secrets.”

			“Even dangerous secrets?” Dalamar asked, displeased. “Such as the location of the Graygem?”

			“Once we start probing people’s minds, where does it end?” Justarius demanded. “We would become paranoid as the Kingpriest, trying to root out dangerous thinking and regulate people’s very thoughts.”

			“Then you will not be pleased to hear that I cast a truth spell on Ungar,” said Dalamar coolly. “You need not worry, master. Ungar still keeps his miserable secrets.”

			“How is that possible? This wretch has not even taken the Test and yet he was able to resist a spell cast by one of the most powerful wizards in the world?”

			“He fears whoever tortured him more.”

			Justarius picked up the mug of ale and tasted it, only to find it had gone warm. He made a face and set the mug down again.

			“Conjecture,” he muttered.

			“Maybe so, but I believe you must inform the Conclave,” said Dalamar.

			Justarius sighed. “I will need Ranniker’s Clock as evidence and the book if you can find it.”

			“Ungar destroyed the clock,” said Dalamar. “When I went to the mageware shop to cast the truth spell on him, I found the clock smashed to pieces. I would guess the book met the same fate.”

			Justarius was incensed. “He destroyed one of Ranniker’s artifacts? By Lunitari’s bright eyes, I am tempted to torture him!”

			“You did not see a future without hope, master,” said Dalamar, subdued, his eyes shadowed. “I considered smashing the clock myself.”

			He sighed and rose to his feet. “The hour is late. I must be returning to my tower. What do we do about Ungar? Will you inform the Conclave?”

			“What can I tell them without proof? Hopefully, this Ungar will provide us with some. We must keep watch on him. If he did find the Graygem, he might be foolish enough to go back for it,” Justarius said. Picking up his crutch, he accompanied his guest to the door. “He could lead us to it.”

			Dalamar shook his head. “Even with Mishakal’s help, Ungar will never fully recover from his injuries. Whoever tortured him was an expert. I will keep an eye on him. If he leaves Palanthas, I will have him followed.”

			Dalamar paused at the door.

			“Ungar resisted the truth spell, but I have other means to persuade him to tell me what he knows.”

			“I know how you ‘persuade’ people,” said Justarius grimly. “Keep in mind that this Ungar may be the only person alive”—he laid emphasis on the word—“who knows the location of the Graygem.”

			Dalamar smiled, but the smile was unpleasant and did not bode well for Ungar. He walked into the shadows and disappeared.

			Justarius closed the door. He had taken the meaning in the elf’s smile and considered whether he should act to protect Ungar. Given he had destroyed one of Ranniker’s artifacts, Justarius decided Ungar was on his own.

			“At least Dalamar will have the good sense to keep whatever he does to the wretch quiet,” Justarius muttered.

			He was weary, and his twisted leg ached and throbbed. A world without magic, without gods, without hope. He tried to picture his life. He saw himself an old man, bent with age, powerless and crippled, living alone in a crumbling tower populated by ghosts.

			He hurriedly banished the dark thoughts. He drew the latest letter from his wife from the pocket of his robes and read again her accounts of their baby daughter. He needed to hold his little girl, to remind himself of life, of hope. He would visit them tomorrow.

			He sighed deeply, then sat down to write a letter to Astinus Lorekeeper in the Great Library of Palanthas to apologize for the theft of the book and offer to make reparation.
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			Ungar had discovered the location of the Graygem and he was, as Dalamar had said, desperate to get his hands on it. He knew that its discovery would bring him wealth and power beyond the dreams of avarice, as the saying went. But to give him credit, that was not what had impelled him to go in search of it.

			The vision he had seen in Ranniker’s Clock had forever changed Ungar’s life.

			Ungar had been thrilled to find the clock. He regularly visited the shops of pawnbrokers throughout Ansalon in search of magical artifacts. Solamnic pawnbrokers in particular had no idea of the value of such artifacts, since there was almost no market for them. Most Solamnics viewed even white-robed wizards with deep suspicion.

			Pawnbrokers would buy magical rings, bracers, and other jewelry for the worth of the metal with little or no interest in the magic. Mages who were driven to sell their artifacts were often hopeful of buying them back, and so they would not reveal that the plain looking gold ring could summon spirits or the brass bracers could stop an arrow.

			Ungar had a sharp eye for magical artifacts. He knew their potential worth—particularly in the more enlightened parts of Ansalon. He could buy an artifact in Palanthas and charge triple for it in Qualinesti. The main problem was that Ungar often had no idea what power the artifact possessed. He would have to experiment, and sometimes these experiments went woefully awry. He had come to accept such mishaps as a part of doing business.

			This past winter, he was making the rounds of the pawnshops in Palanthas one day when he visited one of his favorites, known as Granny Trader’s. He was poking about in a dusty corner in the back of the shop when he came upon the clock. The artifact was filthy, covered in dirt and mouse droppings, but he knew the moment he saw it that he had discovered a treasure. He cast a furtive glance over his shoulder at Granny and saw her arguing with another customer over the value of a set of silver candlesticks.

			She was a cantankerous old woman, known to take advantage of the misfortunes of her clients to drive hard bargains. But she was currently involved in browbeating her other customer and was paying no attention to Ungar.

			He surreptitiously picked up the clock, upended it, and scrubbed away the dirt on the bottom with the sleeve of his robe. He found a hallmark stamped into the metal: an “R” in the center of a triangle formed by three moons. Ungar sucked in his breath. His hands trembled so that he very nearly dropped the clock. The hallmark belonged to the famous maker of magical artifacts: Ranniker.

			Ungar had to take a moment to compose himself. He had no idea what the clock did. What it did not do was tell time. The numbers on the face went from 283 to 383, not from one to twelve—generally not what one was looking for in a clock.

			Still, a Ranniker artifact was of immense value—probably worth more than the total value of every other object in this shop combined. Ungar calmed his fast-beating heart and carried the clock to the counter.

			“What can I sell you today, Ungar?” Granny asked.

			She was in a good mood. The owner of the candlesticks had parted with them for probably half their worth.

			“I have taken a fancy to this odd clock. How much do you want for it?” Ungar asked offhandedly.

			“Three steel,” said Granny promptly. “It still works.”

			Ungar scoffed. “Only if someone asks you the time and you tell them it is a quarter past three hundred and two.”

			“It was made by gnomes. That’s gnome time.” Granny glared at him from behind her spectacles. “Two and a half steel.”

			“Too much,” said Ungar. He started to walk off, leaving the clock on the counter.

			“You’re a hard bargainer, Ungar,” said Granny grudgingly. “One steel. And that is my final offer. And you’re taking the bread from an old woman’s mouth.”

			Ungar grumbled that he was being robbed, but he paid the one steel, picked up his clock, and left the shop, hugging it close. He hurried back to his home and carried the clock into his laboratory.

			Closing up shop for the day, he gloated over his find. He leafed through his copy of Ranniker’s Wondrous Artifacts and found the description of the clock.

			He was not pleased to read that Ranniker had considered the clock a failure, for that would reduce its value. Still, the fact that it could foretell the future was a strong selling point. People were always eager to know what the future held.

			Ungar polished the gold and silver turrets of the castle and cleaned the gunk out of the mechanism. He then set the hands of the clock back six years to 352 ac—the year the War of the Lance had ended, then wound the clock. The castle door swung open, and Ungar was pleased and amazed to find that he was able to enter.

			He did not hesitate. Ranniker’s artifacts had never been known to kill anyone. He climbed to the top of the turret and looked out the window.

			He saw in a dazzling flash the three moons in the sky. He saw the constellations of the gods, and even noticed that Paladine and Takhisis were missing. He saw the discovery of dragonlances, the attack on the High Clerist’s Tower, the arrival of the metallic dragons, the defeat of the Dark Queen. The clock wound down, and Ungar was once more in his laboratory.

			Next he set the clock to 357 and saw again the three moons in the sky and the constellations of the gods; this time Paladine and Takhisis had returned. He saw the Blue Lady, Kitiara, and the death knight, Lord Soth, invade Palanthas and nearly destroy the city. Ungar presumed the images were right, for he had not been around during the war. He had fled at the first sign of trouble.

			Then he set the clock to the current year, 358. He saw the three moons, the constellations—the usual.

			This was becoming boring. Ungar turned the hands of the clock to 362, three years into the future. He entered with some trepidation. He saw the three moons, the constellations of the gods, and a world at peace, apparently, for the only event of note was an elven wedding. He would have to be sure to ask for an invitation, for he always did a brisk business in love potions at weddings.

			He was pleased. The clock was proving to be a valuable asset to his business. Deciding to make a leap, he set the clock to 383, the last year on the clock’s face. The castle door opened. He entered and walked up to the top of the turret and looked out a window.

			He saw a beautiful creature using a hammer and spike split open a gray jewel. He saw a world snatched from its place in the heavens and spiral into chaos. He saw a night sky with a single pale moon. The gods were gone. Magic was gone. The constellations were gone. The stars were all wrong. He saw a monstrous dragon, far larger than any dragon ever born on Krynn, fly down from the strange stars. The dragon stared straight at him and opened its horrible maw…

			Horrified and appalled, Ungar ran from the turret and fled back to the present. He collapsed into a chair, shaking and sweating. He cared nothing for the world or its people. The dragon had terrified him, yet it was not what left him shaken and appalled. He saw again the single pale moon.

			“If I lose my magic I am nothing! I am less than nothing,” Ungar said, shuddering at the thought. “I will be destitute! A beggar on the streets!”

			He fell to his knees and called on his god. “Lunitari, help me! What shall I do?”

			Lunitari did not choose to answer. Small wonder, for Ungar never prayed to her unless he wanted something.

			“I have to look into the window again,” said Ungar.

			He required some time to gather his courage, but eventually he wound the clock and climbed the turret. First he turned the hands to the year 382. The gods were in their heaven, all was right with the world. He shifted the time to 383. He saw exactly the same terrible sights: the hammer and the spike split a gray jewel in two, and after that the single pale moon and a horrible, monstrous dragon…

			“The breaking of a gray jewel!” Ungar muttered. “That must be the key. The dark future starts there. Gray jewel. Gray jewel. Such a rock does not sound very valuable. Not like the Nightjewel or the infamous Bloodstone of Fistandantilus or the elven Starjewel. Yet why does it seem familiar?”

			He went to the Great Library of Palanthas, the largest known repository of knowledge on the continent of Ansalon, if not the world. He approached one of the aesthetics, who serve the master of the library, Astinus, and asked his question.

			“I am seeking information on a certain jewel, gray in color. I don’t think it’s anything valuable,” Ungar hurriedly added, not wanting the aesthetic getting any ideas.

			“A gray jewel,” the aesthetic repeated thoughtfully, then she brightened. “Do you mean the Graygem? The Graygem of Gargath?”

			Ungar realized that was indeed what he meant, for now everything he had seen in the clock’s future suddenly made terrible sense. The gray jewel was the Graygem. The beautiful creature was going to split open the Graygem and release Chaos into the world.

			“You don’t look well, sir,” said the aesthetic in concern. “Perhaps you should sit down. I can bring you some water.”

			Ungar thanked her, though he knew it would take something a lot stronger than water to wash away the appalling vision. He sank down in a chair and requested books on the Graygem.

			He spent days in the library searching the shelves, asking the aesthetics, and reading every book, every scroll they could produce that contained information on the Graygem. He asked so many questions that he knew he was attracting unwanted notice. He didn’t care.

			Ungar copied all the pertinent information into one of his spellbooks. He read the material so many times, he now knew it by heart.

			Before the Age of Starbirth, Chaos ruled the universe. The High God brought thought and order to Chaos and summoned gods from Beyond to help rule. Paladine, God of Light, and Takhisis, Goddess of Darkness, answered the call. Foreseeing a war between darkness and light, the High God brought forth Gilean out of Chaos to serve as a balance.

			These gods summoned other gods to assist them. Gilean brought Reorx, the crafter, among others, and tasked him with forging the world.

			Chaos was still present, however, and fomented war among the gods. Reorx crafted the Graygem—a large, clear gray stone of many facets. The gem was supposed to radiate the essence of the neutral goddess, Lunitari, but Reorx believed that if he captured a fragment of Chaos inside, the gem would gain additional strength in order to preserve the balance.

			Unfortunately, Reorx accidentally captured Chaos itself. Afraid of what he had done—and not knowing what the consequences might be—Reorx hid the Graygem on the surface of the moon, Lunitari, and hoped none of the other gods would find out.

			In the Age of Dreams, three races of beings awakened. Ogres were loyal to Takhisis, elves beloved of Paladine, and humans devoted to Gilean. Reorx befriended those humans who were gifted in forging and taught them all he knew. Unfortunately, the humans grew prideful and used their creations for their own ends. Reorx was angered and changed them into gnomes and cursed them with a burning need to create yet to never be satisfied with their creations.

			Hiddukel, god of greed, trickery, and cheating, wanted the Graygem set free, believing he could use it in his scheming. Knowing Lunitari would never give it to him, he revealed the Graygem to a gnome, who wanted it more than anything in the world. The gnome sought to capture the Graygem in a net, but the gem was sentient and escaped. Afterward, the Graygem roamed the world, disrupting magic and spreading chaos, altering plants and animals.

			The gnomes pursued it, trying to catch it. The Graygem was at last trapped by a human barbarian prince named Gargath, who caught the gem and placed it in a tower so that all could see its light but none could take it.

			As for the gnomes who had been pursuing it, the Graygem caused them to split into two factions: those who wanted the Graygem for greed and those who wanted to know how it worked.

			The gnomes combined forces and built huge, outlandish siege engines to attack Gargath’s castle. The first two engines failed, one breaking down and one catching fire. So the gnomes built a third engine, bigger than the others, but the drive mechanism broke as the engine thundered toward the castle. The engine toppled over, smashed the wall of the castle, and the gnomes rushed inside.

			A dazzling gray light filled the courtyard, blinding everyone. When the light faded, the gnomes had been transformed. Those who wanted the Graygem for power became dwarves. Those who were curious about it became kender.

			The Graygem vanished, and since that day, no one knew where it had gone.

			“I have to find the Graygem, keep it safe, and save the world,” said Ungar. “Or at least save myself.”

			But the world was an immense place, and he had no idea where to start looking.

			He continued his research and at last came across an obscure volume written by a descendant of Gargath who had spent his life trying to find the Graygem. He had received information that the Graygem was hiding in an ancient temple of the Theiwar clan of dwarves.

			The dwarves don’t know that they have it, he wrote. It seems that centuries ago, the Graygem embedded itself in a wall above the altar. All the Theiwar knew was that suddenly a strange and unlovely gray light now shone upon their altar. They had long ago stopped worshipping the gods, for the gods had refused to answer their prayers for power, and the Theiwar were terrified that angry gods had come to punish them. Instead of trying to placate the gods, the Theiwar sealed up the temple in the hope they would go away. And so the Graygem was lost to the world, which is, I presume, what it wanted.

			The author had sought entrance to Thorbardin to search for the Graygem. The Hylar clan, who ruled Thorbardin, had scoffed at his claim and refused to allow him to enter, saying he would only stir up trouble. He had ended the search, writing:

			Although I have not seen the Graygem, I feel positive I know where it is hiding.

			Afraid that someone else would read this passage and discover the Graygem ahead of him, Ungar stuffed the book down his breeches, arranged his red robes over them, and walked out of the library with the book.

			Ungar had never been to the dwarven kingdom. He knew little about dwarves, except that they were not spellcasters and knew next to nothing about magic. He had no doubt that with his skills as a magic-user, he could sneak into Thorbardin, steal the Graygem, and leave before anyone knew it was gone.

			The problem was how, as a human, he could sneak into the dwarven kingdom undetected.

			This problem proved insurmountable, and he feared he would have to relinquish his plans. He was always on the alert for something to assist him in this goal. He prayed incessantly to Lunitari, and either she grew weary of hearing him and answered his prayer or he found it by dumb luck.

			He was roaming about the annual horse fair in Kalaman a few weeks later, searching for artifacts, when he came upon a peddler who was doing an unusually brisk business in pendants, charms, and earrings. Several people were gathered around his stall. Ungar drifted near to eavesdrop.

			“I am here because I’ve heard your jewelry has magical powers, sir,” said a woman.

			“I have no idea what you mean, madame,” said the peddler. “The sheriff could close down my booth if he found out I was selling magical items.”

			“I won’t tell, sir. Trust me,” said the woman. “I am desperate.”

			“Well…” The peddler hesitated.

			The woman sighed. A tear slid down her cheek. “I fear my husband has fallen in love with another.”

			“Please do not cry, madame. I am not proof against a woman’s tears.” The peddler sorted through his display of charms, then selected one shaped like a heart. “Place this charm beneath your husband’s pillow at night and make certain your face is the first he sees when he wakes in the morning. His eye will never stray after that.”

			The woman thanked him profusely. She handed over a steel piece and walked off with the charm.

			Ungar strolled over to look at the display. The peddler eyed his red robes and hastily began to gather up his wares. “Sorry, sir, I am just closing…”

			Ungar picked up a pendant, then tossed it contemptuously back onto the table. “You and I both know that this gimcrack merchandise you are hawking has no more magic in it than the grass beneath my boot. You charlatans make those of us who practice true magic look bad. I have half a mind to speak to the sheriff myself.”

			“No need for that, good sir,” said the peddler, breathing a bit easier. “Some of my wares are magical. I don’t offer them to just anyone, however. It would not do for some country bumpkin to get hold of a Ring of Entropic Deflection, now would it?”

			Ungar was impressed. “You have such a ring?”

			“Sadly, good sir, I sold my last one in Qualinesti,” said the peddler. “I do have a few other pieces in which you might be interested. Come back tonight, after the fair has closed. My caravan is the one with the gilt painting on the wheels and the red-and-black-striped awning above the door. Knock three times.”

			Ungar returned that night and entered the caravan. The peddler displayed three pieces of jewelry that Ungar knew at once were magical. Two were of little value, being the sort of magical objects found in schools of magic to train aspiring young mages. The third piece was a silver brooch that featured a human’s head merged with an elf’s head, so that the head had one human eye and one elven eye, one human ear and one elven ear, a single nose and a single mouth split down the middle.

			“This is remarkably ugly,” said Ungar. “What does it do?”

			“You know your artifacts, sir,” said the peddler. “That is a Brooch of Shapeshifting. Very rare. Give it a rub and speak the magic words and shapeshift into a member of another race.”

			Ungar almost dropped the brooch, he was so excited. He feigned uninterest, however.

			“Why would I want to do that?” he asked.

			“Let us say, now, that you fall into the clutches of a moneylender. You forget to make a few payments and he sends his bully-boys to teach you a lesson. They come to your home looking for a human, only to find an elf. You tell them they must have the wrong address. They apologize and go on their way.”

			“I don’t particularly want to be an elf,” he said. “But I have always had a liking for dwarves.”

			“You can transform yourself into anything you like,” said the peddler. “I once had an angry customer chase after me, and I changed into a kender. He ran right past me.”

			“I wouldn’t remain a dwarf, would I?” Ungar asked uneasily. “I could return to being human.”

			“Oh, of course, sir,” said the peddler. “The spell wears off in twelve hours, and you will once again be human.”

			Ungar was sold, though he pretended he wasn’t. He argued over the price and finally reached an agreement. He walked off with the brooch.

			He did not take the peddler’s word, of course, but looked it up in one of his compendiums of magical artifacts. He did not find this particular brooch, but he found similar items, generally of elven make, like this one. Given the animosity that had existed between humans and elves down through the centuries, he could understand why an elf might need to use such an artifact to escape a dangerous situation.

			Upon his return to Palanthas, Ungar decided with some trepidation to experiment. Going to his laboratory, he stood before a mirror, rubbed the artifact as the peddler had instructed him, conjured up the image of a dwarf, and spoke the words, which were in elvish.

			Magic dust swirled around him. He initially felt a distinctly unpleasant tingling sensation throughout his body, then a feeling of being squeezed as though he were sausage meat being stuffed into a hog casing, then extreme pain, so that he almost passed out. He clung to consciousness, and after a momentary dizzy spell, Ungar looked into the mirror, and a dwarf looked back.

			The dwarf actually resembled him, with blondish hair and a long, flowing beard and bushy eyebrows. Ungar was quite pleased with the result. He had to remain in the dwarven body for twelve hours. He used the time to get used to his new form.

			He was a bit nervous as the twelve-hour mark drew near, hoping he would change back to a human and not end up a dwarf forever. The shapeshifting process was painful, but worth it. He was human once more. He pinned the brooch to his cloak and set off for Thorbardin.

			And that was all he clearly remembered—or all he wanted to remember.

			He sometimes dreamed at night of seeing a bright, unlovely gray light, of knowing the exultant realization that he had found the Graygem, and then of theiwar-dwarves inflicting excruciating and terrible pain on him. The next thing he knew, he was lying in the street near the Tower of High Sorcery more dead than alive…and without the Graygem.

			The cleric of Mishakal had healed his broken fingers and given him an ointment for the burns from the red-hot coals, though she had not been able to replace his fingernails. She had done what she could to ease the memory of his suffering, but the agony and the fear were forever seared in his mind.

			“How was I to know Theiwar were such brutal creatures?” Ungar muttered, brooding over his failure. “No one warned me!”

			Still, the glimpse of the Graygem made Ungar want it more than ever, and he had the strangest feeling the Graygem wanted him to have it. He longed to go back for it, but his fear of the Theiwar was greater than his longing.

			He needed someone he could trick into stealing it for him.
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			Destina left Castle Rosethorn in the winter of the year 358 and moved to Palanthas. She had decided not to sell the house in the city. She could live there and save money, though many of the windows had been broken and part of the roof had caught fire during the Blue Lady’s war. Destina considered hiring workmen to repair it, but she could do that later. She needed the money now for her planned course of action.

			Destina boarded up the windows and closed off most of the rooms. She sold everything of value over the next few days, including the furniture—keeping only her bed, a table, and a few chairs—and raised fifty steel.

			Her house arranged, Destina put on her warmest dress made of green velvet with long, tight-fitting sleeves. Her dress was not currently the fashion in Palanthas, where women were now wearing gowns with wide, flowing sleeves, but it was far more practical. She enveloped herself in a fur cloak and used a fur muff to warm her hands, then began her search for mageware shops.

			Like most Solamnians, Destina knew nothing about magic, and although she was familiar with Palanthas, she had never seen a mageware shop. She was disappointed to discover, upon asking, that there was only one, and it was located in New City.

			Palanthas was built in concentric circles around an inner circle known as the Central Plaza. The palace, government buildings, and homes of wealthy nobility were located in the Central Plaza. The Great Library, the Temple of Paladine, and the Tower of High Sorcery were located in the second circle. Destina lived in the third circle, home to the waterfront and the port, as well as the more modest residential areas. These three circles comprised Old City and were surrounded by a great wall.

			Over the years, Palanthas had grown and spread beyond Old City. The growth had been explosive after the War of the Lance as refugees and those seeking new lives moved to the city. The overflow of people and businesses had expanded outward in ever widening circles that became known as New City. Unfortunately, what brought hope to some brought poverty and despair for others.

			The mageware shop was located in New City mainly because a shop dealing in magic would not have been tolerated in the more fashionable districts. Destina had difficulty finding it, for it was reportedly tucked away in an alley in the shadow of the Old Wall. She had never visited this part of the city, and she was shocked by the sight of the dilapidated buildings crowding together, supporting one another like stumbling drunkards, and wondered how the city fathers could permit people to live in such squalor.

			New City’s residents traipsed past her, bundled in shabby clothes against the cold, jealously eyeing her fur cloak and snug leather boots. She had vague directions to the mageware shop, which was located halfway down an alley, though she was not certain exactly which alley.

			Destina stood uncertainly on a corner, unsure what to do. The alleys were shadowy and dismal, and she was loath to enter them. While she was trying to gather her courage, she saw a man in white clerical robes emerge from one of the run-down buildings that bore a wooden sign with the symbol of Paladine—a horizontal figure eight.

			She accosted the cleric thankfully.

			“Revered One, I am so glad I found you. I need your help.”

			The cleric looked at her in concern. “My dear young lady, whatever are you doing in this part of town? You are not safe here! Are you lost?”

			Destina flushed in embarrassment at having to explain her errand. “I am seeking a mageware shop, Revered One. I am buying a potion. Not for myself,” she added hurriedly, her blush deepening. “For a friend.”

			The cleric smiled in understanding and gave her directions.

			“You will know the shop by the sign of the three moons hanging above the door. Paladine’s blessing on you, my dear,” said the cleric. He paused, then added, “If you are in need of guidance—”

			“Thank you, Revered One,” said Destina and hurried off, fearing a sermon.

			She was thankful to find the shop located near the entrance to the alley. A bell rang when she opened the door, and the owner emerged from a back room to greet her.

			Destina was agreeably pleased to see he was not some fierce old wizard with piercing eyes, but a young man with blond hair and blue eyes, dressed in red robes. For his part, judging by his expression of admiration, he was agreeably surprised to see a comely young woman entering his shop, and he received her with a charming smile.

			“Come in from the cold, mistress,” he said solicitously. “I am Ungar, and this is my shop. How may I assist you today?”

			“I am Lady Destina Rosethorn,” she began and then paused to stare in amazement at the sights around her.

			The walls were lined with shelves filled with innumerable jars and bottles, baskets, and boxes, all carefully marked and lined up in neat rows. Bookcases contained books of all shapes and sizes, bound in red, white, or black. A large wooden chest filled with cubbyholes for scrolls stood in a corner. A large glass case displayed jewelry of all sorts, from rings to pendants to earrings. The air was redolent with the fragrance of bunches of dried herbs hanging from the ceiling. The smell was spicy and pleasant, but tinged with a faint odor of decay.

			“This must be your first visit to a mageware shop, my lady,” Ungar said, noting her interest.

			“It is, sir,” said Destina, awed. “I find it fascinating. What is this book about?”

			She reached for one of the black leather-bound volumes. Ungar hastily intervened, snatching the book from her reach.

			“I would not touch that, my lady. It is a spell book for black-robed wizards. I do not think it would harm you, but one never knows.”

			Destina hurriedly drew back her hand and placed both hands in her muff for safekeeping. The odor of decay was growing stronger, and she had just looked closely into some of the jars and seen what appeared to be eyeballs. She was not to be deterred from her mission, however—though she was not certain exactly how to broach it.

			Ungar was watching her expectantly, and she felt she had to say something.

			“I notice your own fingers are bandaged, sir,” she remarked solicitously. “Did you touch the wrong book?”

			Ungar grimaced. “An experiment gone wrong, my lady. How can I help you? I have a variety of potions that cause a variety of effects. May I show them to you?”

			“I am not in the market for any sort of potion, I assure you,” said Destina. She drew in a deep breath and plunged ahead. “I have come to inquire about a magical artifact. It is known as the Device of Time Journeying. I would like to purchase one. What is the price?”

			Ungar stared at her astonishment and then burst into laughter.

			Destina drew herself up with offended dignity. “I am not accustomed to being mocked, sir.”

			Ungar saw that she was serious and belatedly tried to swallow his mirth, but choked on it. He had to take a moment to clear his throat.

			“I am sorry, Lady Destina,” he apologized humbly, when he could speak. “I thought you were jesting.”

			“I do not jest about serious subjects, sir,” Destina said haughtily. “I have money. I can pay whatever it costs.”

			Ungar gave a commiserating shake of his head. “If you were rich as the Lord of Palanthas himself, my lady, you could not afford such a priceless artifact. The Device of Time Journeying is unique and immensely valuable. Only one exists in all the world.”

			Destina was aghast. “I need this device, sir. I must have it to save my father!”

			Ungar was sympathetic. He did not dismiss her outright, but appeared to give the matter serious consideration. “Sit down by the fire and warm yourself while I close up shop. Then you will tell me why you need the device, and I will tell you what I know about it. As it happens, I believe I know where you might find it.”

			Destina was still dubious, but she had come this far, and he might tell her something useful. She removed her fur cloak and sat down in a chair by the fire. Ungar closed the door and locked it, hung up a “closed” sign, then returned with a glass of wine.

			Destina glanced at a number of vials on the counter and was about to politely decline when Ungar smiled again.

			“No potions, my lady,” he assured her, clearly guessing what she was thinking. “Just wine and a very good one. Now, Lady Destina, please tell me why you need the Device of Time Journeying.”

			Destina moistened her lips with the wine so as not to offend her host and then set down the glass and started to tell her story. Ungar proved an attentive and sympathetic listener, and she was feeling lonely and friendless. She found herself revealing far more to him than she had intended.

			Destina told him of how she had read about the Device of Time Journeying in one of her father’s books, how her father had died at the High Clerist’s Tower, and how she had lost his legacy, Castle Rosethorn.

			“And then I realized one night that I had been nursing this plan in my heart for months. I would use the device to travel back in time to the High Clerist’s Tower, right before the battle. I would speak to my father and beg him to come home to me. Urge him not to sacrifice his life.”

			“You could alter time, my lady,” Ungar said. “Without him, the Solamnics might lose the war.”

			“They would not,” said Destina firmly. “I have studied the subject and learned that only the Chaos races have the power to change time. The Measure further teaches us that time is a vast river, and my father is but a drop in that river. So many died at the tower that his death was meaningless to history, though certainly not to me.”

			She spoke the last in a low voice with a catch in her throat.

			“And yet you do want to change time, my lady,” Ungar said, gently insistent.

			Destina paused, realizing what he said was true. “I suppose I do. But I only want to change my time.”

			“That still counts,” said Ungar.

			Then he gave a start, as though he’d been jabbed in the ribs. For an instant, he looked so strange that Destina was frightened.

			“Perhaps my coming to you was a mistake—”

			Ungar undoubtedly saw he had alarmed her, and he was quick to made amends. “Forgive me, dear lady. I am sometimes subject to a feverish indisposition. You did not make a mistake. As it happens, you came to the one person in the world who can help. You can save your father. You do indeed need the Device of Time Journeying, and I know where you might find it. But you also need another, powerful artifact—the Graygem of Gargath.”

			“That is nothing except a kender tale,” Destina scoffed.

			“Far from it,” said Ungar gravely. “The Graygem exists. I know, for I have seen it. I know where it is hiding.”

			He spoke calmly, quietly. Destina heard the ring of truth in his voice, though she was still doubtful.

			“How is it possible that you know and no one else does?”

			“As it happens, I have made a study of the Graygem,” said Ungar. “I came across a reference to it in an obscure book. I went in search of it, and I found it.”

			His face paled, and sweat beaded on his forehead. He moved his chair back from the fire, muttering something about the blaze being too hot.

			“Then why don’t you have it?” Destina asked.

			“I suffered an injury while I was searching, and I was forced to leave before I could obtain it.” As Ungar spoke, he clasped his bandaged hands, curling them into fists. “But I saw the Graygem!”

			He spoke with such fervor, Destina believed him—up to a point.

			“And why do you say I need it?”

			“Traveling back in time can be fraught with peril, and thus the ancient wizards in their wisdom laid restrictions on time travel. Let me read you a passage that will explain it better.”

			Ungar sought out a book. Destina noted the cover was three different colors: white, red, and black. The title was: Spells and Incantations from the Towers of High Sorcery. Ungar flipped through the pages then read aloud.

			“ ‘The ability to travel back in time is available to elves, humans, and ogres, since these were the races created by the gods at the beginning of time and so travel within its flow. The spell should not be used by or cast on dwarves, gnomes, or kender, since the creation of these races was an accident, unforeseen by the gods, and the introduction of any of these races into a previous time span could have serious repercussions on the present, although what these might be is unknown.’ ”

			“So you are saying that to change time I must not take a kender or a dwarf with me?” Destina pursed her lips. “This is becoming ridiculous!”

			“I have a much easier solution,” said Ungar. “You simply take the Graygem with you. The Graygem itself has the ability to change time.”

			“But isn’t the gem dangerous? The legend says it once spread havoc through the world.”

			“The Graygem is sentient, but not intelligent,” said Ungar. “Its only purpose is to create chaos, and it will take advantage of any opportunity it can find to do so. That is why you must bring it to me first. I can place it in a magical setting from which it cannot escape.”

			“Where is it located?”

			Ungar hesitated.

			Destina drew an exasperated breath. “I know you want to keep your secret, for it must be a valuable one. If I am to acquire this Graygem, you must tell me where to find it.”

			Ungar swallowed and spoke reluctantly. “The Graygem is in the dwarven realm of Thorbardin, hiding among a clan of dwarves known as the Theiwar. They are simple folk, and they are unaware of the power of the Graygem. It might do them some harm. You could save them, if you were able to retrieve it.

			“I was going to try to do that myself, but I am not a man of courage,” Ungar confessed. “I do not have the blood of knights in my veins, and I regret to say I left the dwarves to their sad fate. You are different, my lady. You could save the Theiwar from the gem’s enchantment.”

			Destina had never ventured beyond the borders of her homeland, and now she was asked to consider traveling to a distant nation and dealing with a foreign and alien population about whom she knew little. The idea daunted and overwhelmed her, and she shrank from it.

			Then she thought about what she would do when she left Ungar’s shop. She could go back to an empty house to live a bleak and cheerless life. Or she could fulfill her mother’s promise that she was a child of destiny.

			She had no ties and no one keeping her in Solamnia. She had saved money enough to travel and suddenly realized she could ask Saber to take her. She imagined what it would be like to fly on the back of a dragon into an adventure, undertaking a quest in a noble cause. She remembered her father quoting the Measure.

			A true knight’s worth springs from the beating heart.

			The Theiwar required a hero to save them, and she could be that hero. She could become a knight in her own heart, at least, though the world might never acknowledge it.

			“Very well. Let us say I find the Graygem. I still need the Device of Time Journeying,” Destina said.

			“That is true,” said Ungar. “Bring me the Graygem, and while you are away on your quest, I will research the possible location of the device.”

			“You said you knew where to find it,” Destina reminded him.

			Ungar appeared momentarily discomfited. “Did I? Well, perhaps I have an idea. I will look into the matter—”

			“Tell me what you know about the device, sir. That is the reason I came to you. If you know nothing, I will take my business elsewhere. I assume there are other mageware shops in Solamnia.”

			She picked up her fur cloak and started to rise.

			“Don’t go, my lady,” said Ungar hastily. “I know the owners of some of those shops, and I would not have you fall victim to a charlatan. I will tell you all I know.”

			Destina sat back down.

			“If this person of whom I am thinking does not have it, he might know where it is,” said Ungar. “His name is Tasslehoff Burrfoot.”

			“A kender,” Destina said, incredulous.

			“Not just any kender. This kender traveled back in time with his friend, Caramon Majere, to save the life of a cleric of Paladine, Lady Crysania.”

			“You just read in that book that kender can’t travel back in time,” Destina pointed out.

			“The book says they shouldn’t travel back in time, for they have the ability to change it. As it happens, this kender jumped into the spell while it was being cast. He learned how to use the device and when it broke, he found a gnome who fixed it and some say altered it in the process. You can ask Lady Crysania, if you feel the need to verify my story. As it happens, Burrfoot was also present at the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower.”

			“This seems a most remarkable coincidence,” Destina said.

			“Not a coincidence, madame,” said Ungar. “Let us call it Destiny, as your name implies.”

			“And where do I find this kender?”

			“I will take you there myself,” said Ungar. “Bring me the Graygem and I will tell you where to find the kender.”

			“I see no reason you can’t tell me now. I made a mistake in coming. I bid you good day.”

			She put on her cloak and walked toward the door. Ungar hurried to forestall her.

			“If I tell you where to find the kender and he has the device, you must promise to bring it to me,” said Ungar. “The magical spell to operate it is extremely complex and difficult to cast. You will require my assistance. I would feel responsible if something went awry and caused you harm.”

			“I certainly do not intend to try using magic myself,” said Destina, shuddering at the thought. “If I manage to acquire it, I will bring it to you, along with the Graygem.”

			“And I will send you back in time to save your father,” said Ungar. “Come by the shop tomorrow. I will supply you with potions and charms and whatever else you might need for your journey.”

			“You speak of magical potions, I presume,” Destina said. “I want nothing to do with such things.”

			“The choice is yours, of course,” Ungar replied. “But you will be venturing into the unknown, and it is always best to be prepared.”

			Destina knew this to be true. The Measure says: The wise make provisions while the fool dances.

			“I will think about it,” said Destina.

			Ungar ushered her out the door, bid her good night, then shut the door behind her. Destina paused outside to fasten her cloak and reflect.

			Unger appeared to be someone she could trust—if one could ever trust magic-users. Destina now regretted her need for a magic-user at all, and she wondered if she might be able to proceed without this one or his potions. Knowledge is power, and she had made the mistake of walking into the mageware shop in blind ignorance.

			That would not happen again.
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			Early the next morning, Destina put on her green velvet dress, wrapped up warmly in her fur cloak, and walked from her home along the street known as Aesthetics Row to the Great Library of Palanthas. She had viewed the building on previous trips to Palanthas. The library was designed for function over beauty. Residents of Palanthas said that people gaped in awe when they saw the splendor of the Palace of Palanthas and gaped from boredom when they saw the library.

			The library consisted of three main buildings made of white marble. The central building was the largest, with smooth, unadorned walls and a great many windows to provide light. Assuming this was the entrance, Destina walked up the series of broad marble stairs that led to a portico and double bronze doors.

			Destina attempted to open one of the doors, only to find it was locked. She then noticed the placard on a stand beside the door that read: Aesthetics Only. East Building Open to the Public. (Kender Not Allowed! Weapons Not Permitted!)

			Annoyed, she descended the stairs and walked to the smaller building. It also had a great many windows, but a far less imposing entryway. A man she presumed was one of the aesthetics, for he was wearing gray robes, stood at the door. He served as both greeter and guardian, apparently, for he smiled at Destina and, at the same time, adroitly seized hold of a kender who had been attempting to sneak past him.

			“Winklenose, you know I’m not going to let you in,” said the aesthetic, sternly addressing the kender. “Why do you persist in trying?”

			“You know you’d be bored, Kairn, if you didn’t have me to brighten up your day,” said the kender with a wide grin. “And there’s nothing worse in this life than boredom.”

			“I like boredom,” Kairn said. “Now don’t come back.”

			He emphasized his words by yanking the topknot of long hair that was the pride of every kender. The kender yelped and grabbed his head.

			“Go away and stay away,” Kairn ordered.

			The kender, still rubbing his head, turned to go back down the stairs. Then he caught sight of Destina, made a polite bow, and held out his hand.

			“How are you this fine day, madame? My name is Lightfoot Winklenose—”

			“Don’t shake his hand!” Kairn shouted.

			“Certainly not,” said Destina and put her own hands safely behind her back.

			The kender gave a shrug and trudged off, yelling over his shoulder. “See you tomorrow, Kairn!”

			The aesthetic sighed, then looked anxiously at Destina. “He didn’t take anything, did he, madame? You still have your rings?”

			Destina was wearing only the magical ring her mother had given her, and she doubted if even a kender could remove it.

			“I have escaped without harm, revered sir,” she said, smiling. “Thank you for your help.”

			She regarded Kairn with interest. He was a young man, probably in his early twenties, tall and slender with curly black hair and brown eyes the color of polished maple. He was clean-shaven and wore his black hair cropped short about his head. He had a grave and scholarly air, but she had seen a glint of laughter in his brown eyes when he’d been dealing with the kender.

			“How may I assist you, mistress?” Kairn asked.

			“I seek entrance to the library, revered sir,” Destina said. “I am doing some research.”

			“Certainly, mistress,” said Kairn.

			He motioned for another to take his place, then opened the door and ushered Destina into an entryway. She could see beyond a vast room filled floor to ceiling with bookshelves.

			“How wonderful,” Destina said softly. “But there are so many books, I have no idea where to begin to my studies.”

			Kairn was pleased by her praise. “I can guide you, madame. What are you researching?”

			“Magical artifacts.”

			“We have only a small number of books on magical artifacts,” said Kairn apologetically. “You will find a far more extensive collection in the Tower of High Sorcery at Wayreth.”

			“Thank you, revered sir, but I have no wish to go near a Tower of High Sorcery,” said Destina firmly. “I seek information on the Graygem of Gargath. Have you any books on that?”

			“Several,” said Kairn. “You will find books on the subject on the second floor in our myths and legends section. One of the aesthetics there will be glad to help you. Anything else?”

			“I am also researching dwarves,” said Destina.

			“Any clan in particular? Neidar, Hylar, Daewar, Daergar, Klar, Aghar, or Theiwar?” Kairn asked.

			“The dwarves who live in Thorbardin,” said Destina, confused.

			“That would be all the clans except the Neidar, the hill dwarves,” said Kairn. “First floor. North wall. Shelf one hundred and twenty-seven. The aesthetic in that section can help you find what you require. Anything else?”

			Destina could have left to carry out her research, but she was in no particular hurry, and she liked talking to this young man.

			“You seem to know a great deal about dwarves, revered sir. Do you study them yourself?” she asked.

			“I do not,” said Kairn. “I am currently doing research on the knight Huma Dragonbane and the Third Dragon War.”

			Destina was tempted to say something about the book her father had been reading on Huma and Magius, to ask if he had read it. She envisioned him asking in return if she had read it, and she would have to confess she had not: she had read only the part about the Device of Time Journeying. She changed the subject instead.

			“Did you ever think of becoming a knight, revered sir?” Destina asked, thinking how well he would look with mustaches.

			“My family thought of it for me,” said Kairn, grinning. “They wanted me to become a knight like my father and his father before him, but I told them I would much rather read about battles than fight in one. Then I disgraced my family by running off to become a librarian. Now, if you will excuse me, mistress, I must return to my duties at the door. Good luck with your research, and remember that while you are free to read any book in the library, you may not remove them.”

			He left her and went back to guard the door. Destina gazed after him in wonder. She could well imagine how he had been a disgrace to his family. She was only surprised he had so freely admitted it. Yet, as she walked away, she found herself thinking far more of him than about the dwarves.

			She climbed the stairs to the second floor. The library was hushed and peaceful. The only sounds were those of people turning pages or walking soft-footed among the shelves, and the occasional cough or sneeze accompanied by a soft, “I beg your pardon.”

			People sat at the tables that had been placed among the bookshelves for the convenience of those who came to read. Sunlight illuminated the room, which she found odd, given her father had been so careful to keep out the sun. She did note that the sunlight was diffuse, and seemed to illuminate the room with a soft glow. Destina crept up the stairs to the second floor, holding on to the folds of her skirts, afraid that even the rustle of velvet would disturb those deep in study.

			She approached the aesthetic who was seated at a high desk near one of the windows, reading, and told him that she was researching magical artifacts. The aesthetic led Destina to a shelf of books and silently indicated several rows of books that had been written on the subject.

			Destina was appalled at the sheer number. She had no idea where to begin. Seeing her look of dismay, the aesthetic chose a single large and heavy book and handed it to her. The volume was bound in leather with three moons embossed on the cover—one red, one silver, and one black—along with the title in gold: Artifacts of the Three Moons with the subtitle: Potions, Scrolls, Rods, Staves, Wands, Crystals, Gems, Armor, Shields, Weapons, Miscellaneous and Specialty Artifacts.

			“You will find general descriptions of the major artifacts known to exist on Krynn,” the aesthetic said, speaking in a whisper. “For more specific information on these artifacts or for descriptions of minor artifacts, you would need to pursue your studies in the library of the Tower of High Sorcery at Wayreth.”

			“This will serve my purpose, thank you,” Destina said and received a glare from an elderly woman who hissed “Shush!” at her.

			Destina sat down at a desk and opened the volume. She located the section on the Graygem, which proved to be extensive. The results of her studies were disappointing. The history of the Graygem was confusing and—as was fitting—chaotic.

			Every race had its own myth regarding the gem, but they all agreed upon one thing. In the beginning there was the High God and there was Chaos. Reorx, the forging God, struck his hammer and Chaos slowed. Two mighty forces: the High God and Chaos.

			But there the stories began to differ. Each race made themselves the heroes of the story with the result that the accounts varied widely, depending on who was telling the tale.

			According to humans, Reorx forged the Graygem during the Age of Twilight to anchor neutrality to the world. He intended to capture a small bit of Chaos, but accidently captured all of Chaos inside the gem. He placed it in the red moon, Lunitari. A gnome saw the Graygem and caught it in a magical net in order to power one of his inventions. The Graygem escaped and then roved across the world, spreading havoc.

			A human prince named Gargath eventually seized the gem and secured it. The gnomes built a gigantic siege engine in order to retake the Graygem. Unfortunately, the engine ended up destroying the castle. Despite Gargath’s heroic efforts, the Graygem managed to escape and, in the process, changed the gnomes who had sought to take it into dwarves and kender.

			The gnomes, however, angrily denied that the Graygem had escaped from Gargath Castle due to the failure of their glorious machine. According to them, the human, Gargath, had bungled the whole affair by allowing the Graygem to slip through his fingers. The gnomes were the heroes of their tale, relating how they selflessly pursued the Graygem in order to save mankind, in return for which some of them paid the ultimate sacrifice and were tragically turned into kender and dwarves.

			As one could imagine, the dwarves indignantly denied that they had ever once been gnomes, that the Graygem played any role in their creation, or that they were in any way related to kender. According to them, the god Reorx created all the other races during the Age of Starbirth, only to discover those races were flawed. Elves considered themselves better than everyone else. Humans were self-serving and moneygrubbing. Ogres were brutish and smelled bad. Having learned from his previous mistakes, Reorx created the perfect race: the dwarves.

			The kender also denied that the Graygem had anything to do with their creation. According to them, the kender legendary hero Uncle Trapspringer was visiting his great friend Reorx one day when he saw the god drop a gray gemstone on the floor. Uncle Trapspringer picked it up, intending to return it, but the gem managed to fall into one of his pouches, where he promptly forgot about it. Since no one has ever found it, kender believe to this day that Uncle Trapspringer still carries the Graygem in his pouch.

			Destina considered them all useless. She sighed and turned to the description of the Device of Time Journeying. It was very brief.

			
				Made during the Age of Dreams, the artifact appears as a jeweled scepter that can be folded down into a jeweled pendant. Warning: Traveling through time can be highly dangerous and is not recommended. Any who come upon the Device of Time Journeying should take it immediately to their nearest Tower of High Sorcery.

			

			Destina slammed the book shut in disgust, drawing baleful looks from the woman who had shushed her. Apparently the only way to learn more about the Graygem or the Device of Time Journeying was to visit a Tower of High Sorcery, and Destina would sooner be turned into a kender.

			She was going to need the services of Ungar after all.

			Destina spent the rest of the afternoon pursuing her research into dwarves. The nation of Thorbardin consisted of eight cities built below a mountain known as Cloudseeker. The dwarven nation was governed by a Council of Thanes made up of a representative of each of the clans, not forgetting the Kingdom of the Dead, who were always given an empty chair of honor. The council chose the High King, who ruled over all the dwarves. The current High King was Glade Hornfel, the first king who had ruled since the Cataclysm.

			Destina came across a map of Thorbardin and was daunted by the size of the kingdom below the mountain. Thorbardin was only slightly smaller than Solamnia, extending over hundreds of miles with eight great cities, food warrens, and fortified gates. The dwarven cities were built on a multitude of levels that were connected by a complex system of roads, with wagons that ran on rails and transport wagons that traveled up and down shafts bored into the rock.

			She concentrated her studies particularly on the Theiwar and discovered that it was a trait of their clan that they could not abide sunlight. They were also the only dwarves skilled in magic. According to the author, the Theiwar and their allies, the Daergar, spent their lives scheming and plotting against the other clans. Their ultimate goal was to overthrow the High King and seize rulership of Thorbardin. The book said nothing about the Graygem.

			Destina closed the book and sat in thought, wondering what to do. The sun was setting. A silvery gray light shone down from the vaulted ceiling to illuminate the library. The aesthetics walked about lighting magical green-shaded lamps that burned without fire so that people could continue their studies into the night.

			She now believed she knew her destiny. She would go on a quest to find the Graygem and the Device of Time Journeying. She would bring her father home. Destina returned the books to the aesthetics and left the library. She had hoped Kairn was still on duty. He had appeared to know a great deal about dwarves, and she wanted more information on the Theiwar. She found it odd that Ungar had described them as “simple souls” when this author had made them sound reprehensible. But, unfortunately, another aesthetic had taken Kairn’s place.

			She could have asked this aesthetic where to find Kairn, but she feared word would get back to him and give him the impression she was interested in him. She wasn’t. Not in the least. How could she be interested in a young man who had turned down a chance to attain glory in battle in order to read books?

			Destina left the library, planning to go to the mageware shop to at least hear what Ungar had to say. Given the unsavory location of the shop, she went home to retrieve the sword that had once been her mother’s and buckled it on beneath her cloak. She then made her way through the frozen slush in the noisome streets to Ungar’s shop.

			The shop was closed for the night, and she had to bang on the door to attract attention. Ungar eventually answered it. He looked annoyed at being disturbed until he saw her.

			“Lady Destina! I thought you had changed your mind about undertaking this adventure. Please come in. I have everything ready. The potions and the brooch are magic, but they are not difficult to use. Will you take off your cloak and have some wine?”

			Destina took off her cloak, for the shop was hot and stuffy, but she declined the offer of wine. She examined the potions, which were in small corked vials. Several were labeled Turn Tail, and the others labeled Smitten. The silver brooch was ugly and grotesque, featuring half a human’s head merged with half an elf’s head.

			“What does Turn Tail do and why do I need it?” she asked, disgusted by the name alone.

			Ungar explained. “This is my thinking. Your father is a noble knight, valiant and courageous. You might find it difficult to persuade him to leave. Simply put a drop of Turn Tail in your father’s drink—”

			“You mean turn him into a coward!” Destina said, appalled. “Better he was dead!”

			“Is it?” Ungar asked gently. “Better he is dead?”

			Destina held her cloak bundled in her arms, clasping it tightly. “Tell me how it works.”

			“Your father would not be a coward for long,” Ungar hastened to assure her. “The length of time the effect lasts depends on the amount administered. A drop or two and he would be fearful for only a week or so, long enough for him to return home. He would be himself after the potion wore off and have no memory of what had happened.”

			“I see,” said Destina, biting her lip. “What does the brooch do?”

			“A Brooch of Shapeshifting,” said Ungar. “The magic will allow you to transform yourself into a member of any race. You could use it to turn into a dwarf to enable you to enter Thorbardin. Or you could turn into a kender.”

			“Why would I want to become a kender?”

			“You will find it much easier to persuade Burrfoot to give you the device, provided he still has it—or at least tell you where it is if he doesn’t—if he thinks he’s talking to another kender,” said Ungar. “And thus I thought that second potion would be helpful. Mix the Smitten potion into his drink, and he will be yours to command.”

			“The last thing in this world I want is for a kender to be smitten with me!” said Destina shocked. “I knew coming here was a mistake!”

			Ungar considered. “I do have something else you might like. How about a Ring of Friendship? Simply place the ring on your finger, shake hands with this kender, and he will feel friendly toward you and be inclined to help you.”

			“Only friendship?” Destina asked. “He won’t fall in love with me?”

			“I guarantee it,” said Ungar. “The effect only lasts an hour, then wears off.”

			“I am not certain…”

			Destina shook out her cloak and flung it around her shoulders. She was fully determined to walk out the door, but her steps lagged. A vision of her father brought her to a stop. She missed him so much. She had lost his legacy, lost Rosethorn castle. But she was disgusted by the thought of using magic. The idea of shapeshifting—magically changing herself into another form—terrified her. And yet, her father had died fighting dragons. She was being cowardly. She could not abandon him to his fate just because she was feeling squeamish.

			She stopped again, twisting her hands together.

			“I will take the brooch,” she said, “the potion of cowardice, and the ring. How much for all of them?”

			Ungar named the price. Destina reached into her purse and counted out the payment.

			“I have enclosed the instructions for using the brooch,” Ungar said. “Please note that the shapeshifting spell lasts for only twelve hours. After that, you will transform back into your own body, which you must stay in for twelve hours until you are able to shapeshift again. Your clothes will shift with you to fit your assumed shape.”

			“If I use the magic to change into a kender, I won’t develop kender traits, will I? I don’t want to end up rushing fearlessly into a pack of wolves,” Destina said worriedly.

			“You will be yourself, only in kender form,” Ungar reassured her. “You will retain your jewelry, though not the sword you are now wearing, for it is not attached to your body. I note the interesting ring with the emerald stone. Is it magical, by any chance?”

			Destina covered the ring with her hand. He was referring to the ring her mother had given her, presumably blessed by Chislev. She had no intention of discussing it with him.

			“The hour is late, sir. I need to be leaving.”

			Ungar packed several vials of cowardice potion, neatly labeled, in a small wooden box.

			“Given the rigors of traveling, always better to have extra,” he said. “And I suggest you use the brooch in private, where no one can see you. The magic surrounds you with a bright light, which could draw unwanted attention. And the transformation can involve some mild discomfort. Here is the Ring of Friendship.”

			He opened the box. The ring was plain silver, set with a single blue lapis lazuli. It looked very ordinary, not in any way powerful or dangerous.

			“I will take it,” said Destina. “Now, sir, you promised me you would tell me where to find this Burrfoot and the Device of Time Journeying.”

			“The kender lives in the town of Solace in Abanasinia,” said Ungar. “But remember I told you, Lady Destina, that he may not have the device.”

			Destina thanked him and tucked the box into her fur muff. Ungar wished her a safe journey, escorted her out of his shop, and shut the door. He almost immediately opened it and popped his head out.

			“The shapeshifting spell lasts only twelve hours, my lady. Be certain to remember that.”

			“I will,” Destina promised.

			Ungar shut the door again, and Destina started to walk away, only to hear him open the door again.

			“Lady Destina, you will be certain to return with the Device and the Graygem,” he said. “I require both artifacts to send you back in time and for you to alter it.”

			“I will, sir,” Destina said impatiently.

			She hurried away before he could think of any other reason to detain her. Her skin crawled when she thought about using the magic, and she was tempted to toss the box containing the potions and the brooch into the gutter. But she reminded herself of the words in the Measure.

			Failure is not trying.

			She reminded herself of her father.
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			Destina spent the next few days making arrangements to leave Palanthas and travel home. She hired a covered horse-drawn wagon and driver and made arrangements to join a group of merchants and their families traveling to the south. They planned to leave soon, which suited her.

			She stopped by the Great Library before she left, hoping to talk to Kairn about the dwarves. An aesthetic told her he was away conducting research for Astinus and would not be back for a month. Destina was disappointed she had missed him, and she couldn’t help but wonder why, for Kairn was not the sort of man she could like or admire. Yet she had looked forward to talking with him, hearing his voice, seeing his engaging grin and the laughter in his eyes.

			Then she banished Kairn from her thoughts with a shrug, telling herself she didn’t care about a monk. But she was in low spirits as she returned home and decided she could not leave Palanthas fast enough.

			The journey was long and tedious, for while the snow had melted, the roads were in bad shape, being icy in places and muddy in others. Wagons slid and wheels broke. Horses foundered, and there were long delays.

			Mindful of her station, Destina held herself aloof from the others, refusing to join the convivial group that gathered nightly around the fire to drink and sing and share tales. She sat alone in the wagon at night, thinking and wondering.

			She wondered about changing the past, about bringing her father back. If she did, would they continue to live in the past? Or would they find themselves in the present? Would the present be the same, only with her father at her side? Would she remember the old past in the new past? So many questions, and despite all her research, she had found no answers.

			She knew some events in the past must change. Lord Anthony would not be able to claim Castle Rosethorn, and her mother would not leave her to go back to her people.

			“I will have a family again,” Destina said to herself. “I will no longer be alone.”

			As for changing time, she reminded herself of the words of Magius. If six hundred die in battle and I restore the life of one, that will not change the outcome of that battle. The river flows on.

			Her father was a hero to her, but he had not been the hero of the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower. His death had been only one of many. The hero of the battle had been the elf maid who had used some magical artifact to lure the Dark Queen’s dragons into traps where the knights had slain them. Her father could come home to her as he had planned, and his presence would never be missed. Time would not change. The battle would be won.

			She arrived home more than a month following her departure from Palanthas. She did not visit Castle Rosethorn or even go within sight of it. She could well imagine the dreadful changes Lord Anthony and his wife had made to her beloved home, and she had no desire to see them. She took a room at an inn in Ironwood, saying she had returned to discuss matters with her attorney.

			People were glad to see her and welcomed her back. They treated her with respect and deference, but she could see the pity in their eyes. She hoped her stay among them would be brief.

			She sent the wagon back to Palanthas along with the servant, then hired a horse and rode to Saber’s lair. But when she stopped to tether her horse, she found another already there.

			She recognized the beast as belonging to Captain Peters and was puzzled; the captain had told her he was leaving to seek his fortune elsewhere. She wondered why he was back, but she was glad he was. She had always counted Captain Peters as a friend.

			She tied her horse next to his and walked the rest of the way to the dragon’s lair. The day was mild, with the promise of spring in the air. Wildflowers were starting to make a bold appearance, daring a late frost to wither them.

			Saber was in his favorite place, basking in the sun in front of his lair, visiting with the captain. Man and dragon were pleased to see Destina. Saber peppered her with a myriad of questions and didn’t give her a chance to answer a single one of them.

			Destina had remembered to bring Saber a gift, and she handed him the gaudiest trinket she had been able to find in Palanthas. The dragon was immensely pleased and excused himself to go take it into his lair.

			Captain Peters spread his cloak over a boulder and invited her to sit down.

			“I thought you were planning to leave Solamnia, Captain,” said Destina, settling herself on the boulder.

			“I was going to do so, my lady,” said Captain Peters. “Then I received a letter from Lord Anthony, asking if I would work for him.”

			Destina was displeased. “I am disappointed in you, Captain. You said you would never work for that man.”

			“I would not have done so except under the circumstances as they were then. But since the situation regarding Castle Rosethorn has changed, I thought you would want me to take the job,” said Captain Peters.

			“What has happened?” Destina asked.

			Captain Peters looked uncomfortable. “I am sorry, my lady. I thought you knew. Lord Anthony and his wife have moved out of Castle Rosethorn. He hired me to serve as caretaker rather than leave it vacant.”

			“I had not heard,” said Destina. “Why did they move out?”

			Captain Peters was grave. “I wish I did not have to be the one to tell you, my lady.”

			Destina was chilled. “Tell me what, Captain?”

			“Lord Anthony is selling Castle Rosethorn.”

			Destina felt as though the blood had drained from her body. She was weak and dizzy for a moment, thankful she was sitting down. Seeing her distress, Captain Peters offered her a drink of water from his waterskin.

			“I wish my tongue had been cut out before I had to give you such news, my lady.”

			Destina tried to drink, but her throat closed. She moistened her lips. “Is my cousin…still here?”

			“No, my lady. Lord Anthony and his wife moved back to Kalaman. Lady Emily never liked living in the castle,” Captain Peters explained. “She complained that it was too big, too drafty, and too cold. The upkeep was far too expensive, and then there were ongoing repairs after the attack by the dragon. She calculated the value and realized they would make a fortune selling it and the land holdings—which, as you know, are extensive. About a week ago, Lord Anthony put the castle up for sale. He sent word to several wealthy people who might be interested in buying it and dismissed the servants and the men-at-arms before he departed.”

			“How much money does he want for it?” Destina asked, with some wild thought of buying the castle back herself.

			“He is asking thousands of steel for it, my lady,” said Captain Peters. Seeing Destina’s disappointment, he added gently, “A price that befits this noble castle’s worth.”

			Destina sighed. She then realized that she would not be the only person who would suffer when the castle was in different hands.

			“But what will become of our tenants?” she asked in dismay, remembering those she and her mother had fed and sheltered. “They are dependent on us!”

			“Lord Anthony still collects the rent through his steward, but that is all he does,” said Captain Peters grimly. “He refuses to spend the money to make repairs on their homes, fix leaking roofs or broken windows. He says the new owner can do all that. I do what I can to assist them, but I am only the castle’s caretaker. I am sorry, my lady. Truly sorry.”

			Destina could not speak. She did not think she could endure this latest blow. Down through the centuries, the Rosethorns had lived in the castle. These Rosethorns had entrusted their legacy to her, and she had lost it. Strangers would buy it and change the name.

			Captain Peters remained silent, observing her with sympathy, giving her time to reflect and grieve. Destina was appreciative.

			“You must live a very lonely life in the empty castle, Captain.”

			“Not at all, my lady,” said Captain Peters with an attempt at cheer. “I am married now, and my wife lives with me. She loves the castle as much as I do. We would be honored if you would stay with us as long as you want. We have closed off most of the rooms, but we could open your bedchamber.”

			Destina pictured her room sealed up, dark and empty, the furniture shrouded with canvas. She shook her head.

			“Thank you for your kind offer, Captain, but it would be far too painful. But you could do one thing for me. I would dearly love to have my father’s book collection. Would it be possible for you to pack them…”

			She saw the look on the captain’s face.

			“What is wrong?” Destina demanded.

			“Lord Anthony sold all of your father’s books, my lady,” said Captain Peters. “His wife got rid of them, saying they only gathered dust.”

			He sighed deeply and shook his head.

			“You have worse news. Tell me, Captain,” said Destina.

			“Lord Anthony did not like the Rose Tower. He considered it too old-fashioned. He planned to build a more modern looking tower to replace it. He ordered the workmen to tear it down. At least he left before he could build the monstrosity he had designed to take its place.”

			The Rose Tower, proud symbol of the Rosethorns for centuries, and now it was gone. She was sickened and outraged, as though some foul beast had defiled her father’s tomb. Better he had died than lived to see this.

			Or rather, better he should live and this would never happen. Her resolve to continue with her plans strengthened.

			“Thank you, Captain,” said Destina steadily. “You have banished my doubts. I know now what I must do.”

			“Is there any way I can be of service to you, Lady Destina?” Captain Peters asked.

			“There is,” said Destina in firm resolve. “I will be traveling to Thorbardin, and I require supplies for the journey.”

			Captain Peters could not conceal his surprise. “Thorbardin, my lady?”

			Destina had foreseen that people would wonder why she was traveling to the dwarven kingdom, and she had devised an explanation. “I must earn my own living from now on, Captain. The dwarves make exquisite jewelry. I was thinking of opening a shop in Palanthas.”

			She was not exactly telling a lie. She had thought about opening a shop. She had not thought about it very long, but the captain did not need to know that.

			“I have come to ask Saber to take me,” she continued. “Since I have never traveled farther from home than Palanthas, I have no idea what I might need for the journey. If you could purchase supplies for me, I would appreciate it.”

			“I will be glad to do so, my lady. And I offer myself as escort.”

			“Thank you, Captain,” said Destina, deeply touched, “but I could not ask you to leave your wife or Castle Rosethorn. I need you to stay here to guard my father’s legacy, at least for the time we have left before it passes from my family.”

			Fearing he would try to dissuade her, she rose to her feet as an indication that their conversation was over. The captain stood up, and she offered him her hand.

			“I wish you and your wife joy, Captain. My heart is lightened to think that people are living in Castle Rosethorn who care for it.”

			“I wish I could do more, my lady,” said Captain Peters.

			“You are a true friend,” said Destina. “Thank you, Captain.”

			Captain Peters bowed, then picked up his cloak and walked back to where he had left his horse.

			Saber emerged from his lair after he had gone. The dragon looked unusually serious.

			“I couldn’t help but overhear,” he said, adding with a vicious snap of his teeth, “Say the word and I’ll breathe acid on that cousin of yours and reduce him to a puddle of lard!”

			Destina could not help but smile. “I appreciate the offer, Saber, but melting my cousin will not help.”

			“Then I would be glad to buy Castle Rosethorn for you,” said Saber. He glanced proudly back at his lair where he stored his treasure. “I think I might have enough saved. I have never had it valued.”

			Destina knew his treasure was, in truth, worth very little. He loved anything bright and shiny, gaudy and flashy. In his eyes, a piece of blue glass was a sapphire and a hunk of quartz a fabulous diamond. But she also knew his treasure meant more to him than any number of kings’ ransoms, and she was moved to tears. She had to find a way to refuse without offending him.

			“Your offer is more than generous, Saber, but I cannot accept. I am responsible for my father’s legacy. Besides,” she added gravely, “I do not believe I could find a jeweler who would be willing to spend months in your lair grading emeralds.”

			“I suppose you are right.” Saber sighed. He eyed her anxiously. “Would you like to come inside? The sky is growing cloudy. I think it might rain.”

			Destina accepted his offer. Saber remained unusually subdued as he escorted her to his lair and fussed over her, inviting her to sit down on an outcropping of rock and offering to bring her something to eat. Destina cast a glance at a bloody haunch of deer and politely declined.

			“I am glad to see the dragon riding equipment is still here,” she said, noting the saddle and harness and other gear still stowed neatly in the cave. “You heard me tell Captain Peters I intend to go on a journey. I have come to ask if you would like to go with me.”

			“I would be glad to go!” Saber said eagerly. “I am bored out of my skull here. I was even considering raiding a farm or two just so I would have some excitement. I didn’t,” he added hurriedly, seeing Destina’s look of alarm. “The farmers are finally starting to trust me. They asked me to help move an enormous tree that had fallen over in a storm and blocked a road. I heard you tell Captain Peters you are going to Thorbardin. You do know dwarves live in Thorbardin, don’t you?” he added, his scales wrinkling.

			“Of course I know dwarves live there,” said Destina. “I am going to speak to them. Have you ever been to Thorbardin?”

			“I have been to the Kharolis Mountains, where Thorbardin is located,” Saber replied. “I heard during the war that the underground cities of the dwarves are marvels of engineering and craftsmanship, and I wanted to visit. Unfortunately, the dwarves would not allow me to enter the mountain. The chief of the Hylar clan, Hornfel, said he was concerned I might be too large to fit inside the tunnels. I suppose he was right. But I can take you as far as Southgate. That is the visitor’s entrance.”

			“I am glad to hear dwarves allow visitors,” said Destina.

			“They have only begun to do so recently,” Saber said. “Before the Cataclysm, Thorbardin was a wealthy and prosperous nation. People used to come from all over Ansalon to trade for iron ore, gold, silver, fine jewelry, and gemstones. Then the Cataclysm struck and left much of Thorbardin in ruins. Many dwarves died that day, and disease and starvation killed many more. The dwarves sealed shut the gates to Thorbardin for their own survival. They refused to admit even their cousins, the hill dwarves, who sought refuge beneath the mountain. That started a bitter feud which ended in the Dwarfgate War.

			“The dwarves finally opened the gates during the War of the Lance when they joined the fight against the Dark Queen. They actually permitted human refugees to settle in lands outside the realm, and I have heard that Hornfel is working to restore the days of prosperity. He grants talls permission to enter the mountain stronghold as far as Gatecity. No tall is allowed to go deeper into Thorbardin without sanction from Hornfel, however.”

			“Who are ‘talls’?” Destina asked.

			“You are,” said Saber, grinning. “The dwarves refer to humans and elves as ‘talls.’ I will be glad to take you there.”

			“Excellent. When can we leave?” Destina asked.

			“As soon as you learn how to ride a dragon,” said Saber.

			Destina began her training that afternoon.

			Saber was extremely proud of the dragon saddle and harness. He rubbed oil into the leather seat and straps to keep them supple and smooth. He cleaned the rust from the buckles and other metal parts.

			“The first dragon saddles were said to have been designed by the legendary Solamnic knight Huma Dragonbane during the Third Dragon War,” Saber told Destina, as part of her training.

			“As you see, the saddle has a metal and wooden frame, and the seat is padded leather with a high back to hold the rider securely. The buckles on the straps are made of brass. The saddle has a high front to protect the rider. These two handholds on the front give the rider the ability to keep a fast hold on the saddle with both hands. I’ll show you how to strap it onto my back.”

			Saber flattened himself on his belly. Destina picked up the saddle, finding it lighter in weight than she had expected, and at his direction, placed it behind his shoulder blades. The saddle had straps that wrapped around the dragon’s front legs and fastened at the breastplate.

			Destina had learned to saddle her own horse at an early age, and she found saddling a dragon to be similar, though more difficult. The buckles on the straps were large and she had to pull and tug with all her strength to cinch the straps as tightly as Saber demanded.

			“What is this for?” Destina asked, indicating a pivoting steel mount attached to the saddle.

			“That is a mount for the dragonlances,” said Saber. “A pity I don’t have one to show you.”

			“I don’t think I will be killing dragons,” said Destina. “At least, I hope not. Thank you for doing this for me, Saber.”

			“Flying with you will make it seem like old times,” said Saber.

			Destina was exhausted by the time she had placed the saddle to Saber’s satisfaction, but then he insisted that she take it off, which proved just as challenging. The next day, she had to lug the saddle and gear out of the lair, then strap on the saddle again. She had to learn how to buckle and unbuckle the straps that crossed over her thighs and held her in place. After she had exhibited her skill to Saber, he rewarded her with their first flight.

			Destina had to take off her petticoats and kilt her skirt before she could mount. She placed her foot in the stirrup ring and pulled herself up into the saddle. It was too large for her, as it had been designed to accommodate a knight in full armor, but once she had buckled the straps, she felt secure. Her mouth was dry, her palms wet. She gripped the front of the saddle with both hands and said in a tight voice, “I am ready.”

			Saber lurched to his feet. Destina gasped and clutched the saddle.

			“Here we go!” he said.

			Spreading his wings, he leaped into the air and soared upward. Destina saw the ground fall away from her and the clouds come rushing at her, and she shut her eyes in terror and clung to the saddle so tightly her hands ached.

			Saber slowed his ascent and leveled off.

			“You can look now,” he called, twisting his head around to grin at her. “The worst is over—at least for the time being. What goes up must come down, but we’ll worry about landing later.”

			Destina eased her hold on the saddle slightly and opened her eyes. Trees and meadows and fields flowed beneath Saber’s wings. A river was a strand of glittering ribbon. Clouds were wisps of silk. The wind blew in her face, making her eyes tear. She blinked away her tears and gazed about with a sense of wonder. The world and its cares were far beneath her, and she could have flown among the clouds forever. She was disappointed when Saber said that they needed to practice landing—which was even more terrifying than taking off.

			Saber spiraled down toward the ground. He was mindful that she was new to this and flew slowly and carefully, but still the ground seemed to be coming up to meet them very fast. She tried closing her eyes, but that made her fear worse, and she opened them. She instinctively huddled down into the saddle, as though that would save her. Saber landed as gently as possible, touching down on his back legs first and then rocking forward onto his front.

			He looked around at her worriedly.

			“Are you all right?”

			Destina couldn’t immediately answer, for she was gasping for breath. “I…I think…I am.”

			“You did well for your first time—better than most of the knights I trained,” said Saber approvingly. “At least you didn’t throw up.”

			“Only because I was too nervous to eat breakfast,” said Destina, laughing.

			Saber lay down so she could dismount. She climbed shakily out of the saddle and looked up into the blue sky. That night, she dreamed of soaring among the clouds.

			Captain Peters returned the following morning, bringing the supplies she had requested packed in a rucksack.

			“Since you are riding Saber, I thought you would find it easier to wear men’s clothing, my lady,” said Captain Peters. “Much warmer, as well.”

			He laid out leather breeches, a wool tunic over a wool shirt, wool stockings. She had her fur cloak, but he suggested in addition a soft wool capuchin that fit over her head and shoulders, and a wool scarf to tie around her nose and mouth.

			“You read my mind, Captain!” Destina said, pleased.

			“You need have no fear, mistress,” Captain Peters said. “Saber will take good care of you.”

			“He already has,” said Destina, smiling at the dragon.

			The next day, the sun was shining and the day was mild and fine. Destina dressed in her warm clothes and buckled her sword around her waist. She strapped the saddle onto the dragon, tied the rucksack onto the back of the saddle, and buckled herself in.

			She and Saber flew off, winging their way toward the mountain known as Cloudseeker and the realm of the dwarves that lay beneath. The journey to Thorbardin took four days. Destina was stiff and sore and chilled to the bone after the first day’s ride. Saber did not like flying after dark, especially carrying a rider, so he found a place to land before sunset. Destina had a chance to build a fire, eat a meal, and warm up, and walk around to bring the feeling back into her feet. Saber went hunting and returned before nightfall, licking his chops.

			He and Destina talked about their plans at night around the fire.

			“There are many caves in the Kharolis Mountains,” said Saber. “I will find one nearby and wait for you.”

			“But how do I contact you when I am ready to leave?” Destina asked.

			“I know of a good meeting place. I will fly over it every morning at midday. When you are ready, go there, and I will see you and pick you up. This journey has been fun,” Saber added. “Where are we going next? I could take you to the Blood Sea. It’s red, you know, from the blood of all those who died in Istar during the Cataclysm.”

			“My father told me the sea is red from the soil churned up by the maelstrom,” said Destina. “But I do have another journey in mind. I thought we might travel to the town of Solace in Abanasinia. Do you know it?”

			“Everyone knows it,” said Saber. “Solace is famous for the Inn of the Last Home where the Heroes of the Lance met that fateful night when Goldmoon arrived with the blue crystal staff and brought true healing back to the world. The heroes helped defeat the Queen of Darkness. Your father fought at the High Clerist’s Tower along with some of them. He might have known them: Laurana, the Golden General; Tasslehoff Burrfoot, Flint Fireforge, and a knight named Sturm Brightblade.”

			“Brightblade,” Destina repeated, frowning, thinking back to what Captain Peters had told her about her father’s death, how he had remained because of Brightblade.

			“He died a hero in the battle, but he was not the only one,” Saber replied somberly. “Your father and all those who sacrified their lives in that battle were heroes, as well as Laurana, the Golden General.”

			Saber yawned and blinked his eyes sleepily. “The irony of Brightblade’s story is that he was charged with cowardice prior to the battle, and he went on to be one of the most courageous.”

			“Cowardice?” Destina repeated, startled, remembering the potion in her pack. “Why? What did he do?”

			“Some knight whose name I can’t recall envisioned a grand charge, riding to battle to challenge the Dark Queen’s hordes. Sturm Brightblade knew they were badly outnumbered and that such a vainglorious action was bound to end in defeat and the unnecessary deaths of hundreds. He refused to allow those under his command to take part, so he was accused of cowardice. Sadly, Brightblade was proven right. Those who rode to battle were wiped out.”

			Saber gave another prodigious yawn. Acid dripped from his jaws and sizzled on the rocks. The smell was disgusting, like rotten eggs. Destina drew the hood of her cloak close around her face and edged farther away from the dragon so as to avoid the droplets.

			“As I said, I don’t know the truth of the tale, for I wasn’t there. But you could learn all about the battle and Sturm from those who knew him,” Saber continued. “Raistlin Majere is dead, but his brother, Caramon, still lives in Solace, and he is owner of the Inn of the Last Home. I think the kender Tasslehoff lives in Solace, as well, but you can never tell with kender. He may have wandered off. I would love to meet Caramon Majere and see Solace! The town is built in the tops of gigantic trees. Perhaps you could stay at the famous inn. And now I’m off to bed.”

			Destina made her bed on a dry patch of ground near the fire. Saber slept nearby, assuring her that she could sleep soundly without fear. Destina wasn’t particularly afraid since they were camping in the middle of nowhere.

			As she fell asleep, she reflected on Magius’s words.

			She would take but one drop from the six hundred, and the river would flow on.
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			Destina and Saber continued on their journey and came at last within sight of the mountain Cloudseeker, the home of the nation of Thorbardin. Destina spent her time formulating her plan, and it crystallized with such startling clarity, it seemed preordained.

			Saber carried her close enough to the mountain that she could see the gate leading into Thorbardin and set her down in a small, secluded location near enough to the road to Southgate for her to walk, and yet not so close that she and the dragon would attract unwanted attention.

			“Where will we meet?” Destina asked.

			“See that lightning-struck tree?” Saber asked, indicating an enormous oak that had been split down the middle and lay in two pieces on the ground. “I will fly over that every day at midday and watch for you.”

			“I hope I will not be long,” said Destina. She left a pack that contained the potion and the jewelry with the dragon, keeping only her rucksack. “Take good care of this. I’ll bring you another piece of jewelry for your collection.”

			“You should leave the sword as well,” said Saber. “Humans aren’t allowed into Thorbardin carrying weapons.”

			Destina unbuckled her sword and left it with her pack. Saber pointed out the road she needed to take to reach Southgate, wished her luck, and flew off.

			Destina stood marveling at the sight of the mountain in which the dwarfs had built a nation. Cloudseeker towered above her, its snowcapped peak reaching into the heavens, wreathed by the clouds that gave the mountain its name.

			She was overwhelmed by the enormity of the mountain and the thought of leaving fresh air and sunlight behind and walking into halls of stone and darkness. She might well have lost her courage and turned and fled, but she saw she was not alone.

			Dwarves had built the road centuries ago, and it was broad and well paved and smooth, running along a wide, walled ledge that led into Thorbardin. She joined the steady stream of people either going in or coming out. Those seeking entrance waited in a line in front of the gate. These were generally humans walking or driving wagons loaded with goods. Dwarves driving heavily laden wagons passed them on their way out of the gate, to a delving inside the Southgate known as Gateway City.

			Originally home to those dwarves who had built the gate that sealed the mountain, Gateway City had been abandoned after the workers had departed. With the opening of the mountain to the outside world, Gateway City was once more prosperous and thriving.

			Vendors both dwarven and human had set up stalls along the side of the road, offering ale, meat pies, fine leatherwork, pots and pans, armor, swords, and the most beautiful jewelry that Destina had ever seen. Merchants bargained and bartered and traded.

			A few people eyed Destina curiously, undoubtedly wondering what to make of a human female wearing an elegant, hooded fur cloak fit for a rich lady, yet walking on foot and carrying a rucksack like any beggar’s wife. Destina kept her hood pulled over her face and ignored the stares and the calls of the vendors to come buy their wares. She was confused about what to do but didn’t like to ask.

			A young woman carrying six baskets of eggs, three on each arm, approached her in a friendly manner.

			“You look lost, Lady,” she said, smiling. “Can I help?”

			“This is my first time in Thorbardin,” Destina admitted. “I am not certain how to proceed.”

			“Stick with me,” said the woman. “We have to get permission to enter Gateway City.”

			“Is that difficult?”

			“Entering the city is simple. Just a formality, really. The gate guards will ask you to state your name and your business.”

			“I may need to remain here for a time,” said Destina. “Is there someplace I can stay in Gateway City? That…um…accommodates humans?”

			“There is an inn,” said her companion. “It’s called the Long and the Short, and it was built for both dwarves and humans after the war. It’s just inside the gate, close to the market and the shops.”

			“Have you ever entered the kingdom? Gone beyond Gateway City?” Destina asked.

			The young woman shook her head. She looked surprised at the question. “I don’t know why any human would want to. Just spending a day beneath the mountain gives me the heebie-jeebies. Besides, talls are not permitted to venture into Thorbardin itself without permission from the authorities.”

			The entrance to Southgate was a massive hole that had been carved out of the side of the mountain. The young woman pointed out what she termed “the plug”—an immense block of metal-lined, grooved stone that rode on steel rails set in the floor, ceiling, and walls of the gateway. The plug was operated by a massive waterwheel at the foot of a waterfall that cascaded down the side of the mountain. When closed, the gate effectively sealed the mountain shut.

			“I’ve never seen the gate closed myself,” said the young woman. “But I’ve heard from those who did after the war that you can’t see so much as a crack in the wall.”

			When it came Destina’s turn to enter, she had to walk past the enormous stone plug on a narrow road that circled around it and led inside the mountain. She marveled at the massive structure that towered over her head and tried to envision what it must be like to see it move ponderously along the steel rails, screeching and grinding, and finally thudding to a close, flush with the side of the mountain, shutting out the sun.

			The dwarves posted three gatekeepers at the end of the path. One sat at a large desk in the narrow entrance, noting down in a ledger the names of all who sought admittance. Two other dwarves stood nearby, their arms folded across their chests, standing guard.

			All three dwarves resembled one another. All were stocky, with wide shoulders, wearing heavy chain mail shirts, thick bracers on their arms, and leather breeches and boots. They had long, black beards tucked into their belts and long, black hair that flowed from beneath their helms. They were all three armed with short swords.

			The dwarves recognized the young woman with the eggs and cheerfully allowed her to enter. She smiled at Destina and wished her luck, then went on toward the market in Gateway City.

			One of the dwarves standing guard motioned for Destina to approach. The dwarf at the desk did not look up, but held his quill pen poised over the ledger.

			“Name, reason for entry,” he said, speaking Common.

			“Lady Destina Rosethorn of Solamnia. I seek an audience with High King Hornfel.”

			One of the dwarves standing guard raised his shaggy eyebrows so high they brushed the bottom of his helm. The dwarf at the desk had begun to write before he realized what she had said. He jerked his pen to a stop and blotted his ledger. The dwarf scowled at the blot, then at her.

			“The High King is far too busy to grant audiences to talls,” he said brusquely.

			“He will want to grant an audience to me,” said Destina. “I am the daughter of a Solamnic knight, and I bring vital information regarding the welfare of Thorbardin.”

			“What is this information?” the dwarf asked.

			“I will reveal it only to the High King.”

			Destina reached into the rucksack and drew out a letter secured with a red wax seal, on which she had stamped her family’s crest.

			“Take this letter to the High King. I am confident once Hornfel reads it, he will grant me an audience.”

			The two guards exchanged frowning glances, uncertain what to do.

			The dwarf with the ledger eyed her and did not touch the letter. “The realm is vast. It will take days for a messenger to reach the High King and days after that for Hornfel to respond if he does respond. He probably won’t.”

			“I will wait,” said Destina. “I understand there is an inn in Gateway City known as the Long and the Short. The messenger can find me there.”

			She continued to hold out the letter. Those in the line behind her were growing impatient and loudly demanding to know what was causing the delay.

			“Take the damn letter and be done with it,” shouted a man behind her, who was driving a herd of squealing pigs.

			The dwarf grumbled, but he took her letter and promised to see that it was delivered to Hornfel, then gave her directions to the inn. Destina could do nothing except trust he would keep his word.

			Destina had looked forward to seeing the delving, which she had read about in the Great Library. The human who had written the description had not been impressed, stating that Gateway City was typical of dwarven delvings, “consisting of innumerable windowless small dwellings carved either from the stone of the mountain or burrowing inside the mountain. Shops and homes are snug, plain, and practical in design with each being almost indistinguishable from the other. They are connected by streets laid out in grids that are also indistinguishable. Few are named. Apparently if you don’t know where you are, you’re not supposed to be here. And woe betide the human who blunders into this maze, for he will certainly never find his way out.”

			Fortunately Destina did not have to venture far into the city, for the dwarves had built dwellings suitable for talls inside the entrance along the main road. The inn named the Long and the Short resembled a typical dwarven dwelling. It was a solid construction, made of blocks of stone, unadorned and serviceable in design. The inn differed from dwarven homes in that it had a sign in Common, windows (which dwarves considered unhealthy, as they allowed drafts), and high ceilings.

			Destina spent two nights in Gateway City and enjoyed her stay. The inn was run by a stout female dwarf with long, silky side whiskers that she continually twined around her fingers. She was dressed, as most female dwarves were, in a long skirt, a blouse, an apron, and thick, heavy boots. She gave Destina a comfortable room in the back of the inn, and her cooking was not as bad as Destina had feared.

			Word of her arrival spread, and soon everyone in Gateway City knew Destina was the daughter of a Solamnic knight here to seek an audience with the High King. The innkeeper was pleased with the attention and told Destina which shops were best and which to avoid. Destina purchased a gaudy necklace she knew Saber would like and replenished her supplies.

			She was eating her midday meal on the third day when a dwarf arrived at the inn and asked to speak to her. The innkeeper brought word to Destina, excitedly whispering, “He says he comes from Hornfel himself! I’ve put him in the common room.”

			The messenger was dressed much as other dwarves, wearing a breastplate, sword, and helm. The only difference was a short surcoat over his breastplate which bore the symbol of a hammer crossed with a sword, with a crown above.

			“The High King has granted your request, Lady Destina,” said the dwarf. “He sent me to escort you into his presence.”

			“I will need time to pack my belongings,” said Destina, assuming she would be journeying deeper into the mountain.

			“No need, Lady. King Hornfel will meet with you in Southgate, in the South Hall of Justice. We can walk if you do not mind.”

			Destina was both surprised and disappointed. The High King lived in the Life Tree of the Hylar, a vast, multilevel city constructed inside a gigantic stalactite. The Life Tree was considered one of the wonders of the world, seen by few humans, and Destina had been looking forward to visiting. She wondered if Hornfel just happened to be in Southgate or if he had considered her message urgent enough to travel here to speak to her.

			Destina fetched her cloak from her room and indicated she was quite prepared to walk. The guard handed her a lantern that burned with a bright, greenish glow. He carried the same type lantern himself, and Destina saw similar lanterns hanging from the walls and ceiling, illuminating the way. The lanterns did not give off heat. Destina looked inside and was astonished to see the light came from small, glowing creatures housed inside the lantern. The creatures appeared comfortable, either resting or crawling up the sides of the glass.

			“The larvae of the Urkhan worms,” the guard explained, noting her interest. “We keep them safe inside the lanterns and use them for light until they are big enough to be released. The great worms bored these tunnels—and most of the tunnels in Thorbardin. The worms chew through stone like it was suet pudding—which I guess it could be for them.”

			Leaving Gateway City, they arrived at a guardhouse that barred entry into the mountain. Dwarves were permitted to come and go freely, but the guards stopped and questioned members of other races. The guards greeted Hornfel’s envoy with respect and looked askance at Destina. The envoy vouched for her, however, and the guards permitted her to enter, though with obvious misgivings.

			The tunnel that led into the mountain was dark and narrow with a ceiling so low that Destina had to stoop uncomfortably to make her way. When she reached the end, Destina was able to stand up straight and observe her surroundings. She was at last inside the dwarven kingdom beneath the mountain.

			She had learned from her studies that South Hall was one of the main fortresses originally constructed near the gate to defend against an invading army. No enemy had attacked Thorbardin since the devastating Dwarfgate Wars in 39 ac, however. The dwarves, being practical people, now used South Hall as a courthouse and meeting place.

			South Hall was a gray, forbidding structure, three stories tall and surrounded by a moat. A drawbridge provided the only passage across the moat and from there into the hall. A crowd of dwarves was gathered around the drawbridge waiting to be admitted. The crowd was diverse. Some of the dwarves wore fine woolen tunics over their leather breeches and could have been merchants or shop owners. They stood chatting companionably with blacksmiths wearing long leather aprons and farmers with the soil of their labors on their hands and clothes.

			Light from large lamps containing the Urkhan larvae hung suspended from the stone ceiling of the cavernous area, but Destina found the light too dim to see clearly. She missed the sunshine and felt as if she was walking in perpetual twilight.

			“What are all these people doing here?” Destina asked, referring to the crowd at the drawbridge.

			“They have come to see their king, Lady,” the messenger replied.

			Destina assumed he meant they were hoping to get a glimpse of the High King as he rode past—until the guards opened the gate for Destina and the messenger to cross the drawbridge. Seeing the gate open, the waiting dwarves surged forward.

			The guards slammed the gate shut, much to the ire of those who wanted to gain access.

			“The High King will hold general audience soon,” a guard announced to the crowd. “To reward your patience, His Majesty bids you go to the Cask and Hammer and lift a mug to his health. The king pays for all.”

			The dwarves continued to grumble, but the crowd dispersed, heading for the tavern, and the drawbridge descended again. The messenger escorted Destina across.

			“Does the High King truly meet with all those who come to see him?” Destina asked, marveling.

			“He does, Lady,” said the messenger. “His Majesty visits every city and village in his kingdom. He will talk with anyone who seeks an audience, from the wealthiest noble to the meanest peasant. He hears grievances, settles disputes, and issues judgments.”

			“I have read that the High King does not live in a palace, but in a house that is much the same as the houses of his subjects,” Destina said. “Is that true?”

			“Indeed it is, Lady,” said the messenger. “We dwarves agree a king should rule Thorbardin, but we don’t like to see a king giving himself airs. After all, he wipes his arse same as the rest of us.”

			They entered the South Hall through an iron door, guarded by dwarves in chain mail, heavy breastplates, and gleaming helms who carried both axes and spears. South Hall was as forbidding inside the hall as it was on the outside. The halls were lit by the Urkhan lanterns, and the only windows were arrow slits.

			The messenger led her to a large interior room that served as a courtroom, apparently, for there was a raised bench for the justices, with chairs and tables below.

			The room was empty save for a single dwarf who sat at one of the tables holding her letter.

			“Hornfel, High King, I bring before you a supplicant, Lady Destina Rosethorn,” said the messenger.

			Hornfel looked up at her curiously. Destina curtsied, and Hornfel gestured for her to sit down. The messenger departed, shutting the door behind him.

			Hornfel was shorter than the average dwarf, but massively built. He had brown hair streaked with silver, and silver likewise streaked his long, flowing beard, which he had tucked into his belt as was the dwarven custom. He wore chain mail beneath a steel breastplate that was engraved with a hammer accented in gold and an engraved helm. He did not wear a crown. The ornate breastplate with the symbol of Reorx, the Forger God, was the mark of his standing as king among the dwarves.

			Hornfel dispensed with courteous small talk to immediately get down to business. “You write in your letter, Lady Destina, that you come to warn us of a threat to our kingdom.” He referred to the letter. “You claim that ‘we are unknowingly harboring a dangerous artifact which has already done damage and could lead to our destruction.’ Needless to say, Lady, you have my full attention.”

			Hornfel gazed at her steadily and fixedly. His brown eyes gleamed beneath shaggy brows. He did not sit on a throne. He was not surrounded by groveling courtiers. He tapped the letter with calloused fingers. His hand bore scars of battle and the forge fires, yet Destina felt that she was in the presence of a king.

			“I fear Your Majesty will find my tale outlandish and fantastical,” she said, daunted.

			Hornfel smiled slightly. His eyes warmed, and he stroked his long mustache in a manner that reminded Destina of her father.

			“Tell me your story, Lady Destina. No matter what comes of it, I am grateful that you care enough about the fate of the dwarves to undertake such a long journey.”

			Destina was reassured. “I believe the Graygem of Gargath is in the kingdom of the Theiwar, Your Majesty. According to my source, it has concealed itself in their midst for thousands of years and may have already done untold damage.”

			She expected Hornfel to be shocked or alarmed or disbelieving. He did seem astonished at first, but then his eyes narrowed, almost disappearing beneath his heavy brows. He stroked his beard and stared at her so long that Destina started to feel extremely uncomfortable.

			“I know you must find my tale hard to believe, Your Majesty.”

			Hornfel stirred. “I would like to summon one of my advisers I brought from Hybardin if you have no objections, Lady Destina.”

			Rising to his feet, Hornfel walked over to the door that led to the outer chamber, thrust it open, and shouted, “Fetch the chief cleric.”

			He returned to his seat. “I thought I might need the cleric’s counsel, and it seems I was right.”

			They did not wait long before the door opened, and a female dwarf entered. She was not clad in the traditional robes of a cleric, but instead wore a long skirt, a leather bodice, a blouse, boots, and a surcoat made of red wool with a hammer stitched in gold.

			“Jajandar Lodestone,” said Hornfel. “Chief cleric of Reorx.”

			Jajandar was taller than Hornfel with curly red side-whiskers and a mop of tangled red curls and green eyes. Her hands were also calloused, and her arms were well muscled. Her face was covered in freckles, and she had an infectious grin.

			Destina rose to curtsy, but Jajandar stopped her. Grasping hold of Destina’s hand, the cleric shook it vigorously.

			“Lady Destina Rosethorn,” said Hornfel.

			“Pleased to meet you,” said Jajandar, and sat down in a chair with her legs akimbo and her hands on her knees.

			Hornfel asked Destina to repeat her story regarding the Graygem and her theory that it was hiding among the Theiwar.

			“Is that so?” said Jajandar. She cast a questioning glance at Hornfel. “What do you think, sire?”

			“I think that if it was anyone else who had come to me spinning such a kender tale, I would think they had been nipping the dwarf spirits,” Hornfel replied dryly. “That said, Lady Destina, you are not the first human to come to Thorbardin in recent weeks expressing interest in the Graygem.”

			Destina guessed he must mean Ungar, for the wizard had told her he had traveled here. She almost said something, but seeing Hornfel scowl when he spoke about the human, she decided not to mention him.

			“About a month ago, we heard that the Theiwar had caught a human wizard snooping about their kingdom. The Theiwar are the only dwarves who use magic.”

			“The only dwarves who want to use magic,” Jajandar added with a shake of her curls.

			“Theiwar savants are illiterate,” Hornfel continued. “They learn spells from the spellcasters who came before them, and they are extremely jealous of their power. They live in fear that other mages will try to steal their secrets. Thus when they found this wizard, they captured him and tortured him. I cannot have human spies in my kingdom, but neither do I want human blood on my hands. I contacted the Daergar, who are allies of the Theiwar, and they rescued him. They took him to the Tower of High Sorcery in Palanthas and left him in the street to serve as a warning to other wizards to keep away.”

			“We would have warned this wizard of his peril if he had sought permission to enter the Theiwar kingdom,” Jajandar said. “But he used magic to disguise himself as a dwarf. Unfortunately, this magic failed him at precisely the wrong moment.”

			Destina thought of the brooch of shapeshifting and Ungar’s emphasis on the fact that the spell lasted only twelve hours.

			“I found this incident odd enough to investigate further,” Hornfel stated. “According to the Daergar, who took him to the tower, this wizard kept babbling about the Graygem. He was delirious, and they thought he was raving. I thought the same until you came, Lady, asking about the Graygem.”

			Hornfel fixed her with the steel glint of his eyes. Destina shifted uncomfortably beneath his gaze.

			“Two humans from Solamnia enter Thorbardin in a month’s time expressing interest in the Graygem in connection with the Theiwar. This seems a very strange coincidence, Lady. “

			“As you have surmised, Your Majesty, it is not a coincidence,” said Destina, deciding she would be best served by telling the truth. “The wizard’s name is Ungar. I went to him seeking help on a personal matter. I need not go into details, for it would be of little interest to you. He told me I had to acquire the Graygem of Gargath in order to pursue my quest and that I should find it in the kingdom of the Theiwar. He suggested that I steal the Graygem, but I am not a thief. I deemed it best to tell Your Majesty the true reason I am here and seek your counsel and advice.”

			Hornfel studied her, seemed to assess her statement, and at last gave a grave nod. “I believe you are telling the truth, Lady Destina—as far as you are willing.”

			Destina felt her face grow warm. “My quest matters little,” she repeated.

			“What led Ungar to believe he would find the Graygem in the Theiwar kingdom?” Jajandar asked.

			“He had come across an old, old book that said the Graygem had embedded itself in a wall in a ruined temple and that it could be located by the gray light that shone down on the altar. Not only that, he said he had seen it.”

			“A book,” said Hornfel. “Written by a human, no doubt.”

			Hornfel and Jajandar exchanged glances, and Destina realized that these two knew more than they were telling her. She was tempted to confront them, but the Measure says: The fool speaks of everything and nothing. The wise listen to everything and say nothing. She said nothing.

			“The matter warrants further investigation,” said Hornfel. “Thank you, Lady Destina, for bringing this to our attention.”

			He stood up, dismissing her. But Destina was not going to leave without learning more.

			“Please tell me, Your Majesty, if you find the Graygem, what will become of it?”

			“If the Graygem is in Thorbardin, Lady Destina, the artifact is our property,” said Hornfel, stroking his beard and frowning. “The Council of Thanes will determine its fate.”

			“I do not fear the Graygem, Your Majesty,” said Destina. “If you give it to me, I will take it far away from your kingdom. It will do no more damage to your people.”

			Destina realized the moment she spoke the words that she had made a mistake. Hornfel flushed in anger and slammed his fist on the table.

			“I do not believe this Graygem is a danger to my people!” he shouted, glowering at her. “The damn thing is naught but a rock. As for the Theiwar, nothing ‘damaged’ them. They have been plotting to enslave our people from the time of their creation, which is why they bear the curse of Reorx.”

			Hornfel was so angry he was sputtering. He could not stand still, but jumped to his feet and stomped about the room. Jajandar sighed and rubbed her freckled nose.

			Destina was mortified and ashamed. She started to apologize, but Jajandar nudged her with her foot beneath the table. Destina took the hint and kept quiet.

			Hornfel at last walked off his anger and returned to the table. He placed both on hands on it and leaned over it to glare at her.

			“Tell me of this ‘personal matter,’ Lady Destina,” Hornfel said, when he had mastered himself enough to speak. “Why do you want the Graygem?”

			“My father is in peril of his life,” Destina said in a low voice. “I have been told I need the Graygem in order to save him.”

			Hornfel straightened and folded his arms over his broad chest and gave a triumphant snort. “So you admit you lied. You did not come here to warn my people of the peril of the Graygem. You came to claim it for yourself!”

			“I made a mistake,” Destina admitted, her cheeks burning. “I am sorry I was not honest with you, Your Majesty.” She hesitated, then said, “I have no right to ask for a favor, but I would very much like to stay here to learn the outcome of your investigation. I need to know if the Graygem is here in Thorbardin or if I must continue my search.” She raised her head to meet his eyes. “I will keep looking for it. I will not give up.”

			Hornfel appeared ready to refuse, but then Jajandar said something to him in dwarven language that Destina could not understand. The two conferred. Hornfel frowned, but he appeared to take seriously what she had said. He turned back to Destina.

			“You may remain in Thorbardin until the investigation is completed, Lady Destina,” he said grudgingly. “I plan to return to Hybardin tomorrow. The chief cleric has agreed to accompany you. You will reside in the Life Tree as my guest.”

			Destina was astonished. She had been certain the king would banish her from Thorbardin, but instead he had invited her to visit the Life Tree, said to be one of the wonders of the world. She would have given a great deal to know what Jajandar had said to cause him to change his mind.

			“I am deeply grateful, Your Majesty,” she said earnestly.

			“Don’t thank me,” said Hornfel grimly. “Thank the chief cleric.”

			Destina made a deep curtsy to him, and then turned to Jajandar, who again shook her hand heartily.

			“I do thank you, Revered One,” said Destina. She glanced at Hornfel, who had opened the door and was conferring with the messenger. Destina lowered her voice. “What did you say to His Majesty?”

			“Wolfstone,” Jajandar replied with a nod and wink. “See you tomorrow. Bright and early.”

			The audience was over. The messenger entered the room, prepared to escort her back to the inn.

			Destina left the South Hall of Justice, walking past the line of dwarves waiting to speak to the High King. The dwarves barely glanced at her, being far more intent on their own concerns. As she left, she heard a trumpet call and the announcement that Hornfel was holding court.

			The waiting dwarves began to troop across the bridge.

			Destina wondered who or what Wolfstone was.
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			The dwarves of Thorbardin lived beneath the mountain, inside a vast cavern that had expanded down through the centuries to contain an entire nation, more than two thousand years prior to the Cataclysm. The dwarves were continually enlarging the cavern, carving and tunneling, digging and scooping out the mountain’s interior with the assistance of the rock-eating Urkhan worms.

			Eight dwarven clans resided beneath the mountain, each clan with its own established kingdom. The clans did not always live together in peace, and there had been times in the dwarves’ long history when the mountain had reverberated with the clash of arms. A more or less uneasy peace had reigned since the end of the War of the Lance.

			Thorbardin was currently governed by a council made up of leaders from all the clans. There had been no king beneath the mountain for centuries. Glade Hornfel, of the Hylar clan, had saved the dwarven nation from the forces of the Dark Queen during the war, and the council had rewarded him by making him High King.

			Hornfel’s clan, the Hylar, lived and worked inside Hybardin, the Life Tree—an enormous stalactite created by a large sinkhole at the top of the mountain and surrounded below by the Urkhan Sea. The Life Tree was “alive” for the stalactite continued to grow, continuously fed by the waters of the sinkhole. And as it grew, so did the city and the power of the Hylar.

			Hundreds of dwarves lived and worked in the twenty levels of the Life Tree, including King Hornfel and members of his court. Dwarves from the other seven clans lived outside the Life Tree in villages built on the shores of the Urkhan Sea, or in their own cities delved out of the rock. The Life Tree was the heart of the dwarven nation.

			Dwarves from all the clans traveled across the Urkhan Sea to the Life Tree to work in the mines, the smithies and forges, the shops and businesses, the inns and taverns, the gardens and the government offices.

			The Life Tree’s entrance was located at the bottom of the stalactite. The only way to reach the Life Tree was by cable boats that ran across the sea. Once inside the Life Tree, dwarves either climbed the innumerable stairs that connected the levels or traveled in the lift cages of the transportation shafts.

			Supported by heavy cables, the lifts were powered by water and ran in a continuous circuit, so that a set of cages was going up as another set was coming down. The lifts moved slowly enough that at various levels along the route dwarves had time to enter or leave them.

			Wolfstone rode the lift to the very highest level, the top of the Life Tree, where the Great Hall of Audience was located. He had the cage all to himself, which was noteable, for all the other cages were crammed with dwarves. When the lift cage reached a level, the dwarves would prepare to pile in, then take a disgusted look at the lone occupant in the shabby clothing and refuse to enter, muttering about “Daergar filth.”

			They did not mutter very loudly, for the Daergar had a reputation for violence and savagery. Wolfstone would snarl at them and bare his teeth and have the pleasure of seeing them recoil in horror.

			The Daergar clan were known as “dark-delvers,” for their major city, Daerbardin, was located off the Urkhan Sea. They were miners and spent much of their lives living and working in darkness. They were allies of the Theiwar and thus enemies of the Hylar and their allies, but at this time, under Hornfel’s leadership, Thorbardin was at peace, albeit an uneasy peace.

			Wolfstone was typical of the Daergar clan in appearance. He had the Daergar hawk nose, and short black hair. He wore his black beard in two twisted plaits—a mark of the Daergar clan—and a shabby leather hat instead of a helm. He had on leather breeches, a broad leather belt, and soft leather boots. He was slender, strong, and muscular—meaning he looked undernourished by Hylar standards.

			He had keen dark eyes that saw everything and gave away nothing. Once he met a person, he remembered the face, the name, and any other pertinent details. As the saying went among dwarves, he “never forgot a beard.”

			The lift cage stopped at the Great Hall of Audience and Wolfstone emerged. Hornfel was not holding audience today, so the hall was empty except for the chief cleric and a human female. The two were strolling about, talking companionably.

			Jajandar caught sight of Wolfstone and gave an oblique nod toward her companion and rubbed the side of her nose.

			“So that’s the tall,” Wolfstone said to himself.

			He leaned comfortably against a pillar, keeping to the shadows, and listened to the conversation. They were talking about him.

			“This Wolfstone you mentioned is a member of the Daergar clan, and he is investigating the Graygem because he’s a Daergar,” said the human. She sounded uneasy. “Forgive me, but I have read about the Daergar. Are you sure you can trust him?”

			Jajandar waved her hand in dismissal. “The Daergar can be brutal and savage, but Hornfel believes that’s because they’re forced to lead brutal lives. Every day for them is a struggle for survival. But you don’t need to worry about Wolfstone, Lady Destina. He was abandoned as a baby. The Daergar routinely rid the clan of the weak and sickly, and they left him naked on the rocks to die. A cleric of Reorx found him and took him to an orphanage.

			“Wolfstone is restless, always seeking adventure. He left Thorbardin at an early age and has traveled extensively throughout Ansalon. He fought in the Dwarfgate Wars, and that’s where he met Hornfel. Wolfstone saved the king’s life, and the two became friends. Wolfstone often does work for Hornfel. Being a Daergar, he can go places a Hylar cannot. The Daergar are allies of the Theiwar, and the Theiwar trust him—at least as much as they trust anyone.”

			“If Wolfstone finds the Graygem, what will he do with it?” Destina asked.

			“He will inform Hornfel, of course,” said Jajandar. “After that, what happens to it is up to the king.”

			Wolfstone studied the tall. He knew enough about humans to realize they would find her attractive, with her black hair and large, dark eyes, and burnished brown skin. She wore fine clothes and a fur cloak of Solamnic make. But as she stepped into a pool of light, he saw that her luxurious cloak was worn and the hem of her tunic was frayed, as were the cuffs on the sleeves. Her boots were scuffed and slightly run down at the heel. She wore no jewelry except a single ring on her little finger, and it was not a wedding ring, for Solamnics wore those on their “heart” fingers.

			“When will I meet Wolfstone?” Destina was asking.

			“Whenever he decides,” said Jajandar dryly.

			Destina did not look pleased with this answer, but Jajandar soothed her, and the two continued their stroll. Jajandar cast a glance over her shoulder at Wolfstone and winked.

			Having observed the tall, Wolfstone left the main part of the Great Hall by a staircase that led down several levels to the dungeons. He could hear the sound of drunken singing coming from the cells. Apparently one prisoner had imbibed too heavily of dwarf spirits.

			He headed for the King’s Wall: the fortification that surrounded this level. Wolfstone took a lantern from an iron sconce and walked along the wall until he came to the door of a storage room.

			Drawing out a key he wore on a chain on his belt, Wolfstone unlocked the door and entered the room. He then locked the door behind him and hung the lantern from a hook on the wall. The room contained nothing but two chairs. Wolfstone sat down in one of the chairs, crossed his legs at the ankles, clasped his hands over his midriff, and settled in to wait.

			He did not wait long before he heard a key rattle in the lock. The door opened, and Hornfel entered. The king locked the door behind him again so their meeting would be private. He and Wolfstone were the only two people in the world who had keys to this room.

			Wolfstone rose, took off his hat, and bowed. Hornfel smiled at him and advanced to heartily embrace him.

			“I am glad you were able to come so swiftly,” said Hornfel.

			“I happened to be in Hybardin on a job when I got your message,” said Wolfstone.

			Hornfel nodded and lowered himself into the chair. He looked tired and haggard, as though he had not slept, and his expression was unusually dark and stern. He waved Wolfstone to a seat.

			“I have received troubling information that I need you to investigate. You saw the human woman in company with the chief cleric?”

			“I did,” said Wolfstone. “Solamnic, noble family, not married. She once had money, but lost it and is now living in reduced circumstances. She is far from home, and her reason for traveling all this distance must be important enough and troubling enough for you to invite her to the Life Tree.”

			Hornfel regarded him in admiration. “You are a marvel, Wolfstone. You are right on all counts. You remember that Solamnic wizard the Theiwar caught spying on them, the one they tortured? The one you hauled back to Palanthas?”

			“I remember. He kept babbling about a ‘Graygem,’ ” said Wolfstone.

			“This Solamnic woman has come here looking for that same Graygem, claiming it is in the kingdom of the Theiwar.”

			“Obviously, the wizard sent her,” said Wolfstone.

			“Of course he did,” said Hornfel. “She admitted as much. The woman said the wizard read about it in a book from the library of Palanthas.”

			“Interesting…” Wolfstone scratched his cheek. “What does this woman want with the Graygem?”

			“She spun some kender tale about needing it to save her father. A pack of lies.”

			Wolfstone nodded. “But you fear she is not lying about the Graygem’s location. It is in Thorbardin.”

			Hornfel sighed and scowled. “According to the woman, the wizard told her that the Graygem was embedded in a wall in a ruined temple. The Graygem radiates a faint gray light that shines down on the altar.” Hornfel eyed his friend. “You and I saw that light when we were hiding in that ruined temple, my friend!”

			“Reorx save us,” Wolfstone murmured. “So that’s what it was.”

			“You even remarked on it,” said Hornfel. “You thought it might be a shaft of sunlight shining through a vein of smoky quartz. But you realize what this means. If the Graygem is in the Temple of the Dark Queen and the Theiwar realize they have it, they could use it to wage war on us.”

			“The Theiwar must know by now that they have it,” said Wolfstone firmly. “They tortured this wizard, sire. Being human, he would have spilled his guts.”

			“You’re right,” said Hornfel dourly. “The Theiwar are cunning and smart. They are skilled in magic, and they remember the old stories about the Graygem. They are probably already plotting our downfall even as we speak. All of Thorbardin could be in danger. We need to recover the Graygem as quickly as possible. I could go in there with an army.”

			“Not unless you want to destroy Thorbardin,” said Wolfstone with an emphatic shake of his head. “Use force only as a last resort, sire. Our gravest danger is not from the Theiwar, it is from the Graygem. Chaos is trapped inside, and it has the power to bring down the mountain.”

			“Then what in the name of Reorx should I do?” Hornfel demanded, worried and frustrated.

			“Consider this, sire: If the Graygem is hiding among the Theiwar, it has probably been hiding there for centuries unseen, undetected. And now, within a space of a few weeks, this wizard reads about it in a book, you and I stumble across it, and a human female comes seeking it. Chaos has awakened and the gem wants to be found—though not by the wizard, seemingly. It betrayed him.”

			“Then you find it,” Hornfel said grimly. “And get rid of it.”

			Wolfstone was silent a moment, not wanting to have to refuse his king’s command. But in this instance, he had no choice.

			“Two forces existed at the beginning of time: the High God and Chaos. Reorx trapped Chaos in the gem, and now that gem is in our mountain. Forgive me, sire, but I won’t touch the accursed thing any more than I would spit at the High God.” Wolfstone fixed Hornfel with a grim look. “Would you, sire?”

			Hornfel scowled, and Wolfstone feared he had angered him. The king was reasonable, and he considered the argument. “No, I wouldn’t,” he admitted at last. “Not for all the treasure in a dragon’s horde. So what do we do? We can’t leave it there.”

			“We must find a way to get it to Himself,” said Wolfstone. “Reorx created the damn thing. He can deal with it. What are your plans for the tall, sire? Why did you bring her to the Life Tree?”

			“To keep an eye on her,” Hornfel growled. “I can’t have her going around telling everyone she meets that the Graygem is hiding in Thorbardin.”

			“I doubt she’ll do that, sire,” said Wolfstone. “It’s in her interest to keep it secret.”

			“She’s a tall, isn’t she?” said Hornfel. “You can’t trust them. What are you thinking?”

			“That I could use her to get the Graygem,” said Wolfstone. “From what you say, it brought her here. We will let her find it and carry it to Reorx. There’s a risk, though. I could be putting her in danger.”

			“She claims to be the daughter of a Solamnic knight,” Hornfel grunted. “Those fools live for the opportunity to die heroes! Do you whatever you must, Wolfstone. Just get rid of the damn thing.”

			Wolfstone nodded and rose to his feet. Hornfel faced him and rested both hands on his shoulders.

			“I know the dangers involved, my friend. Never mind the Graygem and what it is plotting, the Theiwar are a murderous lot. Once again, you risk your life in the service of our people, and they will never thank you for it. Know that I am grateful.”

			“I am a Daergar. We only do things for the money,” said Wolfstone, grinning.

			Hornfel laughed and clapped him on the shoulders.

			“Take care of yourself, my friend. I’d send you off with the old blessing, ‘Reorx be with you,’ but, bless his beard, the god’s help is the last thing you need.”

			Wolfstone bowed, put on his hat—which was useful in keeping his face in shadow—and let himself out of the room. Carefully shutting the door behind him, he left the dungeon level and entered the lift cage to travel to the garden level.

			Several dwarves were already in the lift. Seeing Wolfstone walk in, they immediately walked out.

			“I won’t breathe the same air as Daergar filth!” one said in passing.

			Wolfstone shrugged. “More room for me, then.”

			He leaned back against the side of the cage and enjoyed the ride in solitary comfort.
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			Destina had spent the day exploring the Life Tree with Jajandar, and she was weary, but also awed and humbled. She had seen wonders in the dwarven nation she would never forget.

			She had watched giant rock-tunneling worms chew through solid stone. She had marveled at the beauty of the grand suntunnels of clear quartz that brought sunlight into the great sea cavern. She had ridden with Jajandar in the swaying lift cages that had filled her with terror.

			The lift cages were suspended on enormous chains, operated by pulley systems that ran up and down inside a shaft bored into the stone. The pulley was operated by steam power. The chain clanked ponderously up and down the shaft, carrying cages filled with either dwarves or goods that required transporting between levels. The cages were made of cast iron and just large enough that she could stand upright. Enclosed with iron grilles, the cages did not stop at each level, but moved slowly, giving Jajandar time to jump inside and drag Destina in after her.

			They shook and rattled alarmingly. Destina feared the cage would break loose and she would plummet to her death—a vertical drop of three thousand feet to the sea below.

			After their morning’s wanderings, Jajandar took her to her dwelling, which was a guesthouse located in an area called the Garden. The stone house had no windows and only one room furnished with a bed, table, and chair. Destina had been worried that she would have to crawl into it, but Jajandar told her that it was meant to accommodate talls, who occasionally visited the city.

			Hornfel had given her a maidservant to clean and cook her meals. The servant grilled sliced mushrooms for lunch. Destina spoke to her, trying to engage her in conversation, but she shook her head and went on with her work.

			That afternoon, Destina enjoyed walking the winding paths through the gardens. Lit by suntunnels and warmed by temperate breezes rising up through the ventilation shafts, the gardens were lovely—home to many plants that were strange to her: small trees with braided trunks, bushes with dark green leaves and fragrant night-blooming flowers, mushrooms with spots and stripes in bright colors.

			She had expected Thorbardin to be a cavernous world of smoke and darkness lit only by the red glare of forge fires. She had not imagined it was possible to find light and beauty and marvels of technology such as the lifts, or the rolling carts that ran on metal rails along the roads, or the ferries that plied the Urkhan Sea.

			She found she really liked the dwarven people. She admired and respected Hornfel and knew him to be a good ruler, concerned for the welfare of his people, and she was ashamed to remember how she had lied to him. She especially liked Jajandar, finding her open and honest and friendly.

			“Will you be with me when I meet with Wolfstone?” Destina had asked.

			“I must attend to my duties in the Temple of Reorx, Lady Destina,” Jajandar had told her. “Don’t worry about Wolfstone. Hornfel trusts him above anyone else in the kingdom.”

			Destina was eager and impatient to meet this Wolfstone, for she hoped to convince him to take her to the kingdom of the Theiwar. She had considered setting out on her own, but her travels through the mountain and her tour of Hybardin had dashed that notion. To her, each tunnel looked exactly like every other tunnel, and branched off into twenty more tunnels that led in twenty different directions to yet more tunnels. She was almost afraid to walk the twisting, winding paths in the garden for fear she should be unable to find her way back to her small house.

			Destina had no idea when to expect Hornfel, either, or if he would even come. He had promised to tell Destina the results of his investigation into the Graygem, but he had been vague as to when.

			She could tell the passage of time by the shifting of the shadows beneath the suntunnels, and she watched the shadows retreat and then lengthen. After luncheon, she went out to sit beneath a tree by a pond. She threw breadcrumbs to the silvery fish that darted about in the water and wondered if Hornfel was going to ignore her in the hope she would give up and go away.

			She slowly became aware of a dwarf walking along the path, heading directly for her. He was different from the other dwarves she had met. He was taller than most, and more slender, with a dark complexion, short black hair, and a beard plaited in two braids. His dark eyes were sunken beneath overhanging black brows. He was wearing a breastplate and helm of good quality, though they were dented from battle, and he carried a short sword in a leather scabbard. He wore a shabby hat over the helm, homespun shirt, leather breeches, and thick leather boots.

			This must be Wolfstone.

			He fixed her with an intense, unwavering gaze that made her uneasy and a little frightened. Destina cast a swift glance around, but the gardeners had gone and no one else was in sight. She stood tall, her hands clasped before her.

			Wolfstone gave every appearance of being rugged and uncouth, and she was astonished when he spoke, for his voice was deep, cultivated, and he addressed her in fluid Solamnic.

			“Lady Destina Rosethorn, I am Wolfstone.” He did not offer to shake hands, but kept his hands on his belt. “High King Hornfel has tasked me with investigating this claim of yours that the Graygem is in Theibardin. I would like to hear from your own lips what you told His Majesty about the Graygem and why you seek it.”

			Destina was immensely pleased and reassured to hear her own language. She relaxed and sat down, inviting him to be seated on the bench beside her. “You speak excellent Solamnic, sir. Where did you learn?”

			“I am here on the king’s business, Lady,” said Wolfstone. He remained standing. “If you would answer my questions, I would appreciate it.”

			Destina was offended at his brusqueness, but she was glad Hornfel was showing interest in what she had told him. She swallowed her resentment and related how Ungar had told her that she needed the Graygem in order to save her father’s life.

			“Pardon me, but you are lying, Lady Destina,” Wolfstone said.

			Destina was outraged. “How dare you accuse me of lying, sir?”

			“Because you are,” said Wolfstone, unperturbed. “Why do you really want the Graygem, Lady? It will not save your father, for I know for a fact that Lord Gregory Rosethorn is dead. He died at the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower.”

			Destina was mortified and flustered.

			“How do you know about my father?”

			Wolfstone stood unmoving in front of her, his hands on his belt, gazing at her with his intense black eyes.

			“I fought at the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower, Lady. I did not know your father, but I knew of him. I heard how he died.”

			“You are right, sir,” said Destina, recovering from her humiliation. “My father did die at the High Clerist’s Tower, but I did not lie. When I said I needed the Graygem to save him, I never claimed he was alive.”

			Wolfstone was not impressed. “The Measure says: ‘Half a truth is naught but half a lie.’ ”

			Destina stared at him, overcome with amazement to hear a dwarf quoting the Measure.

			“I am past four hundred years old, Lady, and I’ve traveled throughout Ansalon,” Wolfstone continued. “Stop wasting my time. Tell me the truth and I might be of use to you.”

			“It’s just…I wasn’t sure anyone would understand,” said Destina. “I plan to travel back in time to save my father by preventing his death. The wizard told me that to do so, I require two artifacts: the Device of Time Journeying and the Graygem of Gargath.”

			Wolfstone eyed her as though trying to determine if she was lying or not. He must have decided in her favor, for he sat down on the end of the bench, put his hands on his knees, and turned to face her.

			“Why the Graygem?”

			“Because Chaos is imprisoned inside it,” Destina replied. “According to what the wizard told me, kender and dwarves are prohibited from traveling back through time since they are members of the so-called Chaos races and could alter it. But as a human I cannot change time. And since a small alteration of time is what I require, then I need a way to carry Chaos with me. He told me the Graygem would suffice.”

			“Dangerous, altering time,” said Wolfstone, frowning.

			“I only want to change it a little,” said Destina. “A drop in a vast river.”

			Wolfstone stroked his beard. “Do you believe this wizard?”

			“As much as I would believe any wizard,” said Destina. “I have studied the Graygem and I think I know where to find the Device of Time Journeying. I believe my plan will work. Do you know where the Graygem is located? The chief cleric said you might.”

			“I know,” said Wolfstone. “I have seen it. Or I think I have. It was in a ruined temple, as your wizard said. Though I doubt it’s there now.”

			“You think the Theiwar found it?”

			“Of course they found it,” said Wolfstone. “Stealing it from them will not be easy—”

			“I am the daughter of a knight. I don’t intend to steal it!” Destina protested.

			“Then how do you plan to acquire it, Lady?” Wolfstone asked. “Do you think the Theiwar will give it to you because you ask nicely?”

			“I plan to pay them for it,” said Destina.

			Wolfstone thoughtfully tugged on one of the strands of his beard. “Money might work.”

			“How much—”

			“One hundred steel,” said Wolfstone.

			Destina blanched. One hundred steel was her allowance for a year.

			Wolfstone saw her distress. “Hopefully we can get it for less, but you should bring that amount. Can you raise that much?”

			“I have it with me,” said Destina haughtily, though she had no idea how she would pay for supplies for her journey to Solace.

			“Fetch your purse, then. I will guide you to Thorbardin and you can make your offer.”

			“Do you think they will sell the Graygem to me?” Destina asked excitedly.

			“The Theiwar are poor as dirt. They would sell their beards for a fourth of that,” said Wolfstone. “One hundred steel is a king’s ransom. But the decision won’t be up to them.”

			“Then who will make it?” Destina asked.

			“The Graygem,” Wolfstone replied.
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			Wolfstone escorted Destina back to the guest quarters in the garden. He noted with approval as he left her dwelling that Hornfel had placed spies to keep an eye on her. He recognized two of the king’s agents—a female dwarf acting in the role of maidservant and one of the gardeners.

			He then met with Jajandar, who promised to carry a message to Hornfel.

			“Tell him I will take the tall to Theibardin. I have a plan for the Graygem. You will have to explain what is going on to Himself and impress upon him that he must do nothing to interfere until we can bring the gem to him.”

			“I will do what I can,” Jajandar said, sighing. She violently rubbed her nose. “Reorx will not be pleased to hear the Graygem has been hiding out in his own realm for all these centuries and him none the wiser. He will be wild to get his hands on it, and he will chafe at the idea of having to wait.”

			“Well, he will have to,” said Wolfstone. “If Reorx wants the Graygem, he must go along with my plan or risk losing it.”

			“What about the tall?” said Jajandar. “She won’t want to give it up.”

			“I will let Reorx deal with her,” said Wolfstone, adding as an afterthought. “Unless the Theiwar do it for me.”

			“Please don’t let them harm her,” Jajandar said earnestly. “I like her, even if she is as crazed as a rabid bat. Traveling back in time! You may be sure I will say nothing about that to Hornfel. He already distrusts her. If he heard that cockeyed scheme, he would refuse to go along with any of this.”

			“I don’t believe she is crazy,” said Wolfstone in a thoughtful tone. “I heard stories about this Device of Time Journeying the last time I was in Palanthas. The head of the Tower of High Sorcery, Raistlin Majere, had something to do with it.”

			“That only makes it worse!” said Jajandar, alarmed. “Hornfel wants this tall out of his kingdom. As I said, he doesn’t trust her. And he wants you to keep an eye on her until she’s gone.”

			Wolfstone had arranged to meet Destina in her guesthouse early the next morning. He found her dressed for the journey in the same tunic and breeches she had been wearing when they first met. She was carrying a bag of coins, which she showed to Wolfstone.

			“These are double-steel,” she said, sounding dubious. “Will the Theiwar recognize such coinage? I wouldn’t want them to think I was trying to cheat them.”

			“The Theiwar will think that in any case,” said Wolfstone. “Don’t fret. The Theiwar have no use for reading or ciphering, but they know all there is to know about money.”

			He frowned when he saw Destina reach for the fur cloak. “Leave that here, Lady. You won’t need it, and if we have to flee in haste, it would only slow you down.”

			“What do I need to take with me?” Destina asked. “How long will we be gone?”

			“Hopefully not more than a day or two. I will carry the supplies and the steel, if you trust me with it.” Wolfstone indicated a rucksack he wore on his back.

			“Jajandar told me I could trust you,” said Destina and handed over the sack with the coins. “We haven’t spoken of what I owe you for your service.”

			“The High King pays me, Lady. You owe me nothing.”

			“Except my grateful thanks,” said Destina, smiling.

			“Save those until you are safely back home,” Wolfstone grunted.

			They set out on their journey. Destina halted when they came to the lift platform.

			“Do we have to ride in those cages?” she asked nervously.

			“Either that or jump,” said Wolfstone.

			Destina drew in a shuddering breath as the cage drew near the platform.

			“Don’t look down,” he advised her.

			Stepping into the cage, he offered Destina his hand to assist her. He shut the gate. The cage lurched and swung back and forth. Destina gasped, closed her eyes, and clutched the bars of the grille.

			“Relax. You’re safe enough, Lady,” said Wolfstone. “The cages almost never break loose.”

			Destina did not appear to consider his words much comfort. The cage left the well-lit platform and plunged into darkness. The air was moist with steam and smelled of smoke from the smithy levels near the bottom of the stalactite.

			Wolfstone had to raise his voice to be heard over the clanking that echoed off the walls. “Hornfel said you did research on the Theiwar. Did the book tell you that the Theiwar built and designed this lift system? Or that Daergar farmers grew the food you ate this morning?” He gazed into the darkness. “I’ve read those books myself. They claim that the Theiwar are an evil lot, corrupted by their worship of the Dark Queen, and thus Reorx cursed them and they cannot look upon the sun.”

			“Is that true?” Destina asked.

			“That the Theiwar cannot look on the sun? Yes, that is true,” said Wolfstone. “But I don’t think it’s a curse. I think it’s just bad luck.”

			The shaft was lit by a lurid red glow. The stalactite grew narrower at this point, for they were near the bottom. The cage entered the level where the smithies operated.

			Hundreds of dwarves, stripped to their waists, were hard at work. The sounds of clanging and hammering and pounding drowned out the clanking of the chain and made conversation impossible. The heat was immense and the air cloudy with a haze of smoke. Destina began to cough and covered her nose and mouth with her hand.

			“Not far to go now, Lady,” Wolfstone reassured Destina. “The docks are located on the sea level.”

			Destina loosened her grip on the grille very slightly as they sank into darkness once more.

			The air grew fresher as they drew near the sea. The cage left the stalactite and emerged into the sunlight that shone down from the suntunnels far above. When they reached the platform, Wolfstone opened the door and assisted Destina to step out onto the docks.

			“Look around,” he advised her. “Not many talls ever get to see this.”

			Destina looked, her eyes wide with wonder. The enormous stalactite towered above them, its surface damp and glistening from the water that constantly flowed down from the sinkhole. The Urkhan Sea surrounded them, its smooth surface rippling from the passage of the ferryboats. Waterfalls plunged down from the rocks; the spray from their plumes was wreathed with rainbows.

			Wolfstone did not give her long to admire the view. The wharves were crowded. Ferryboats plied the sea, taking dwarves to all the major cities in Thorbardin. Shops sold all manner of goods from flour made of fungi to coal. Dwarves in small boats cast fishing nets into the sea. Everyone stopped what they were doing to stare at the remarkable sight of a tall walking among them.

			Wolfstone had to take hold of Destina by the arm and guide her through the gawking crowd to the ferries.

			Each major city in Thorbardin had its own dock on the Urkhan Sea. The ferryboats were powered by steam and ran on systems of cables that stretched below the water.

			“The Theiwar designed the ferry system,” Wolfstone told Destina. “Most of the operators are Theiwar. You can tell them by the smoky spectacles they wear to protect their eyes from the sunlight.”

			“It seems I misjudged the Theiwar,” said Destina. “I was led to believe they were all evil.”

			“We need to have a talk, Lady,” Wolfstone told her grimly. “That is, I am going to talk, and you are going to listen. You Solamnics consider yourselves a good and virtuous people, yet you undoubtedly know Solamnics with dark souls. Greedy and selfish or worse.

			“The Theiwar are a people who must live in the shadows because they cannot abide bright light. Since they are forced to live in darkness, many have come to distrust even their own kind. It is as if they fear someone is creeping up on them, ready to stab them in the back.

			“They were not always like this. The Theiwar are intelligent and canny with a knack for building and designing complex machinery. They are the only dwarves that have the ability and the skill to cast magic.

			“Centuries ago, the Theiwar kingdom was the wealthiest and most powerful in Thorbardin. Thanks to a series of corrupt leaders, they managed to lose all they had gained. The Theiwar are now ruined and impoverished, and their leaders do nothing but fight among themselves.

			“But there are good people among the Theiwar, as there are bad people among the Solamnics. In order to recover the Graygem, you and I must deal with the bad ones. You must do exactly what I say and let me do the negotiating. Most of the Theiwar speak Common, though some will pretend they don’t. So watch what you say.”

			“I will by guided by you,” Destina said. “I promise.”

			Wolfstone gave an approving nod, even though—given what he knew of talls and their impulsive, reckless ways—he would have to be constantly on his guard.

			He took her to the ferry dock marked “Theibardin,” which was Theiwar’s largest city, and asked for transport.

			The ferryboat operator at first refused to carry a tall. Wolfstone argued and threatened, while Destina stood silent, embarrassed at being the cause of the altercation. At last the operator grudgingly agreed, but he charged Wolfstone double, claiming the tall took up two places in his boat.

			Wolfstone paid the fare and helped Destina climb into the open boat, which they had to themselves. Destina kept quiet, which was a mercy, though for some reason she started to lean over to dip her hand in the warm, placid sea water. The boat began to rock, and the operator gave an angry shout.

			Alarmed, Destina drew back her hand.

			“You need to sit still,” said Wolfstone. “Dwarves don’t like water. Most of us can’t swim. If we fall in, we sink like stones.”

			Destina kept her hands in her lap after that.

			They arrived at the Theiwar dock, which was heavily guarded by soldiers wearing helms with full visors made of smoked glass to protect their eyes from the sunlight.

			Wolfstone could hear them loudly discussing Destina in their own language before the boat even landed.

			“Two talls in a month,” said one to his fellow. “The last one bled like a stuck pig. Would have been funny, but I had to clean up the mess on the dock.”

			“Stay in the boat until I speak with them,” Wolfstone told her.

			Destina did as he ordered, rather to his surprise. He climbed up on the dock and shook hands with the guard.

			“What are you doing with the tall, Daergar brother?” the guard asked. “Is she a prisoner? Sport for your games?”

			“The tall and I come to do business with Subprelate Slasher,” said Wolfstone.

			At the mention of the name, the guard became more respectful.

			“You and the tall may pass,” said one.

			Wolfstone assisted Destina out of the ferry and hustled her away before she had a chance to say anything. They walked along a boardwalk that led from the dock to the city gates of Theibardin, which was located inside an enormous cavern.

			“I’m going to tell you what to expect, Lady,” said Wolfstone. “Picture the worst, most disreputable neighborhood in Palanthas, and you have some idea of Theibardin, only it will almost always be night. You and I will be at a disadvantage here because the Theiwar can see well in the feeble light and you and I cannot. I have told them we are here on business, but be wary and mindful of your surroundings at all times.”

			“I will,” she said with a catch in her voice.

			“Good,” said Wolfstone. “Keep close to me.”

			He mentioned Slasher’s name, and the guards at the gates admitted them without question. They entered a cavern and had to stop to wait for their eyes to adjust to the dim murkiness.

			The Theiwar had constructed their own version of the gleaming quartz suntunnels that flooded the rest of Thorbardin with light. Due to their affliction, however, the Theiwar built their suntunnels using the same smoky quartz that they used in their spectacles and visors. The quartz tinged the sunlight with gray.

			“How can they live in a place so gloomy and cheerless?” Destina asked in a low voice.

			“You’d understand if you ever saw a Theiwar caught in bright light,” said Wolfstone. “Not only does it blind them, they fall to their knees and start puking up their guts.”

			Shops and dwellings in Theibardin were windowless and cave-like, for they were delved out of stone. The streets were filled with refuse and garbage. Destina covered her nose and mouth with her hand.

			A group of Theiwar women were gathered around a pump, filling buckets with water.

			“The water comes from underground streams,” Wolfstone told Destina. “It’s safe to drink if you’re thirsty.”

			She only shook her head.

			As they walked, Wolfstone became aware of someone behind him, trying to sneak up on him and not doing a very good job. He felt a tug on his rucksack and then heard a pain-filled yelp. Wolfstone whipped around to find a young Theiwar wringing his burned hand.

			“My rucksack is protected by magic,” Wolfstone told him. “Spread the word to your gang. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt. And let Slasher know that Wolfstone and a tall are here to talk business. We will be waiting for him in the ruined temple if he’s interested.”

			The Theiwar snarled, swore at him, and slouched off, sucking his fingers.

			“Who is this Slasher?” Destina asked.

			“A subprelate,” Wolfstone replied. “One of the leaders in Theibardin.”

			“Do you think he has the Graygem?” Destina asked.

			“If not, he will know who does,” Wolfstone said. “Slasher knows everything that goes on in the city.”

			“Will he meet with us?” she asked.

			“He will,” said Wolfstone. “He knows me of old.”

			Destina crowded close to him, clinging to his arm and looking askance at the dwarves who jeered at her and made crude remarks.

			“How far away is the temple?” she asked nervously.

			“Not far,” Wolfstone said. “The Theiwar built it to honor Reorx during the Century of Sun, about 2000 pc, when they were strong and powerful. Then they fell on hard times and believed Reorx had cursed them. They attacked his temple, looted it, and killed the priests. Strange things happened in the temple after that, and the Theiwar believed it was the ghosts of the priests. No one goes near it. A good place for the Graygem to hide.”

			“I have been thinking about the Graygem,” said Destina. “According to legend, the Graygem flew around the world. Why does it want someone to find it? Why not just leave on its own?”

			“I have no idea what is in the mind of Chaos,” Wolfstone said. “Perhaps the Graygem is bored.”

			Destina started to smile, then saw his grim expression. “You are serious!”

			Wolfstone came to a halt and faced her. Hornfel would be furious with him, for he wanted rid of the Graygem, but Wolfstone found himself liking this tall.

			“I’m going to give you some advice, Lady,” he said. “Walk away. Leave this.”

			Destina gave a faint smile. “How would it look if I came this far and left empty-handed?”

			“As though you had some sense,” Wolfstone growled.

			He did not think she would listen to him, and he was right. But Destina did pay him the courtesy of appearing to give his words serious consideration before she refused.

			“Thank you, Wolfstone, but I am so close to my goal. I cannot turn back now.”

			Wolfstone shrugged. He had tried.
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			Wolfstone continued to guide Destina through the noisome streets of Thorbardin, for in the low light she could hardly see where she was going. They turned into a part of the city that smelled better, though only because it had the advantage of being deserted. The pavement was cracked and sometimes blocked by rockslides that had not been cleared. The vacant shops and homes were dark and crumbling.

			“This street leads to the ruined temple,” Wolfstone told her. “As I told you, no one comes here.”

			The quartz suntunnels in the stone ceiling grew dingier and dirtier and let in even less light. Wolfstone called a halt and removed a small glass Urkhan lantern about the size of his hand from his rucksack. The worms inside appeared to be asleep. He shook the lantern and woke them and they began to glow with a warm light.

			“Why is the subprelate called Slasher?” Destina asked. “Is that his name?”

			“He’s been called Slasher so long it might as well be,” Wolfstone answered. “You saw that pickpocket who tried to slash open my rucksack? Slasher was adept at that technique. He is so skilled with a knife that it is said he can slit a throat and the victim will walk a block before he notices.”

			“Horrible,” said Destina, shuddering.

			“Don’t believe everything you hear,” Wolfstone told her, grinning. “The Theiwar take pride in their bad reputation. Some are truly evil—the Theiwar savant magic-users, for example. The god of the dark moon, Nuitari, is said to favor them.”

			“This Slasher isn’t one of those, is he?”

			“No, but he hires one as his bodyguard,” said Wolfstone.

			Destina pressed her lips together. Her grip on his arm tightened.

			Wolfstone slowed his pace and held up the lantern. “This is the temple. Or what’s left of it.”

			The tunnel opened up into a vast cavern. The air here was damp, but fresher than the fetid air of the market. Wolfstone flashed the light about. A corner of the temple remained standing, but most of the structure had been destroyed. Broken columns of red marble lay scattered on the floor amid piles of rubble and debris. Everything was covered with a thick layer of dust.

			The darkness was oppressive and suffocating. Wolfstone could hear rats scurrying about in the darkness and the flapping wings of bats, disturbed by the light.

			“This is the altar,” Wolfstone said, carrying the light to a large block made of red marble standing in the center of the ruin.

			The floor was cracked and covered in dust and dirt. The altar, by contrast, was clean. Wolfstone pointed to three small hammers, carved out of rock, resting on top of the altar.

			“Offerings to Reorx,” he said. “Not all the Theiwar are bad. Some are starting to return to his worship.”

			He shuttered the light, and they were left standing in darkness. They could hear water dripping in the distance.

			“I was afraid of this,” said Wolfstone.

			“Afraid of what?” Destina asked.

			“Look around you, Lady.”

			“It’s too dark. I can’t see my hands in front of my face,” Destina protested.

			“Exactly,” said Wolfstone. “It’s dark. Too dark. The last time I was here, a gray light shone on the altar.”

			“The Graygem is gone!” Destina said, dismayed.

			Wolfstone opened the shutters on the lantern and directed the light on the altar, then flashed it to the wall. “The gray light was near the ceiling. Hornfel and I thought it was sunlight shining through a crack.”

			He aimed the lantern on the floor.

			“Ah, there’s the answer.”

			Wolfstone pointed, and Destina could clearly see footprints left in the dust. The footprints led away from the wall and disappeared back down the tunnel.

			“Your wizard friend must have told the Theiwar right where to look.”

			“What do we do now?” Destina asked.

			“We could leave,” said Wolfstone.

			Destina shook her head.

			“Then we must hear what Slasher has to say.”

			“What if he doesn’t come?”

			“He will,” said Wolfstone. “In fact, he is heading this way now.”

			He aimed his light at two dwarves walking down the tunnel, coming toward them. They also carried a lantern, though it gave little light. Both dwarves were shorter than Wolfstone and scrawnier. One was an elder, to judge by the considerable amount of gray in his hair and his filthy, uncombed beard. He wore a leather coat over leather breeches, both of which were stiff with dirt, and he swaggered when he walked.

			“That’s Slasher,” said Wolfstone.

			Slasher was accompanied by another dwarf who was much younger and even shorter. He wore a shirt and breeches, tall boots, and had several pouches tied to a belt. He had shaved his beard and his head. His face was as pale as the underbelly of a dead fish, which made his dark eyes look huge. He had a sinister, furtive air about him, and he kept fiddling with something in his hands.

			“That’s Ayler, the magic-user,” said Wolfstone. “Mages here shave their heads and their beards in imitation of Nuitari, the moon-faced god.”

			Destina braced herself. “What do I say to them?”

			“Nothing. I’m doing the talking, remember? Hello, Slasher,” said Wolfstone in Common. “Who’s your friend?”

			As he spoke, he aimed his light into the eyes of both the dwarves.

			Slasher squinted and held up his hand to shield his eyes. The mage gave a yelp and shut his eyes and began wiggling his fingers and muttering something.

			“Naw, Ayler, don’t hurt them yet,” said Slasher. He called out impatiently, also speaking Common. “Douse the goddamn light, Wolfstone.”

			Wolfstone shuttered the lantern, leaving them in relative darkness, though he let some light seep out from around the sides.

			“Who’s the tall?” asked Slasher.

			“My business partner,” said Wolfstone.

			Destina drew close to excitedly whisper, “Wolfstone, do you see the light? Beneath his coat?”

			“I see,” said Wolfstone. He raised his voice. “That’s a fine bit of jewelry you’re wearing, Slasher. The Graygem, isn’t it? I figured you might have it.”

			Slasher looked startled. Glancing down, he saw gray light shining from beneath his coat. He scowled and hurriedly tried to hide the light by pulling his coat over it.

			“The Graygem belongs to the Theiwar now,” he stated.

			“Does Thane Quickspring know that, Slasher?” Wolfstone asked. “Perhaps I should tell him.”

			“Perhaps I should tell Thane Quickspring that you and your tall came to thieve it, Wolfstone,” said Slasher, snarling.

			“The lady is not here to steal. She wants to buy it from you.”

			Slasher’s eyes glittered in the dim light. “Is that so? How much?”

			“Twenty-five steel,” said Wolfstone.

			“Steel?” Slasher licked his lips. He drew nearer to Destina, eyeing her hungrily. “Let me see your steel, tall.”

			Destina shrank away from the dwarf. Wolfstone stepped between them.

			“I carry the money, Slasher,” said Wolfstone. “It’s in my rucksack. Step back and I’ll show you.”

			He opened the rucksack and took out the sack carrying the steel coins. He permitted Slasher a quick glimpse of the money, then closed the rucksack.

			Slasher reached out his hand. Ayler caught hold of him.

			He jabbed his finger at the rucksack. “Careful! Warding magic!”

			“He’s right,” said Wolfstone. “If you are fond of both your hands, Slasher, don’t touch it.”

			Slasher muttered something. He kept his eyes fixed on the rucksack and even licked his lips.

			“Twenty-five steel is not enough,” he said at last. “Not for the Graygem. In fact, I don’t think I want to sell it at all.”

			“And what do you plan to do with it, Slasher?” Wolfstone asked. “Do you even know what it does? I’ll tell you. Exactly nothing. But, then, I guess you’ve figured that out already. What did you try to do with it? Tell it to curse someone? Or ask it to magic you out of the mountain? Does it obey your commands?”

			Slasher scowled and refused to answer.

			“Twenty-five steel is more than most Theiwar see in a lifetime, Slasher,” said Wolfstone. “You’ll be rich as the High King.” He added with a shrug, “That said, the lady is feeling generous. Thirty steel.”

			Slasher countered, and the two began to haggle, and finally settled on payment.

			“Fifty steel,” Wolfstone told Destina.

			He slid his hand into the rucksack, opened the purse, and counted out fifty coins by feel. He slid the rucksack onto his shoulder and drew his short sword. He held it in one hand and the sack of coins in the other.

			“Give me the money,” said Slasher.

			“First the Graygem,” said Wolfstone. “Not that I don’t trust you, Slasher, but I don’t trust you. Give the gem to the lady. You’ll get your money when she has it. And tell that pet wizard of yours that if he so much as twitches, I’ll skewer him. I’ll wager I can stab him faster than he can cast a spell.”

			Slasher spoke to Ayler, who defiantly bared his teeth at them like a dog, but shuffled a short distance down the tunnel.

			Slasher slowly removed the Graygem from around his neck. He had attached it to a leather thong, and he let it dangle as he approached Destina.

			The Graygem shone with a strange light. Wolfstone had never seen any jewel like it.

			“Is that it?” he asked Destina.

			“It is,” she said, awed. “I remember the description in the book. ‘The Graystone never looks or feels the same to two people. The Graygem is so beautiful it is ugly, so large it is small, so shiny it is dull, so light it is heavy.’ ”

			“What are you waiting for? Take it,” said Wolfstone. “Be quick about it.”

			Destina hesitated, then reached for the Graygem. She took hold of the leather thong. Slasher snatched the sack of coins from Wolfstone and in the same movement yanked the Graygem from Destina’s grasp. He stuffed the Graygem into his coat pocket and ran, haring off down the tunnel.

			Wolfstone sighed. He had expected Slasher to pull some boneheaded stunt. He could easily catch him, for Slasher didn’t have the strength to keep up the chase long. Wolfstone started after him, but he had forgotten about the tall.

			Destina gave an outraged cry and surged past him. She caught up with Slasher, who scowled at her and drew his knife. Destina shoved aside the blade and plunged her hand into the dwarf’s pocket. She grabbed hold of the Graygem and snatched it away from him as Slasher struck at her viciously with the knife.

			Wolfstone caught hold of Destina and dragged her backward, then raised his sword, prepared to take off Slasher’s head.

			Brilliant, dazzling light burst in front of his eyes and jabbed into his brain. The light blinded him and everyone else in the temple, to judge by the anguished howls and screams of the Theiwar.

			Their howls ended abruptly. The light slowly began to fade. Wolfstone cautiously opened his eyes. He could not see anything at first, and he wondered if the light had struck him blind. At length his sight began to return. He had dropped his lantern in the fray, but it was still glowing. He picked it up and glanced quickly around. He saw Destina, crouched on the floor, but no sign of Slasher and Ayler.

			“Lady, are you all right?” Wolfstone knelt beside her.

			“Are they gone?” Destina asked. She was still clutching the Graygem. A faint gray light seeped through her clenched fingers.

			Wolfstone didn’t answer. Instead he pointed to a bloody gash on her right forearm. “You’re hurt.”

			Destina cast it a dismissive glance. “It’s not deep.”

			“Yeah, but Slasher’s not one to scrub his blade,” Wolfstone grunted. “We have no idea who he stabbed last.”

			He rummaged around in his rucksack and brought out a small waterskin. He yanked out the cork with his teeth and handed it to Destina. “Drink some, lass.”

			He used his knife to cut away the sleeve and examined the wound on her arm. As she had said, it wasn’t serious.

			He sloshed water over it and cleaned it as best he could, then put the waterskin back in his rucksack.

			“The Graygem saved us,” said Destina, as Wolfstone helped her to her feet. “Its light drove them away. We should leave quickly. I don’t want to go back through the city. Is there another way out?”

			Wolfstone stood looking around the tunnel, shining his light from floor to ceiling. He gave a grim shake of his head. “Ask the Graygem. It brought us here.”

			“What do you mean?” Destina demanded, frowning.

			“Look around. We are a long way from Theibardin.”

			Wolfstone flashed the light of the lantern around the tunnel. The tunnel bored through solid rock, leading into darkness. The walls and floors and ceiling all glistened with a faint sheen. He pointed to undulating marks in the dust on the floor and to piles of excrement.

			“Worm droppings. This is a worm tunnel. You can see the slime on the walls where they chewed through the rock. We could be at the bottom of the mountain for all I know. Maybe the Graygem has decided to hide here for another couple of centuries.”

			“But we have to get out!” Destina sank back against the wall and put her hand to her chest. She was starting to panic. “I can’t breathe. There’s no air down here!”

			“There’s air aplenty, Lady,” Wolfstone said sharply. “The Measure says: ‘Walk toward fear, not away from it.’ ”

			Destina nodded, then clasped her hand around the Graygem and and drew in deep breaths.

			“ ‘Walk toward fear!’ ” she said suddenly. “My ring!”

			“What about it?” Wolfstone asked.

			“My mother gave it to me for my birthday several years back. She said it was magical and that if I was ever lost and wandering in the darkness, the ring would help me find the way home.”

			Wolfstone was skeptical. “How does this magic ring work?”

			“I…I don’t know,” Destina confessed. “I am afraid I didn’t believe her.”

			“Reorx’s beard!” Wolfstone muttered.

			“The ring has something to do with Chislev,” said Destina.

			“The goddess Chislev?” Wolfstone repeated. “What about her?”

			“My mother worshipped her. I remember now. She said I had to call on the goddess and she would guide me to safety.”

			“Then call on her, Lady!” said Wolfstone. “Ask Chislev for help!”

			“I don’t know how,” Destina protested. “I have never prayed to a god.”

			“If ever there was a time in your life to start, Lady, this is it,” said Wolfstone through gritted teeth.

			Destina swallowed and got down awkwardly on her knees. “Chislev, my mother is Atieno, one of your clerics. She speaks highly of you. I am lost and she would want you to help me. I never understood her. I never appreciated her. If you don’t help me, I will likely die here. If that happens, tell my mother I am sorry…”

			Destina gave a cry and grabbed hold of her hand.

			“What’s wrong?” Wolfstone asked.

			“The ring shrank!” Destina gasped. “It’s so tight it hurts! Maybe Chislev won’t forgive me!”

			“Or she’s trying to show you the way out,” said Wolfstone. “Stand up and walk. Take a few steps.”

			“Which direction?” Destina asked.

			“Any direction,” Wolfstone said, exasperated. “See what happens.”

			Destina walked several steps to her left. “It hurts worse! It’s going to cut off my finger!”

			“Good,” said Wolfstone. “Now walk in the other direction.”

			Destina did as he told her, moving several steps to her right.

			“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” she said.

			“We go this way,” said Wolfstone.

			“Are you sure?”

			“No, but what choice do we have?”

			He held the lantern up, and by its light they continued down the tunnel. Destina rubbed her finger. Wolfstone could see blood oozing from underneath the ring. They continued until they came to a point where the tunnel branched off into two different directions.

			Wolfstone eyed her. “Ask the ring.”

			Destina sighed and took two steps to her left. She gulped and hurriedly backed up and took the passage to her right.

			“This way,” she said. “I assume the ring is leading us to the exit, but we have no idea where that is. We could be down here for weeks…”

			“The Measure says, ‘Keep walking,’ ” Wolfstone growled.

			“No, it doesn’t.” Destina managed a faint smile.

			“Then it should,” said Wolfstone. He stopped. “Wait! You smell that?”

			“Smell what?” Destina asked.

			“The smell of life,” Wolfstone said exultantly. “The smell of grass and leaves and dirt. We’re close to the entrance! Bless Chislev and her bright eyes!”

			They kept walking, moving faster now that they had hope. The tunnel grew brighter. The air grew cooler and smelled clean and fresh.

			“I wonder where the goddess is taking us,” said Destina.

			Wolfstone knew the answer. Chislev was close friends with Reorx.

			The end of the tunnel came into view. They could see blue sky, and Destina broke into a run. Even Wolfstone hurried his pace, and they emerged out of the darkness into sunlight. Destina lifted her face to the sun, which was almost directly above. They were surrounded by rolling hills and shallow valleys. Cloudseeker’s peak towered above them.

			Destina stood for a long time, basking in the warm sunshine, breathing deeply.

			“Wolfstone, look over there!” she said, pointing. “Is that a house?”

			“It’s a house,” he said. “It belongs to a friend of mine. His name is Dougan Redhammer.”

			Clouds suddenly massed in the sky. The air grew chill, and cold rain began to fall. Thunder rolled and lightning flashed and struck a nearby tree. The thunder roared at them. The rain fell harder. The wind almost knocked them off their feet. Wolfstone shook his head in disgust.

			“Could Reorx be any more obvious?” he muttered into his beard. “I’m surprised Himself hasn’t started pelting us with flaming hailstones.”

			“What did you say?” Destina asked.

			“That we have to get out of this storm,” he shouted.

			“Will your friend give us shelter?” Destina shouted back. She was soaked through to the skin and having difficulty standing upright in the blasting wind.

			“I think he might,” said Wolfstone.
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			They dashed through the wind-driven rain, following a well-trodden path that led over a hill and down into a dale and brought them to a house. The moment they came near the house, the rain stopped falling. The clouds disappeared, as though they had been swept from the sky. The sun came out.

			“What an extraordinary storm!” said Destina, dragging her wet hair out of her face.

			Wolfstone grunted in agreement.

			The house was a small, quaint-looking building made of stone with a thatched roof and lead-paned windows nestled among the fir trees. A blue sign hanging above the door featured the symbol of a faceted gem in gold with the name “Dougan Redhammer” done in large, ornate gold lettering.

			“Your friend is a jeweler!” Destina exclaimed.

			“Imagine that,” Wolfstone muttered.

			Destina clasped her hand around the Graygem that hung from her neck, suspended by the leather thong. Wolfstone didn’t want to look at it, and at the same time he couldn’t keep from staring at it. The Graygem constantly shifted its appearance. Sometimes it was a sparkling diamond and the next time it was ugly as a worm turd.

			He could see that the Graygem had enthralled Destina. She was constantly fingering the jewel, as though to reassure herself it was still in her possession. He grimly wondered what use it planned to make of her. The sooner Reorx took it back, the better.

			A bell hung above the door. Wolfstone gave the bellpull a yank. The door flew open before the bell had stopped ringing.

			Dougan Redhammer stood in the doorway. Reorx’s avatar was a stout dwarf with a long, luxuriant black beard and black curling hair that flowed down his back and around his shoulders. He was wearing a jeweler’s long leather apron and a jeweler’s glass around his neck; a fine linen shirt with puffy sleeves, lace ruffles, and gold buttons; red velvet breeches clasped at his knees with ribbons; and polished leather boots.

			“Come in!” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you!”

			Only he wasn’t talking to them. He was gazing at the Graygem with the love of a parent for a long-lost, errant child. His eyes grew moist.

			“Dougan Redhammer,” said Wolfstone. “This is Lady Destina Rosethorn of Solamnia.”

			Dougan tore his eyes away from the Graygem long enough to glance at Destina and mumble, “Pleased to meet you, lass.” Then his gaze went back to the Graygem. He swallowed and wiped his nose and brushed his hand across his eyes.

			Destina was growing uneasy at this odd behavior, and Wolfstone couldn’t blame her.

			“Will you let us inside, Dougan?” he demanded. “Or will you leave us standing on the door stoop?”

			Dougan slapped himself on the forehead. “Where are your manners, Redhammer, you great lump? Step into my workshop, lassie!”

			He gave a flamboyant bow and ushered Destina through the door with as much ceremony as if she were royalty. Wolfstone followed and looked around, impressed. Reorx had outdone himself. Sheets of silver, copper, and tin gleamed in the sunlight and sparkled on piles of loose rubies, emeralds, and sapphires. Bars of gold lay scattered about the floor. A workbench was covered with jeweler’s tools: hammers, mallets, tongs, and chisels.

			One wall of the house was taken up by a large coal furnace (without any coal in it) and the gigantic bellows in front of it. A table in the center held piles of finished jewelry: necklaces, diamond brooches, earrings, bracelets.

			Destina gazed around in awe.

			“You do exquisite work, sir,” she said, marveling.

			“Aye, lassie, that I do,” said Dougan. He stroked his beard, highly gratified. “And it hurts me deeply, lass. It cuts me to the bone to see you wearing such a beautiful gemstone on a filthy leather thong.”

			Destina flushed and clasped her hand over the Graygem.

			“I don’t have a chain for it,” she said.

			“You do now!” Dougan exclaimed. “I will be honored if you would allow me to make one for you. If you will permit me, I will examine this fine jewel.”

			He reached out his hand for the Graygem. Alarmed by his glittering eyes, Destina drew back from him.

			“Thank you, sir, but I will keep it on the thong.”

			“Very well, lassie, the choice is yours,” Dougan said. “But that bit of leather string is frayed. I’ll give you even money that it will break.”

			The leather thong suddenly snapped, and the Graygem tumbled to the floor.

			“Ah, what did I tell you?” said Dougan.

			Destina knelt to pick it up, but Dougan could move swiftly for a stout dwarf who had not seen his feet beneath his belly in centuries. Snatching the Graygem from beneath her fingers, he triumphantly held it high.

			“Got you at last!” he roared.

			The gem flashed with a bright gray light as though in anger, and then it dimmed and grew subdued. Wolfstone could actually see what it looked like now: a smooth, round cabochon about the size of a hen’s egg, gray on the surface and pulsing with a strange, unlovely gray light in its depths.

			“That gem is mine, sir!” Destina cried, confronting him. “Give it back to me!”

			“And what will you do with it, lass?” Dougan asked mildly, stroking his beard. “Carry it about in your pocket? Some thief will most certainly steal it. Leave the jewel in my care. I will fashion a beautiful chain for you and place a magical spell on it so that no one can take it from you.”

			“I cannot pay you,” said Destina, doubtful.

			“The pleasure I take in my craft is all the reward I want, lassie,” Dougan assured her. “Come back tomorrow—”

			“I will wait,” said Destina firmly. “I would like to watch you work.”

			She sat down in a high-backed chair lined with velvet cushions and made herself comfortable. Dougan eyed her, frowning.

			“You must be exhausted after your long journey, lass,” he said solicitously. “May I offer you food, something to drink? I can offer you some excellent spirits, the mushroom brew of Thorbardin.”

			He lifted a crockery jug from the workbench and yanked out the cork with his teeth. A pungent smell filled the air.

			“ ’Tis a fine brew!” Dougan said. “Slides down your throat as smooth and sweet as treacle, creeps through your blood and fills you with joy.”

			“And the next morning you wake with an avalanche in your head,” Wolfstone muttered.

			Dougan thrust the jug under Destina’s nose. She gagged, wrinkled her nose, and drew back. “Thank you, sir, but no.”

			“Then you won’t mind if I have a swallow,” said Dougan. “I’m a bit parched.”

			He upended the jug and drank deeply. Lowering it, he blinked a couple of times, and smacked his lips. He offered the jug to Wolfstone, who shook his head.

			Destina sat upright in the chair and folded her hands in her lap. “Please continue with your work, sir.”

			Dougan twitched an eyebrow. A fire sprang up in the coal furnace that didn’t have any coal. The room soon grew pleasantly warm. He placed the Graygem on his workman’s bench and straddled it. Picking up a small hammer with a sharp edge used for incising designs onto metal, the god began to tap the hammer on a strip of silver.

			He tapped and tapped. The sound was rhythmic, soft, and lulling. Destina yawned.

			“You keep working…” She closed her eyes, her head slumped. “I’m just going to rest.”

			She nestled among the cushions of the chair, laid her head on her arms, gave a contented sigh and fell asleep.

			Dougan placed the hammer on the bench and picked up the Graygem. The gray light pulsed sullenly. He gave it a reproving shake. “No more roaming the world for you, causing all manner of trouble. You are staying with me from now on, where I can keep an eye on you.”

			“What about the lass?” Wolfstone asked.

			“What about her?” Dougan asked, his admiring gaze fixed on the Graygem.

			Wolfstone scratched his cheek. “She’s a Solamnic, Father, and you know what they are like. She won’t give up. She will keep seeking the Graygem.”

			“She can seek all she likes. She won’t find it,” said Dougan testily. “Don’t look so grim, Wolfstone! I’m doing the lass a favor. She has no idea of the terrible power of the Graygem or any understanding of the danger it poses—not only to herself, but to every living being on Krynn. Better for her and for all of us that it is safe in my hands. Take her back to wherever it was you found her and show her the way home.”

			Dougan tenderly placed the Graygem on the workbench. “I’m going to make a setting for it. A filigree cage of red-gold dragonmetal to honor Lunitari.”

			He lifted the hammer and, to his astonishment, watched it fly out of his hand. The hammer glowed with a strange gray light.

			“Eh! What?” Dougan exclaimed, startled.

			He made a grab for the hammer and missed. He could only watch helplessly as the gray-glowing hammer soared into the air, trailing sparks of gray flame, flipped end over end, then dove straight down like an arrow and struck the Graygem.

			A tiny slit, no bigger than the filament of a spider’s web, split the gem’s smooth surface.

			Wolfstone sucked in a hissing breath. “By all the gods, Holy Father! You’ve cracked it!”

			Dougan gave a strangled gasp. Grabbing the Graygem, he pressed his hand over it, as though trying to stanch the flow of blood.

			“I didn’t crack it! The hammer cracked it! And it’s just a small crack,” the god said feverishly, moistening his lips. “Infinitesimal. Barely noticeable.”

			“Never mind that,” said Wolfstone. “Did Chaos escape, Father?”

			“No! Of course, not! Never!” Dougan said. He cast a nervous glance around the room, as though he could see Chaos flying about like a bat. “Well…Perhaps a wee mite—”

			Wolfstone groaned. “A ‘wee mite’ of Chaos is enough to destroy the world! You need to repair the gem.”

			“It’s not that easy,” said Dougan, starting to sweat.

			“You’re a god, Holy Father,” said Wolfstone.

			“And so is Chaos, and it outranks me, so to speak,” said Dougan. “Who the devil do you think wielded that blasted hammer? You saw it glow gray! Fortunately, I crafted the gem strong enough to withstand the blow.”

			“Except for the crack,” said Wolfstone.

			“Undoubtedly due to a flaw in the stone,” said Dougan, glowering at him.

			Wolfstone sighed. “Well, then, you must seal the flaw shut, Father, unless you plan to hold the gem for all eternity.”

			Dougan looked frantically about the worktable. A flash of red-gold caught his eye. “I’ll set it in a necklace and seal the crack with a flux of dragonmetal, the same they used to forge the dragonlances. Not even Chaos can break free of that. You make the setting for it. I’ll keep hold of it.”

			Destina stirred and murmured. Wolfstone and Dougan both eyed her in alarm, but she smiled and went back to sleep.

			“Be quick about it, Wolfstone!” Dougan said.

			Wolfstone glared at him, but he set to work. In a few moments, he had fashioned a setting made of dragonmetal, shaped like a crown with a solid backing. He carried the setting over to Dougan, who eyed it with a frown.

			“It’s not very attractive,” he protested.

			“Neither is Chaos roaming the world, Father,” Wolfstone stated.

			Dougan grumbled, but he gingerly lowered the Graygem—crack side down—into the crown and surrounded it with a flux made of the same dragonmetal.

			Dougan put a jeweler’s glass to his eye and studied the Graygem sealed in its setting, turning the pendant this way and that.

			Wolfstone could see the gray light pulsing inside the gem. The light seemed dim, sullen, and he guessed that they had acted in time, but he waited tensely to hear the god’s verdict.

			“Chaos is still trapped inside,” Dougan reported, mopping the sweat from his brow with his ruffled sleeve. “Only a tiny bit escaped.”

			“That is still enough to wreak havoc, Father,” said Wolfstone. “You have to warn the other gods that you accidentally put a crack in the Graygem!”

			Dougan gravely shook his head. “Then there would be chaos, laddie. A war in heaven.”

			The god held the Graygem in the palm of his hand, watching the pulsing gray light. His expression was dark, troubled.

			“Let us say I tell the gods I have the Graygem in my possession. Paladine would want to banish Chaos and bring order to the world. Takhisis would want to use Chaos to give her power over the world. Every god will want it, and each would be willing to fight to get it.”

			“A war in heaven,” said Wolfstone, sighing.

			“The war would spread to the world below and, in the end, only Chaos would win,” said Dougan.

			The Graygem pulsed brightly.

			“It already thinks it’s won,” said Wolfstone.

			“The question is, what do I do with it until I figure out what to do with it?”

			“You were orginally going to set it in Lunitari, Father,” said Wolfstone.

			Dougan snorted. “And how did that work out? A blasted gnome made a net and stole it.” He looked at Destina and thoughtfully stroked his beard.

			“I know what you’re thinking, Father, and that’s not a good idea,” Wolfstone protested. “You yourself spoke of the danger of possessing the Graygem. That danger will be increased tenfold now that a bit of Chaos has seeped out. You must keep it with you.”

			“But if the gods realize a bit of Chaos has escaped, they will know the Graygem has been found, and they will start searching for it,” Dougan argued. “They will suspect me, of course. I’m always the first they turn to when something goes wrong. Blame Reorx! It must be his fault! No, lad, I have to send it away. Besides, from what you said about the Graygem saving you both from the Theiwar, I think the Graygem has chosen her to carry it.”

			“All the more reason to keep it yourself, Father,” Wolfstone insisted. “If it has chosen her, we have no idea why. But you can be damn sure it’s up to no good. It could put her life in peril.”

			“Bah! The lass won’t be in peril any more than any other mortal is in peril going about your daily lives. She might actually be safer. The Graygem will see to it that she does not come to harm.”

			Dougan began to rummage around his workbench and found a red-gold dragonmetal necklace whose links were woven together in an intricate pattern as fine as chain mail. He slid the Graygem onto the chain.

			“I have placed my blessing on it. The lass will never part with it, and no one can take it from her. And while she goes about wearing the Graygem, I have time to figure out what to do with it before the other gods find out.”

			“The lass plans to travel back in time with the Graygem, Father,” Wolfstone warned. “She hopes to save her father, who died at the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower.”

			“Let her!”

			“Even if she alters time?” Wolfstone countered. “She’s not a member of one of the Chaos races, but she doesn’t need to be. She’s wearing the Graygem, so it might give her the power.”

			“Time!” Dougan shrugged. “What is time to a god? All times are the same to me. The only reason I pay heed to time at all is because you mortals regulate your lives by it. If the lass saves her father, she’ll change time by maybe the merest fraction of an infinitesimal half of a second. The river rolls on to the sea of eternity.”

			Dougan gently draped the necklace around Destina’s neck, then stood back to admire his handiwork. “She’s a bonny lass. I hope she fulfills her quest. Where should I send her?”

			“She was planning to return to Gateway City, Father,” said Wolfstone. “Send me back with her. I promised Hornfel I would keep an eye on her.”

			“Hornfel,” Dougan repeated, alarmed. “Does the High King know about the Graygem?”

			“He knows the lass went looking for it.”

			Dougan scowled. “You must say naught of this to him!”

			“Hornfel is my liege lord and my friend, Father,” said Wolfstone. “I would tear out my beard before I lied to him.”

			“You don’t need to lie. Just keep your mouth shut,” said Dougan in wheedling tones. “War in heaven. Remember?”

			“I’ll think about it,” Wolfstone said.

			Dougan rested his hand on Wolfstone’s shoulder. “I swear to you, lad, I will find a way to fix this. I promise.”

			“Just don’t be too long about it,” said Wolfstone.
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			Destina woke from a deep, sweet sleep and lay with her eyes closed in a pleasant haze, not wanting her slumber to end. She rolled over and was drifting off again when she felt a sharp jab in the neck. She woke up, startled, wondering what it was, and realized it was the Graygem in the hollow of her throat, insistent on reminding her of its presence.

			Destina sat up and looked around the room. She saw to her astonishment that she was back in the inn in Gateway City, though she had no idea of how she came to be here. She was fully dressed, still wearing her boots, and had apparently slept in her clothes. Her pack lay on the floor beside the bed. Someone had fastened the Graygem on a new chain around her neck. Bits and pieces of memory began to surface.

			She and Wolfstone being caught in a storm. They had sought shelter with one of Wolfstone’s friends who had turned out to be a jeweler named Dougan Something. She had not liked him. She recalled how he had stared with covetous eyes at the Graygem and how he had reached out to take it from her.

			The memory frightened her, and she held the Graygem to the mirror, afraid that he might have switched stones.

			The Graygem no longer pulsed with gray light, but it still faintly glimmered, almost as though it, too, peacefully slumbered. She couldn’t see the gem clearly, for it was difficult to bring it into focus, but it felt uncomfortably cold in her palm and, at the same time, uncomfortably warm. It was heavy and light, beautiful and ugly, and Destina sighed in relief. She held the Graygem.

			Reassured, she was free to study the new necklace. She had to admit it was beautiful, the craftsmanship exquisite. The pendant was simple and plain, made of what appeared to be red gold, and was securely fastened to a chain of red gold.

			Someone knocked on the door, and before Destina could bid the person enter, the dwarven landlady who owned the inn kicked open the door with her foot and barged inside. She had to use her foot because she was holding a large tray in her hands with Destina’s fur cloak draped over her arm.

			Destina remembered her kindness and greeted her with pleasure.

			The landlady had changed her opinion of Destina, however, for she scowled at her and said with a sneer, “Your Daergar friend thought you might be hungry.”

			The landlady slammed the tray down on the table and flung the cloak on the bed. “The Daergar scum is downstairs in the common room, driving away my customers and ruining my business, so don’t dawdle. I don’t want his kind or yours in my establishment.”

			“Wait! Don’t go! How did I come to be here?” Destina asked. “I don’t seem to be able to remember.”

			“That’s because you were dead drunk,” said the landlady, eyeing her in disgust. “It’s none of my business if you want to carouse with Daergar, you shameless hussy, but don’t do it here. I run a respectable place. And if you’re going to puke, use the slop bucket. Don’t dirty my clean floor.”

			“I do not carouse—” Destina began indignantly, but the landlady had walked out and slammed the door behind her.

			Destina did not like the looks of the food. She picked up her cloak and her pack and hurried downstairs to demand an explanation from Wolfstone.

			He was alone in the common room, and Destina recalled what the landlady had said about him ruining her business, driving away the other customers.

			If so, Wolfstone didn’t appear to mind. He sat at his ease, legs outstretched, his gaze abstracted. He rose when he saw Destina. “How are you feeling this morning, Lady?”

			“Confused,” Destina said. “How did I come to be in Gateway City?”

			Wolfstone answered with a shrug. “Does it matter? You’re here. I waited to give you this.”

			He handed her a small bag. Destina opened it and saw that it was filled with double steel coins. “But…where did this money come from?”

			“His Majesty,” said Wolfstone. “Hornfel won’t be beholden to anyone. He bids you take yourself and the Graygem far from his kingdom and never come back—either of you.”

			“But there is no need…” Destina protested. “You must give this money back to him.”

			“He won’t take it. And if you give it back, you’ll insult him—again.”

			Destina flushed, but she did not pursue the argument. The money was welcome, for she had spent half her funds on the Graygem and had been thinking she would have to return to Palanthas to replenish her purse. She saw Wolfstone’s gaze go to the Graygem and nervously clasped her hand over it.

			Wolfstone drew near to her and said quietly, “If I were you, Lady Destina, I’d wouldn’t go about flaunting the Graygem. Most people will think it is just some curious gewgaw, but there are a few wizards and such who might sense its magic.”

			Destina was alarmed and started to unfasten the clasp. But the moment she touched it, the metal burned her, like touching ice with wet fingers only ten times worse. She snatched back her fingers and saw the tips were red and blistered.

			“Dougan put a magical spell on it,” said Wolfstone. “No thief can steal it from you.”

			“But how do I take off the necklace?” Destina asked.

			“You don’t. The Graygem has chosen you. It’s yours now, for good or ill,” said Wolfstone.

			Destina held out her hand to him. “Thank you for your help, Wolfstone. I could not have succeeded without you.”

			He ignored her outstretched hand. “Don’t thank me, Lady. This was none of my doing.”

			He cast a last dark glance at the Graygem, then turned on his heel and walked out of the inn.

			Destina gazed after him in perplexity. “Dwarves are certainly very odd.”

			She tucked the money inside her pack. She did not like the fact that she could not take off the Graygem, but at least she did not have to worry about thieves. Her fingers still burned.

			She was mindful of Wolfstone’s warning, however, and she put on her fur cloak and fastened it at her neck with the cloak pin, making certain the fur concealed the Graygem.

			She went to pay her bill only to find that it had already been paid.

			“Just leave and don’t come back,” said the landlady.

			Destina picked up her pack and left. She was not due to meet Saber until noon, and she needed to replenish her supplies. Now that she had the Graygem and money for her travel, she could continue on to Solace to find Tasslehoff Burrfoot and obtain the Device of Time Journeying.

			She departed Gateway City as quickly as she could, heartily sick of the dwarven kingdom and days of wandering through dark tunnels. She felt as if she had been freed from a dungeon, and as she walked to the meeting place she threw back the hood of her fur cloak to breath fresh air, revel in the warmth of the sun on her face, and glory in the vastness of the sky above.

			She did make one stop, and that was at the stall of an elf selling handwoven silken scarves. She was delighted to find a scarf with the pattern of a rose woven into the fabric.

			She easily located the lightning-struck tree and sat down on a sun-warmed boulder. Taking off her cloak, she arranged the scarf around her neck so that it covered the Graygem, then fastened the collar of her cloak with the cloak pin and settled down to wait for Saber.

			She did not have to wait long before she saw the dragon’s coppery scales glitter in the sunlight. He circled overhead, and she stood up and waved to him. The dragon dipped his wings in acknowledgment and landed in the cleared area. He nodded, glad to see her.

			“Did your business go well?” Saber asked.

			“Better than I ever expected,” Destina replied. “Did you bring my things with you?”

			She packed her supplies and then went through the packs she had left with the dragon, making certain she had the potion, the ring, and the brooch of shapeshifting in case she needed them, which she fervently hoped she wouldn’t. She shook out a gown she had brought with her from her home in Palanthas. The gown was made of crimson silk that accentuated her brown skin and rose-dusted cheeks. Simple in design, it had long, fitted sleeves, a low neckline, and a fitted bodice.

			The hems of the sleeves and skirt were worn and starting to fray and the styles had changed since she had last worn the gown when she had been the Lady of Castle Rosethorn. She was very much out of fashion. Fortunately, she doubted if that would matter in Solace.

			As she worked, she surreptitiously observed Saber to see if he noticed the Graygem. Dragons were magic-users, and she remembered Wolfstone’s warning.

			She was concerned to see him staring at her, but all he said was, “I see you bought a new scarf. Did you bring me a gift?”

			Destina presented him with the gaudy necklace she had purchased for him. The dragon was immensely pleased and asked her to keep it in her pack for him until they returned to his lair.

			“Are we still flying to Solace?” he asked as she climbed into the saddle.

			“Indeed we are,” said Destina. “Hopefully my business with the kender will go as well as it did with the dwarves.”

			The flight from Thorbardin to Solace took only about a half a day. They arrived near sunset. Saber landed in a field on the outskirts of the treetop village, close enough that Destina could see and marvel at the home and businesses that had been built among the branches of the gigantic vallenwood trees.

			“The people took to the treetops for safety following the Cataclysm,” Saber told her. “The entire town of Solace was once in the treetops, but a dragon assault during the War of the Lance set fire to the town, and many of those who had dwelled in the trees were forced to relocate. The Inn of the Last Home used to be in a tree, but it was damaged by dragonfire during the war and now it’s on the ground.”

			Destina was hoping to acquire a room at the Inn of the Last Home tomorrow night, after she had spoken to the kender, and she was glad to hear it was not in a tree. She could not imagine living in a house perched on a branch.

			She could see people walking on the bridges and walkways that wound among the branches, connecting the dwellings, descending the spiral stairs that encircled the trunks and provided access to the ground level. The people would never dream of cutting living wood, and they incorporated the branches of the trees into their houses or built the houses around the branches. Stained-glass windows added touches of color among the green of the returning leaves.

			People were going home from their work in shop or fields. Lights shone in the windows. The smoke of home fires rose from chimneys. The town was settling down for the night. People paused on the bridges to visit. Children ran along the walkways, laughing and shouting. White flowers were just starting to bud on the vallenwoods, and Destina could already smell their fragrance mingled with the scent of wood smoke.

			“The name Solace suits this town,” said Destina. “Where is the Inn of the Last Home?”

			“That building over there with the lights in the windows and the gabled roof,” said Saber.

			“It looks more like a home than an inn,” said Destina.

			“Hence the name,” said Saber. He added wistfully, “I was really hoping to meet Caramon Majere and hear his stories about the Heroes of the Lance. But the residents are nervous about dragons since the war, and I doubt I’d be welcome.”

			“I don’t suppose you can blame them,” said Destina. “Although it doesn’t appear that the vallenwoods were much damaged.”

			“They grow rapidly,” said Saber. “And I heard that clerics of Chislev came to heal them.”

			Destina touched the golden ring on her finger and thought about her mother, wondering what she was doing and if she was well. Atieno would have been pleased to know that Chislev had guided her daughter out of the mountain.

			“Why are you visiting Solace?” Saber asked. “Are you thinking of opening a jewelry shop here? It would be better than Palanthas. People call Solace the ‘The World’s Crossroads,’ because the Haven Road runs between the city of Haven and the elven nation of Qualinesti, and the village is popular with travelers.”

			“Perhaps,” said Destina. Uncomfortable with the lie, she changed the subject. “I’m going into Solace tomorrow. I should make camp while it’s still light. I saw a lake not far from here. Could you take me there?”

			She camped on the shores of Crystalmir Lake. The weather was mild. The air smelled of green and growing things. Leaves were starting to bud on bare branches, making it look as if the trees were covered with feathery green lace. The water was a deeper blue than the sky.

			She removed her supplies and the pack that held the red gown, the brooch, the ring, and the potion from Ungar, and buckled on her sword. They arranged to meet here as they had in Thorbardin. The dragon would fly over Crystalmir Lake every day at noon to see if she was there and return on a daily basis until she was ready to leave.

			Saber flew off, wishing her luck.

			No one was about this late in the day, and Destina found a secluded bay surrounded by trees, suitable for a quick bath in the cold water. After building a fire of driftwood, she huddled near it for warmth and mulled over her plans in her mind.

			She had been trying to decide what to do about Ungar. He had told her to bring both the Graygem and the device to him and he would send her back in time, but she still did not entirely trust him.

			Her only other choice, however, was to make use of the magical device herself, and she shrank from that idea. She knew nothing about magic. She had no idea how the device worked, and she recalled the dire warning in the book she had read about it. Granted, a kender had learned to operate it, but kender were interested only in the adventure, and this kender probably wouldn’t have minded if the device had landed him on a moon.

			Destina considered trying to find another magic-user, but there were not that many in Palanthas, and she knew she wasn’t likely to truly trust one of them any more than she trusted Ungar. Better the demon you know than one you don’t, as her mother had always said.

			She was a long way from making that decision, however. She would wait to see the device and learn what sort of magic was involved before she made up her mind.

			The fire was dying. The night air was growing chill, and the Graygem felt pleasantly warm against her skin. She clasped her hand over it as she gazed into the flames and pictured walking again with her father on the ramparts of Castle Rosethorn.
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			Tika Waylan Majere shoved open the swinging door that led from the kitchen of the Inn of the Last Home into the common room. She brought with her an enormous bowl of the inn’s famous spiced potatoes—a dish justly celebrated throughout Ansalon—and placed it on the bar.

			The tantalizing aroma always reminded Tika of the recipe’s creator and her adopted father, Otik Sandeth, the inn’s former owner. Otik had only recently died, and Tika missed him every day. She could look out the stained-glass window and see his grave, for he had been buried near the inn he had loved.

			Otik had adopted Tika Waylan when she was young, and she considered him more her father than the scallywag who had been her true parent. She had grown up working in the inn, and she had eventually saved up enough money to buy it from Otik, allowing him to spend his final days sitting at the bar, enjoying his own ale and regaling visitors with tales of his heroic acts during the war.

			“The smell of these potatoes puts me in mind of Otik,” Tika said as she joined her husband.

			“Puts me in mind of breakfast,” said Caramon.

			“You’ve already eaten one breakfast this morning,” said Tika reprovingly.

			“I could do with another,” Caramon said.

			He was a big man, standing well over six feet tall, with heavily muscled arms and chest. He had long, brown, curly hair and blue eyes that were bright and filled with fun, for Caramon loved to laugh.

			Tika regarded him fondly. She had loved him since she was a girl. Through the years, they had endured trials and perils that had bound them close and deepened their love. He had finally broken the terrible hold of his twin brother, Raistlin, and managed to overcome doubt, self-loathing, and the craving for dwarf spirits that had nearly led to his destruction.

			Caramon took a sip of tarbean tea and continued polishing the oak wood bar with beeswax, preparing to open the inn for the day. People were already lining up outside, drawn by the tantalizing aroma of the spiced potatoes.

			Tika jabbed her finger into Caramon’s large belly.

			“You’ve put on weight enough as it is!”

			In answer, Caramon grinned and jabbed his finger into her large belly. “What about you?”

			“I’ve an excuse, and it’s not potatoes,” said Tika, laughing. She fondly stroked her belly, for she was in the final month of her pregnancy with their second child.

			Caramon gave her a kiss, then looked at her anxiously. “You’re near your time. Are you sure you should be on your feet all day? Dezra and I can manage—”

			“Oh, I know how you’d manage, Caramon Majere,” Tika said with a sniff. “We’d soon be out of business. I heard you tell Fergus Ryan he didn’t have to pay for his ale yesterday.”

			“Ryan said he was having a hard time of it these days, what with business being bad—”

			“Fergus Ryan owns the mill, and he’s making steel hand over fist!” Tika exclaimed. “Baby Tanin here has more sense than his father.” She picked up the little boy who was clinging to her skirts and balanced him on her hip, then handed him to her husband. “You’d give away the inn if I didn’t keep an eye on you. Mind your son. I have work to do.”

			Caramon hoisted the child up onto his shoulders and went to unlock the door and open the inn.

			As customers filed inside, Tika turned to go back into the kitchen and almost collided with a kender walking out the door with a plate of spiced potatoes.

			“Tasslehoff Burrfoot!” said Tika, eyeing him sternly. “What were you doing in my kitchen?”

			“Working. I washed the dishes,” said Tas. “Dezra was extremely grateful, and she told me to help myself to some potatoes.”

			He carried his plate over to a table and began to divest himself of the many pouches he carried looped around his body. Tika followed him.

			“I’ll wager Dezra did not tell you to help yourself to the knives and spoons.”

			Ignoring Tas’s protest, Tika picked up one of his pouches, turned it upside down, and shook it.

			Five pewter spoons fell out, along with two knives, two raw potatoes, a cracked egg shell, four cloves of garlic, the saltcellar, a pepper mill, and a wet dishrag.

			“There’s the pepper mill!” Tas exclaimed. “Dezra was looking for it. Good thing I found it. I’ll just take it to her.”

			He tried to slide out of his seat, but before he could escape, Tika seized hold of him, took away the pepper mill, and shook a spoon in his face.

			“See the initials ‘OS’ on the back of this spoon? Do you know what that means?”

			“One size,” Tas said promptly. “Because all the spoons are one size. All the knives are marked AS, which stands for another size—”

			“OS stands for Otik Sandeth, you doorknob!” Tika said, thumping him on the head with the spoon. “Theros Ironfeld forged these spoons for Otik. They are valuable heirlooms!”

			“They’re not heirlooms, Tika, they’re spoons,” Tas pointed out. “I guess you must have mislaid them.”

			Tika gathered up the spoons and the rest of the items, including the saltcellar and the pepper mill, and flounced off, heading for the kitchen.

			“But I need a spoon to eat my potatoes,” Tas protested, rubbing his head.

			“Use your fingers,” Tika called over her shoulder. “At least you can’t walk off with those.”

			“Yes, I can,” said Tas. “My fingers are attached to my hand and my hands are attached to my arms and my arms are attached to my body and that’s attached to my legs—”

			“You know what I mean!” Tika yelled and slammed the kitchen door.

			She emerged a short time later to retrieve the empty plate from yet another of Tas’s pouches and caught him helping himself to a mug of ale. She figured she had got off lucky nabbing him with the spoons and pretended she didn’t notice.

			Customers called out cheery greetings as they sat down at their favorite tables. Some were locals who came every day to exchange gossip, share rumors, and discuss the latest news. Many were travelers who stopped at the inn whenever they passed through Solace. This morning Tika welcomed the Qualinesti elven ambassador and his retinue.

			Several of the local women took charge of young Tanin while Tika went to fetch a jug of the clover wine particularly favored by elves. Seeing a stranger enter as she was leaving, Tika called out, “Sit anywhere you like, mistress!”

			The woman nodded in thanks and moved toward a table. Tika paused to stare at her, as did everyone else in the inn. The woman was striking with her raven black hair, black eyes, burnished olive skin, and dusky rose cheeks. Even the elves, who consider all humans ugly by comparison with their own delicate beauty, regarded her with admiration.

			The woman smiled as though she was long accustomed to the attention, but made little of it. She selected a table by the window, sat down, and lowered the pack she was carrying to the floor at her feet.

			Caramon had been drawing ale and lining up the mugs on the bar when she entered, and he stood transfixed, letting the ale overflow the mugs and spill onto the floor. Tika jabbed him with her elbow.

			“Put your eyes back in your head, Caramon Majere. And look at the mess you’ve made, to say nothing of letting good ale going to waste!”

			“Are you jealous?” Caramon asked with a broad grin. He handed the mug to a customer and began to mop up the spilled ale.

			“Jealous?” Tika snorted. “As if you were any great prize!”

			“Women would be lining up from here to Haven if I was single,” said Caramon complacently. “You’re lucky I’m partial to redheads.”

			“You’re lucky I’m partial to dunderheads,” said Tika, walking off with the glories of having the last word.

			She carried the crockery pitcher of clover wine to the elves, then went to assist the new arrival, only to find that Tasslehoff had beaten her to it.

			“Welcome to the Inn of the Last Home, madame,” Tas said. “My name is Tasslehoff Burrfoot. What is yours?”

			“I am Lady Destina Rosethorn,” said the woman with a smile.

			Tas sat down across from her without being invited. “Is that cloak made out of woolly mammoth fur? I met a woolly mammoth once. Would you like to hear the story?”

			Seeing Tas reaching for the cloak, Tika grabbed hold of him by the collar of his favorite yellow shirt with the purple dots and dragged him bodily out of the chair.

			“I am sorry, Lady Destina. I’ll see to it that Tas here doesn’t bother you.”

			“He can sit with me,” said Destina. “I don’t mind. Truly. I would like to hear his stories.”

			“You would?” Tika stared at the woman in amazement.

			“Please join me, Master Burrfoot,” said Destina, moving her cloak out of the kender’s reach. “This fur is mink, but I would like to hear the story about the woolly mammoth.”

			Tika was about to ask Destina if she had ever been around kender when she noticed that she had placed her pack on the floor, put her feet on top of it, and spread her skirts around it. Apparently she had.

			Tika released Tas, who straightened his maltreated shirt and happily sat back down. Tika noticed that Destina wore a lovely silk scarf around her neck featuring the Solamnic rose. She was careful to arrange the scarf over her cloak.

			“Beautiful scarf, my lady,” said Tika. “Elven work, isn’t it?”

			“I believe so,” said Destina. “I would like a cup of the clover wine. Would you care to join me in some wine, Master Burrfoot?”

			“I’ll take a glass of wine, but only if it’s ale,” said Tasslehoff.

			Destina removed a pouch that was hanging on her belt and drew out a coin. “I would also like to inquire about a room in the inn.”

			“I believe we have one available, my lady,” said Tika.

			Destina thanked her and turned back to Tas. “You must have traveled to a great many interesting places.”

			“I’ve even been to the Abyss,” said Tas proudly, adding with a sigh. “It’s not as interesting as you might think.”

			“How did you manage to travel there?” Destina asked.

			“I used to have this device that was magic—” Tas began.

			Tika quickly intervened. “Tas, aren’t those some of your friends out there?”

			Tas looked out the window, gave a glad cry, and jumped to his feet.

			“Excuse me, lady. I have to go.”

			He dashed out the door.

			Destina stared after him. “Where is he going?”

			“I’m sorry, my lady,” said Tika. “Tas doesn’t mean to be rude. He saw those two kender out there and went out to greet them.”

			“Are they friends of his?”

			“Oh, I doubt he’s ever seen them before in his life,” said Tika. “But kender are friends to all the world, particularly other kender. I’ll bring your wine.”

			She saw Destina gazing out the window at the three kender, her expression thoughtful.

			Tika walked back to the bar, where several of the locals were waiting for her.

			“Who is she?” they asked eagerly.

			“A customer who pays for what she drinks,” said Tika, glaring at them. “Which is more than I can say for the rest of you!”

			The men ducked their heads, picked up their ale, and hurried off.

			“Her name’s Rosethorn,” Tika told her husband. “Lady Destina Rosethorn. She’s Solamnic by her accent, and she’s wearing a scarf with the Solamnic rose. But there’s something not right about her.”

			“Jealousy, the green-eyed monster,” said Caramon, shaking his head in mock sorrow.

			Tika sniffed. “So tell me this, Caramon Majere, why is a finely dressed Solamnic noblewoman tramping the road with a pack on her shoulder like a peddler?”

			Caramon paused to consider the matter. People sometimes thought him slow-witted, but Tika knew better. He never jumped to conclusions, but gave each matter careful consideration before he spoke.

			“Perhaps she’s fleeing some sort of trouble at home,” he stated. “Like Sturm’s mother when they moved here.”

			“Solamnia is at peace now,” said Tika. “And from the looks of the sword she is wearing, I’d say she can take care of herself,”

			She poured wine into a pewter goblet. “Keeping her cloak on when it’s hot as a red dragon’s breath in here. Buying Tas ale and asking him to sit with her and encouraging him to tell her his crazy kender tales.”

			Tika lowered her voice. “Tas was about to tell her—a complete stranger—about the Device of Time Journeying, so I put a stop to that. Dalamar warned him to keep quiet.”

			Caramon shook his head. His jovial smile vanished, and the light in his eyes dimmed. Tika sighed. Caramon was thinking about his twin brother. No one else in the world mourned Raistlin except the twin who had loved him far more than he had deserved.

			“I’m sorry,” said Tika, sliding her arm around her husband. “I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

			“Tas doesn’t mean any harm,” said Caramon. “I’ll have a talk with him.”

			“Best not,” said Tika. “You might only make things worse.”

			She handed him the coin the woman had given her.

			Caramon examined it. “Dwarven steel. I wonder how she came by that?”

			He dropped the coin into a strongbox.

			“Tika, look! I’ve brought more customers!” Tas announced proudly.

			The inn’s regulars grabbed hold of their belongings, and Tika hurried over to the door, blocking entry. “Money in advance, kender. And you drink your ale outside.”

			She held out her hand for payment.

			“Nice to meet you. I’m Kringley Wigglesfoot,” said one, mistakenly thinking Tika wanted to shake hands.

			“Rudy Rouncebottom,” said the other and offered his hand.

			Tika put her hands on her hips. “Your money?”

			Kringley and Rudy had to take a moment to argue over which of them had the money, and then they had to rummage through their pouches to find it. Tika waited patiently until each came up with several coins and gave them to her. She had never seen most of the coins and figured at least half were probably worthless, but she deemed she had enough to cover the cost of the ale.

			“I’ll fetch it,” Tas offered. “I work here.”

			“Use the cracked mugs, not the good ones,” Tika told Tasslehoff, knowing she’d never see her mugs again.

			As Tika went to put away the money, she happened to glance at Destina and saw her looking extremely vexed. A dark line marred her forehead. Her brows drew together.

			“Is something wrong, my lady?” Tika asked. “Don’t you like the wine?”

			“Will Tasslehoff be coming back?” Destina asked.

			Tika looked out the window to see Tas and the two kender settling themselves on the ground beneath a vallenwood. Tika laughed and shook her head.

			“I doubt it, my lady. They’ll spend most of the day drinking my ale and telling stories about their ‘valuable treasures.’ I’ll bring you more wine.”

			“Thank you, no,” said Destina, retrieving her pack from underneath the table. “I must be going.”

			“You asked about a room—”

			“I’ve changed my mind. I won’t be staying.” Destina shouldered her pack and walked out the door.

			“Why is she leaving?” Caramon asked. “Didn’t she like the wine?”

			“She didn’t touch it,” said Tika. “And she’s changed her mind about a room.”

			Caramon shrugged. “One of the elves was asking for a room. I’ll give it to him, then.”

			Tika watched Destina trudge down the road, carrying her pack, her fur cloak trailing in the mud left behind by the melted snow.

			“Something’s not right…” Tika muttered.

			

			—

			The breakfast crowd departed. The lunch crowd came and went. Tika had a few hours’ respite before the supper crowd arrived. She and her best friend and cook, Dezra, were sitting together in the kitchen, discussing the preparations Tika had made for the birth of the baby, when Tika glanced out the back door, which was standing open to disperse the heat of the kitchen.

			“I’ll be damned! She’s back,” Tika exclaimed.

			“Who’s back?” Dezra asked, turning her head.

			“The Solamnic woman,” said Tika, lowering her voice. “The one I told you about who was questioning Tas.”

			They could both see Destina sitting on a bench behind the inn. Judging by her line of sight, she was watching Tasslehoff and his two friends, who were still sitting beneath the vallenwood, wolfing down meat pies with the rapidity of those who know an irate meat pie vendor is probably not far behind.

			“What is her interest in Tas? I’m going to get to the bottom of this,” said Tika, rising to her feet. “Hand me that bucket.”

			Dezra obligingly fetched the bucket. Tika carried it out the door and went to the water pump which was located at the back of the inn. She started to reach for the handle, then groaned and grabbed her back.

			“Let me do that for you,” Destina offered.

			Tika relinquished the bucket. “Thank you, my lady. The baby’s been kicking me in the kidneys again.”

			“The proprietor should not make you work in your condition,” said Destina.

			Tika laughed. “Then I would have to sack myself, for I am the proprietor, along with my husband, Caramon. We own the inn.”

			Destina filled the bucket. “Let me carry it inside for you.”

			“Time enough for that later,” said Tika pleasantly. “To tell you the truth, my lady, I only use this as an excuse to sit out here where it’s quiet. Do you mind if I join you?”

			“I would welcome the company,” Destina said politely.

			She returned to her bench. Tika sat down beside her and regarded her with frank and open interest.

			“You left very suddenly, my lady. Did Tas say something to upset you?”

			“No, not at all,” said Destina. “I’m not accustomed to being around kender, and he was…a little disconcerting.”

			“Disconcerting! That’s one word for Tasslehoff and a kinder word than most,” said Tika with a chuckle. “What kender tale was he telling you?”

			“He said he visited the Abyss using a magical device,” said Destina. “Do you have any idea what he was talking about?”

			The lady smiled, as though she was doing nothing more than making casual conversation with a stranger, but Tika saw that she was closely observing her.

			“Who knows with kender?” Tika said, shrugging. “Tas can spin more tales than a spider can spin webs. He is not your ordinary kender.”

			“I’ve never known many kender,” said Destina. “Why is he different?”

			“Most kender lead careless, lackadaisical, irresponsible lives. Kender children are raised by the community. Kender parents are affectionate, but one child is the same as another, and they happily pass them back and forth until they grow up and leave home on their Wanderlust. I’ve often thought that’s why kender don’t develop attachments. They never learned to care. They don’t know what it means to be afraid, either for themselves or for others.”

			Tika gazed intently at Destina. “But Tas has learned to care, my lady. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad. Life would be easier if we didn’t care about other people, I suppose. But it’s a good thing Tas does care or my Caramon would not be with me now.”

			Destina flashed her a quick, sharp look. “What do you mean? What happened?”

			“Only that Tas is a dear friend and I would take my skillet to anyone who would harm him.”

			“Tika?” Caramon called. He poked his head out the back door. “Oh, here you are! I couldn’t find you, and I was worried. Good afternoon, Lady Destina. Is everything all right?”

			“The lady and I were just having a chat,” Tika said, and she reached out her hand to her husband. “Pull me up, my dear. And bring in that pail of water. A good journey to you, my lady.”

			Destina apparently took the hint, for she rose to her feet. “Thank you for your kindness.”

			She picked up her pack and left, walking toward the road.

			“What was she doing back here?” Caramon asked in a low voice as he and Tika went inside.

			“She was watching Tas,” said Tika. “As Flint used to say, that woman shivers my skin.”
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			Tasslehoff Burrfoot was bored.

			If the residents of Solace had known a bored kender was among them, they would have fled for the hills. As it was, the residents had more important and joyful things to think about. Yesterday morning, Tika Majere had given birth to her second child, another baby boy.

			Caramon had closed the inn so that he and Dezra could be with her and now, the day after, people loitered about the inn waiting to hear Caramon announce the baby’s name. At least, that was their excuse. When the Majeres’ first son, Tanin, had been born, Caramon had celebrated by giving away free ale until the casks ran dry.

			Tasslehoff had gone to the Majeres’ house yesterday to offer to help the baby into the world.

			“I’m awfully good at boiling water,” he told Caramon. “I’m not really sure why I should boil water, but I hear people need lots of boiling water when they’re having babies—and cooking lobsters,” he had added as an afterthought.

			Caramon had been so alarmed at this comparison that he had banished Tasslehoff from the house. Tas had gone out the back door and come in again by the front, thinking Caramon had meant to banish someone else, only Dezra had caught him. Grabbing him by the topknot, she had marched him down the stairs.

			That had been yesterday and had provided a fair amount of excitement. But today, Tas was left on his own. The inn was still closed. He had nothing to do except sit on a fence under the vallenwood tree and kick his heels on the rails.

			“I haven’t been to the blacksmith forge in a long time,” Tas remarked to no one in particular. “Not since that day my hair caught fire and Theros Ironfeld dunked me in the horse trough. Who knew that working the bellows as hard as I could would start a confla—confla—conflagration?”

			Tas brought out the big word with pride. “Theros told me not to come back, but it’s a been a long time and I’ll bet he misses me. I’ll just go see him.”

			Tas jumped off the fence, grabbed his hoopak—which was a combination walking stick and slingshot—and was heading off to visit his friend when someone tugged on his fur vest.

			“I didn’t do it!” Tas cried immediately and raised his hands high in the air.

			He turned around to see that it wasn’t the sheriff who had hold of him, but a fellow kender. She was a female and kind of pretty, or she would have been if someone had shown her how to dress properly and fix her hair.

			“Hullo,” said Tas.

			“Are you Tasslehoff Burrfoot?” she asked shyly.

			“That’s me,” said Tas. “Have we met?”

			“No, but I’ve heard about you,” said the kender. “You’re one of the Heroes of the Lance, and you traveled through time. I’ve been wanting to meet you. My name is Mari Mariweather.”

			She and Tas shook hands.

			“You haven’t been on the road very long, have you, Mari?” Tas asked, noting her sorry appearance. “Is this your first Wanderlust?”

			“Why…um…yes,” said Mari, seeming startled by the question. “How did you know?”

			“I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, Mari, for you seem very nice, but you’re dressed like a human.”

			Mari glanced down at her dull gray-blue leggings and her dull gray-blue shirt, over which she wore a long, dull gray-blue, belted tunic. Tas went on to thoughtfully point out her shortcomings.

			“You only have one pouch and it’s empty, though you do have a pocket, and that counts for something. And I don’t mean to fault your upbringing, but didn’t anyone tell you how to tie a proper topknot?”

			Mari self-consciously put her hand to the lump on top of her head that was apparently meant to be a topknot, but which was more like a top straggle, for her long black hair was falling over her face.

			“I…I guess not,” said Mari.

			Tas felt sorry for her and thought perhaps he was being too harsh. He added kindly, “And that is a really interesting gemstone you are wearing. I’ve never seen one like it. In fact, it’s hard to see at all. It keeps changing shape.”

			Tas reached out his hand, thinking he would touch the gem to make it stop changing before his eyes. But the moment his hand came close to it, he felt an extremely unpleasant squirmy sensation inside him, as though his stomach were trying to crawl off and hide behind his liver.

			Tas drew back his hand, and the horrible feeling went away. He tried to touch the gem again, and the horrible feeling came back. He was entranced, but he didn’t have a chance to try it again, because Mari grabbed hold of the jewel and tucked it inside the collar of her shirt.

			“How do you get your gemstone to make me feel all squirmy like that?” Tas asked.

			“Never mind the gem,” said Mari. “I wanted to visit the Inn of the Last Home, but the sign says it’s closed. Is there somewhere else we can go to get a drink? I’m really thirsty.”

			“The inn isn’t closed to me,” said Tas, adding proudly, “I’m family.”

			He led her to the inn and jiggled the door handle.

			“It’s locked. Do you have a key?” Mari asked.

			“I don’t need one,” said Tas. “As Uncle Trapspringer always says, ‘Why insult a door’s purpose by locking it?’ ”

			He reached into a pocket and took out his most prized possession, his lock picking tools. He propped his hoopak against the door, sorted through his collection, chose a tension wrench and a hook, and inserted them into the lock.

			“I’ll have us inside in a jiffy,” he said. He paused in his work to ask, “You don’t happen to know what a jiffy is, do you, Mari? I’ve always wondered.”

			“No, I don’t,” said Mari nervously, peering over her shoulder. “Could you please hurry?”

			“Why? What’s wrong?” Tas asked, carefully feeling his way with the hook.

			“Someone might see us breaking into the inn and summon the sheriff,” Mari said.

			Tas stopped again to look at her in wonder.

			“Are you sure you’re a kender? You sound awfully like a human….”

			“Of course I’m a kender!” Mari seemed truly hurt.

			“I’m sorry,” said Tas. “I didn’t mean to insult you. Some of my best friends are humans.”

			“Just please hurry!” Mari begged.

			Tas shrugged and went back to work until he heard the satisfying snick of a lock clicking. Mari hastily thrust the door open and bounded inside, pulling Tas inside with her. Shutting the door, she ran over to look out the window.

			“I don’t think anyone saw us,” she reported, sounding relieved.

			Tas had never felt so sorry for anyone in his life. He drew two mugs of ale from the cask and carried them to a table. He was going to sit by a window to keep an eye on what was going on in town, but Mari wanted to sit in a booth in the back that was tucked behind a post.

			“I’m afraid someone might look in the window and see us,” she said.

			Tas stared at her. He had never heard a kender say the words, “I’m afraid.”

			“Were you raised by humans?” he asked.

			Mari didn’t seem to know how to respond.

			Tas nodded in sad understanding and sat down. The Inn of the Last Home was generally extremely interesting, what with people coming and going and dropping their belongings and him finding them and returning them—or at least meaning to return them. Now it was empty and quiet and, well, boring.

			Tas stood up. “It’s been awfully nice meeting you, Mari, but I have to be someplace else now.”

			Mari looked alarmed. “But I want to hear how you traveled through time. I would love to hear the story.”

			“I’d like to tell you, because it’s one of my very best stories,” said Tas. “But I’m not supposed to talk about it. I promised Dalamar and Tika and Caramon faithfully that I wouldn’t.”

			He glanced longingly toward the door.

			“But they aren’t here to hear you,” Mari pointed out.

			Tas thought this over. It seemed an interesting concept. “Maybe it’s like the tree falling in the woods. If the tree falls and no one hears it, does it make a sound?”

			“I don’t want to talk about trees,” said Mari.

			“I’m saying promises could be like trees. If you break a promise and no one hears you break it, then did you break it or not?”

			“I promise I won’t tell anyone, so you wouldn’t be breaking it,” said Mari. She held out her hand. “Let’s shake on it.”

			“That’s an interesting looking ring you’re wearing,” said Tas. “The one with the blue stones. I saw the little ring with the green stone, but I didn’t notice that one before. Did you just put it on?”

			“I…I only wear it on special occasions,” said Mari, seeming flustered. “Shall we shake?”

			Tas shook her hand and suddenly felt a warm glow all over his body. “You know, Mari, you’re the friendliest person I ever met. Most people don’t want to hear my stories, not even most of my friends. You’re different. You’re a very good friend. Your promise is good enough. After all, what are friends for?”

			“I’m glad you’re my friend,” said Mari, smiling, though her smile seemed a little frayed around the edges.

			Tas really did enjoy telling the story, especially to his newfound friend. “Well, it all starts with this magical device called the Device of Time Journeying. Par-Salian gave it to Caramon. Par-Salian was a wizard who was a great friend of mine—”

			Mari interrupted him. “Tell me more about the device. I’d love to see it. Maybe even hold it. Do you have it with you?”

			Tas frowned at her. “I know you were raised by humans, Mari, but it’s not polite to interrupt a friend when he’s telling his very best story.”

			“I’m sorry,” said Mari contritely. “Please go on.”

			“Well, the device is a very interesting device,” said Tas. “As I was saying, Par-Salian gave it to Caramon—”

			Tasslehoff talked about Caramon and the device and how he couldn’t let him go back in time all by himself, and so he turned himself into a mouse with a magic ring.

			“A ring kind of like this one,” said Tas, proudly exhibiting the ring on the thumb of his left hand. It was quite lovely, made of silver set with blue stones.

			Mari stared at the ring on his hand, then she looked at her hand.

			“That’s my ring!” she said.

			“Is it? Thank you for giving it to me,” said Tas. “It’s very pretty. Is it magical? I wish I had something to give you.”

			“I didn’t give it to you!” Mari cried. “You…you took it! The ring is mine! Give it back!”

			Tas had never heard a kender refer to an object as “mine” before. Kender took the view that all things belonged to all people. Most of the trouble in the world, kender would tell you, came about because someone wanted something claimed by someone else.

			“Raised by humans,” said Tas to himself sadly, and he pulled on the ring. It wouldn’t come off. It was stuck fast to his thumb.

			“I guess that’s final,” he said with a heavy sigh. He looked very downcast.

			“What’s final?” Mari asked. “Take off the ring!”

			“It won’t come off,” said Tas. He gave the ring another tug, but it wouldn’t budge. He sighed and looked up at Mari and said in tragic tones, “We’re married.”

			“What? No!” Mari gave a kind of strangled gasp. “Don’t be ridiculous! Give me my ring!”

			“I can’t,” said Tas. “The ring won’t let me. Under kender law, if you give me a ring and I can’t take it off, that means we’re married. Kender law is very specific on this point.”

			Mari seemed completely taken aback. “We…we should try butter! Go to the kitchen and find some butter. That will help the ring slide off.”

			Tas obligingly went to the kitchen. She was his wife, after all. He came back with a glob of butter and smeared it all over his thumb and then pulled on the ring so hard that he thought he might take his thumb with it.

			Tas held out his hand to her. “Maybe if we both pulled on it—”

			Mari shook her head so hard what was left of her topknot fell down. “Don’t touch me with it.”

			“Why not?” Tas asked.

			Mari didn’t have an answer to that and in the end, all he had was a butter-covered ring and the irrefutable fact that they were married.

			“But I don’t want to be married,” Mari said, sounding desperate.

			“We don’t have any choice. I don’t want to be married, either—although if I was going to marry anyone it would be you,” Tas added hurriedly, so as not to hurt her feelings. “But it’s kender law.”

			“No one would know if we broke it,” said Mari.

			“Everyone will know once they see me wearing your ring,” said Tas. “And that reminds me. I need to give you something since you’re my wife. It’s only polite. You can look through my pouches and take anything you want. Now that we’re married, my pouches are your pouches.”

			“I don’t want anything,” said Mari. “And we’re not married. I think I better leave.”

			“I know!” Tas exclaimed. “I’ll give you the Device of Time Journeying!”

			Mari paused. “You’d give it to me?”

			“Of course, Mari,” said Tas. “You’re my wife.”

			“No, I’m not.” Mari sat back down. “But you can keep the ring if you’ll show me how to use it to go back in time.”

			“You could go anywhere you wanted to go,” Tas said. “Although I wouldn’t recommend the Abyss this time of year. Well, I wouldn’t recommend it at any time of year. So now that this is settled, and you’re my wife, could I take a closer look at the gemstone you’re wearing on the chain? The one you keep trying to hide under your collar? It really does give me the strangest feeling—”

			“No,” Mari said shortly. She hid the gemstone away. “Where is the device? Can we go get it now?”

			“Of course,” said Tas. “I’ll lead the way.”

			He grabbed Mari’s hand and dragged her out the door of the inn.

			“Hey, Solace!” Tas shouted, standing on the top of the stairs. “We’re married! Meet my wife, Mrs. Tasslehoff Mari Mariweather Burrfoot!”
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			Destina stood on the steps of the Inn of the Last Home in her guise of the kender Mari, and tried desperately to think what to do. She had only meant for the Ring of Friendship to touch Tasslehoff, make him want to be friends and give her the Device of Time Journeying. She had never imagined he might take the ring from her, and she had certainly never intended to become Mrs. Tasslehoff Mari Mariweather Burrfoot!

			The marriage was all nonsense, of course, and Destina could always extricate herself by simply waiting an hour for the friendship spell to wear off—and then using the brooch of shapeshifting to change back to her human form. But if she did that, Mari would disappear and she would lose any hope of acquiring the device. She needed to persuade him to give it to her now, before the spell ended.

			“Tas, could we go somewhere quiet where we could talk?” Destina said urgently, and then she was swallowed up by a sea of kender.

			They seemed to come from everywhere, jumping off the walkways and tumbling off tree branches, running down the road and dashing out of houses. They were shouting and singing and yelling and throwing things and then someone yelled, “The barrel roll!”

			Several kender shoved past Destina, ran into the inn, and came out carrying two large, empty barrels that smelled strongly of ale. Before Destina could speak or move or escape, the kender had picked her up bodily and, ignoring her protests, hoisted her up on top of the barrel.

			She tried to slide off, but before she could, the kender hoisted the barrel into the air and began jouncing her up and down and singing.

			
				Just another kender wedding,

				Drink and song, and then forgetting

				Everything that went before.

				The ushers show you to the door

				And wine and food and song and wine

				And wine and dancing intertwine.

			

			Destina had to straddle the barrel with her legs. She gripped the rim in terror as it pitched and rolled and threatened to dump her onto the ground. They lifted Tasslehoff onto his barrel and he immediately rolled off, to hoots and jeers and laughter. They picked him up and flung him back onto the barrel.

			He grinned at Destina and shouted, “Isn’t this wonderful?” and almost lost his grip on his barrel.

			The kender placed the barrels on their shoulders and carried Tas and Destina through the streets of Solace, singing the next verse of the song.

			
				All the promises forgotten

				The vows perpetual that are not an

				Option when you can’t recall

				The patterns blurred by alcohol

				And wine and food and song and wine

				And wine and dancing intertwine.

			

			Tasslehoff shouted, “To Caramon’s house!”

			People yelled, “To Caramon’s house!” and the crowd surged that direction. Children ran alongside. Dogs barked and jumped about. People on the walkways leaned over the bridges to see what was happening or dashed down the stairs to join the celebration.

			
				The honored vow of him to her

				Of her to him, of then to there

				Well-chosen words (and well rehearsed)

				By liquored memories are dispersed

				Out windows and through broken doors

				Through fallen ceilings, burning floors.

				And wine and food and song and wine

				And wine and dancing intertwine.

			

			Destina tried pleading with the kender precariously balancing the barrel on their shoulders to set her down, but she was being jounced and flung about so much that she couldn’t talk and ended up biting her tongue. The throng carried her and Tas to the bottom of a massive vallenwood tree. There they lowered the barrels to the ground, and Destina slid off of hers and started to run. But before she could escape, Tasslehoff seized hold of her and hauled her up the stairs.

			“Tika, Caramon!” Tas shouted. “I’m married!”

			Caramon and Tika were standing outside their house. Caramon was holding their firstborn son and Tika was showing off the new baby, swaddled in a blanket, to a group of admiring neighbors.

			Destina couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe. Tasslehoff dragged her through the crowd and shoved her in front of Tika.

			“I’m married!” Tasslehoff cried again. “This is my wife, Mari!”

			Tika looked exasperated. “Tasslehoff, this is no time for your nonsense.”

			“It’s not nonsense,” said Tas. “It’s my wedding!”

			He gestured to the sea of kender who were now dancing hand in hand around the base of the vallenwood and singing.

			Tika and Caramon exchanged glances.

			“I’ll find out what’s going on,” said Tika. “You go open the inn and invite people to drink to our new son. Take young Tanin with you. Dezra will watch him.”

			“But I want to hear how Tas got married!” Caramon protested.

			Tika fixed her green eyes on him. “What did I say, Caramon Majere?”

			Caramon leaned down to kiss her cheek. “Yes, dear. I’ll go open the inn.”

			He left, promising the crowd free ale to wet the baby’s head. They gleefully trooped off after him.

			Tika led Tas and Destina into the house and closed the door behind them. Tas asked to see the baby and forgot about his new bride. Destina was glad for a moment’s respite, for she had been pushed and pulled, jostled and jounced in the joyous, raucous celebration. Her hair hung around her face, and her clothes were disheveled and askew.

			“What’s his name?” Tas asked.

			“We’re calling him Sturm,” said Tika. She laid the baby in a cradle and sat down in a chair. The baby fussed a little, and Tika rocked him until he went to sleep.

			“Now, Tas, introduce me to your wife,” said Tika.

			“This is Mari,” said Tas proudly.

			“When did you and Mari decide to get married?”

			“A few minutes ago,” said Tas.

			“When did you meet Mari?” Tika asked.

			“A few minutes ago,” Tas replied.

			Tika frowned. “Isn’t that…rather sudden?”

			“I guess it was,” said Tas. “I didn’t plan on getting married today, but Mari gave me this pretty ring and now I can’t take it off. See?”

			He tugged on the ring, and it was stuck fast.

			“Try butter,” said Tika.

			“Didn’t work,” said Tas. “This means we’re married under kender law, and I have to be honorable, just like Sturm, only not going so far as to die at the High Clerist’s Tower.”

			“Kender law!” Tika snorted. “As if there was such a thing!”

			“There isn’t?” Destina gasped.

			Tika looked at her strangely, and Destina remembered she was supposed to be a kender. She started to reach for the Graygem and then stopped herself.

			“We have laws,” Tas was saying, offended. “Like the knights. They have the Oath and the Tape Measure and we have kender law. It all started back in the time of one of the Dragon Wars—I forget which—when Uncle Trapspringer—”

			“Tas, be quiet,” said Tika. “I want to get to know your…uh…wife.” She smiled at Destina and patted a chair beside her.

			“Tell me something about yourself, Mari…” Tika began, then stopped to stare. “That’s a strange necklace you’re wearing.”

			Destina saw in dismay that her shirt collar had come unbuttoned during the tumult. The Graygem pulsed with a faint gray light.

			“It is very strange,” Tas said. “I touched the gem, and it made me feel all squirmy inside. Not a good kind of squirmy, but the bad kind, like when I met the death knight, Lord Soth.”

			The baby started to fuss again, and as Tika shifted her attention to him, Destina swiftly tucked the chain with the Graygem on it beneath her shirt collar and buttoned it up.

			She was acutely aware of the time. The sun was starting to set. She had been in the kender body since this morning. The spell cast by the brooch lasted only twelve hours, and then she would shift back into her own body. She had perhaps an hour left.

			“Tas, Tika is busy. We should leave,” Destina said.

			“No need to run off, Mari,” said Tika. She picked up the baby and rocked him. “I’d like to hear about that gem.”

			Tas settled down to talk. “I started to touch it just to make it stop changing shape like it does and—”

			“Tas, it’s our wedding night,” said Destina desperately.

			Tas immediately jumped to his feet. “I’d love to stay and talk, Tika, but it’s our wedding night.”

			He took hold of Destina’s hand and hurried her toward the front door. Destina could feel Tika’s frowning gaze on her as long as they were in sight.

			She accompanied Tas down the stairs from the walkways to the ground. Lights shone in the stained-glass windows of the houses above them and gleamed from the tree branches.

			“I will take you to my house, Mari, which is now your house, too, since you’re my wife,” Tas was saying.

			“Is your house far?” Destina asked, mindful of the sun that was sinking lower and lower. “Is that where you keep the device?”

			“No, not far at all,” said Tas. “It’s a very wonderful house, although it is on the ground, not in a tree like Caramon’s. The house used to belong to my friend Flint. He was a dwarf, and he said only birds lived in trees, and so he built his house on the ground. He’s waiting for me underneath a tree, and so he didn’t need his house anymore and Tanis said I could have it, so long as I didn’t misplace it. I pointed out that misplacing a house would be hard for even me to do, since it’s very large. Tanis said he had no doubt I could lose it if I tried, which was awfully nice of him to say—”

			“Tas, we need to talk,” Destina said, finally managing to break in on his rambling. “Let’s sit down here in the grass.”

			Tas was dubious. “I think we would be more comfortable someplace more private, but if this is what you want—”

			“It’s what I want,” said Destina firmly.

			She sat down on the ground, and Tasslehoff obligingly sat down cross-legged beside her. She was thinking the ring’s spell must have worn off by now. She felt the Graygem grow warm against her skin and wondered uneasily if it had affected Tas or the ring or both. The sooner she had the device and was on her way, the better.

			“Tas, you promised you’d give me the Device of Time Journeying. Please keep your promise and bring it to me.”

			“Is that truly what you want, Mari?” Tas asked.

			“More than anything in the world,” said Destina.

			Tas scrambled to his feet. “All right. If that’s what you want. You’re my wife, after all. Wait here for me. I’ll be back in a month or so.”

			“A month?” Destina gasped. “Where is the device?”

			“Palanthas,” said Tas. “I’ll hurry.”

			Destina grabbed hold of him. “What do you mean the device is in Palanthas?”

			Tas was puzzled. “I think I mean the device is in Palanthas. I’m sorry, Mari. If I had known we were going to get married and you wanted the device, I would have kept it for you. But since I didn’t know you wanted it—in fact, I didn’t know you at all—I gave the device to Astinus. He’s the head librarian of the Great Library, and he and I are great friends.”

			“Did he take the device away from you?”

			“No one can take it away from the person who has it because it always comes back to the person who has it. So when Caramon and I came back from our adventures, Caramon said he was going to give the device back to the great wizard Par-Salian, who was the one who gave it to us. But I found it in my pouch. Imagine that! So I had it and I used the device to travel all through the time, and I saw lots of wonderful things. One day, when I happened to be in Solace between travels, Astinus came to speak to me.

			“He records time, you know. Some people say he’s the god Gilean, and that he sees time future and time past and time in the middle all at once. And he said that I was giving him a lot of trouble, because I would pop up in this century and turn up in that century and while I hadn’t caused any…What’s that word that has cats in it and means you’ve done something awful?”

			“Catastrophe,” said Destina, fidgeting and glancing at the sun.

			“That’s it, though I never knew what cats had to with it. Anyhow I hadn’t caused any catastrophes yet, but he knew it was only a matter of time. I thought he was making a joke saying ‘matter of time’ like that and I laughed, but I guess Astinus wasn’t joking, because he looked very stern and told me to give him the device.”

			“What happened then?” Destina asked.

			“Tanis says it’s not conducive to a long life to say to ‘no’ to a god, so I gave Astinus the device. I had to admit I was growing bored with traveling around time anyway. I mean, once you’ve been to the Abyss a couple of times, why go again? Even if you do get chased by demons. Would you like to hear that story?”

			“But how could Astinus keep the device? You said the device always returned to the person who had it.”

			“I told Astinus the very same thing! I said that I could give him the device, but it would just keep coming back to me. He said that if I gave the device to him, he would make certain it stayed away from me. And he was right, for I haven’t seen it since.”

			Destina sighed and sank back against the tree.

			“I’m sorry I don’t have the device, Mari,” said Tas. “But I know the poem by heart and I can tell you how it works.”

			“I don’t see how knowing the poem helps if I don’t have the device,” she said.

			“Maybe you could ask Astinus if he would lend you the device,” Tas suggested. “I can teach you the poem. It’s magical, and anyone who knows the poem can use the device.”

			“You mean, if I learned the poem, I’d know how to use the device?”

			“Oh, yes,” said Tas. “The poem goes like this—”

			Destina felt the brooch she had pinned to the inside of her shirt start to tingle. The twelve hours was nearly up. She had only ever used the brooch once before, to shift out of her human body and into the kender. The device had tingled then, and the tingling had increased with painful intensity until she nearly passed out. Then the pain had abruptly stopped and she was a kender.

			The tingling was growing stronger. Destina jumped to her feet. “I have to go.”

			“Wait! I’m coming, too,” Tas cried.

			Hardly knowing what she was doing, unable to see for the pain, Destina knocked Tas out of her way and broke into a run. She ran as far away from Tas as she could manage and then the pain became so intense she could no longer move.

			She doubled over, clutching at a tree branch for support, and prayed the magic didn’t kill her.
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			Tasslehoff picked himself up off the ground, wiped the muck out of his eyes, and spat a few dead leaves out of his mouth. When he could finally see, he looked around for his wife, being naturally curious to know why she had shoved him face-first into the mud.

			Mari was nowhere in sight, but he could hear what sounded like someone running, crashing through the undergrowth.

			Tas figured it was probably Mari—though it could be a rampaging ogre. Either way, he set off in pursuit.

			He could see his way through the forest by the lambent light of the stars and the mingled red and silver light of two of Krynn’s three moons, Solinari and Lunitari. He’d traveled only a short distance when the crashing sounds stopped. Tas stopped as well and listened.

			The forest was silent, but he thought he heard what sounded like a moan. He hurried toward the sound and came upon Mari crouched on the ground, rocking back and forth and moaning in pain.

			“Mari! Are you hurt? I’m coming!” Tas cried.

			Mari raised her head and looked at him with mingled fear and pleading.

			“Go away!” she gasped.

			Tas couldn’t go away even if he had wanted to because at that moment he was surrounded by a dizzying, dazzling cloud of swirling light. Sparkling stardust whirled about him in a brilliant, radiant shower, and he stood transfixed, watching in rapt amazement.

			And then the starry shower ended as abruptly as it had begun. Tas blinked his eyes and waited for the shining afterimage to fade.

			“Did you see that, Mari?” he asked while he waited for the sparkles to fade.

			Mari didn’t answer, and when he could see, he saw the reason why. Mari wasn’t there. All that was left of her was her pouch, and it was empty.

			“Mari?” Tas called.

			He heard someone walking through the leaves and caught a glimpse of a woman gliding from shadow to shadow as though hiding from the moonlight.

			Tas could see immediately that the person wasn’t Mari. She was a human, and something about her seemed familiar. Tas peered at her intently, and then he caught a glimpse of her face in the silver moonlight and recognized her as the woman who had been asking him questions about the device in the inn. Tas wondered what she was doing wandering around the woods at this time of night, but he was more concerned with finding Mari than wanting to know the answer.

			“Hey, lady!” Tas called. “Have you seen a girl kender? I’m looking for my wife.”

			The woman didn’t answer, and before Tas could ask again, she had disappeared, merging with the deeper shadows. Tas shrugged and continued to search for Mari, calling her name as he roamed the woods. He searched for as long as he had light. First one moon abandoned him and then the other, ducking behind some clouds, and he was left standing in pitch darkness. He listened, but he couldn’t hear anything at all.

			Tas decided he needed help.

			He made his way through the forest with help from Lunitari, who had apparently taken pity on him and emerged from hiding, and made his way back to the Inn of the Last Home. Unfortunately the inn was dark. Caramon must have either run out of ale or closed up and gone home.

			Tas climbed the stairs that wound around the vallenwood tree trunk, taking them two at a time, and ran along the boardwalk until he reached Caramon’s house. He peered through the window. The lamps were lighted, and he could see Caramon and Tika inside the kitchen, cleaning up after dinner.

			Tas was about to open the door and burst in with his plea for help, when he heard the voice of his friend, Tanis Half-Elven, in his head.

			“You are supposed to knock first and then enter,” Tanis was always reminding him. “Not the other way around.”

			Tas beat on the door and then, having fulfilled Tanis’s conditions, he flung it open and bounded inside.

			“Mari’s missing!” he cried. “Call out the hellhounds!”

			He must have given them both quite a start, because Tika gasped and reached for her skillet while Caramon picked up the poker.

			Tika saw him, sighed in relief, and lowered the skillet. “Relax. It’s only Tas.”

			Caramon glared at him. “Stop shouting! You’ll wake the baby. What’s the matter now?”

			Tas drew in a deep breath in order to get through the explanation, which was a long one. “Mari knocked me into the mud and ran off, and I followed and heard her moaning and I was going to help her only the magical stardust got in my eyes and I couldn’t see anything and when I could, Mari was gone. All that was left was her pouch.”

			Tas exhibited the pouch and sucked in another breath. “So we need to send out the hellhounds.”

			“Bloodhounds,” said Caramon.

			“Them, too,” said Tas.

			Caramon eyed him, frowning.

			Tas glanced down. His clothes were covered in muck and a few stray leaves. His boots were muddy. He plucked a few leaves out of his hair.

			“You better come inside,” said Caramon.

			“What about the search party?” Tas asked.

			“We’d only be blundering about in the dark. We’ll have to wait until morning.”

			Tika walked over, wiping her hands on her apron.

			“What’s going on?” she asked. “What’s this about hellhounds?”

			“Mari ran out on him,” said Caramon, jerking his thumb at Tas.

			“She didn’t run out on me,” Tas protested indignantly. “She got sucked up in a magical cyclone of stardust.” He sniffed the air. “Do I smell venison stew?”

			“None of your kender tales, Tasslehoff Burrfoot,” Tika said severely. “Did you and Mari have a fight? Tell me the truth.”

			“I am telling the truth,” said Tas. “That stew smells awfully good. Does it have those little onions in it? I think I could tell the truth better if I wasn’t weak from hunger.”

			He followed Tika into the kitchen and sat down at the table. She ladled some stew into a bowl and handed it to him.

			“Now tell us what happened,” said Tika, sitting down with him. “Start from the beginning. Where did you meet Mari?”

			“I didn’t meet her,” Tas said in between bites of stew. “She met me. She came up behind me and asked if I was the famous Tasslehoff Burrfoot who traveled back in time, and I said I was.”

			Tika and Caramon exchanged frowning glances.

			“Go on, Tas,” said Tika.

			“This stew is awfully good,” said Tas. “Anyway, Mari wanted to go inside the inn, so we did. She sat down in a booth in the back, and I sat down until I began to get bored. I was going to leave, but she wanted to hear all about my adventures traveling through time, and we shook hands on it, and she was so very friendly that I decided to tell her, and the next thing I knew, she had given me this pretty ring and that meant we were married.”

			Tas indicated the ring on his thumb.

			“Stop. She gave you the ring?” said Tika, eyeing him sternly.

			“I forget exactly how I got it,” said Tas, eating the stew very fast. “It’s been an exciting day. She may have dropped it. But anyway, now it won’t come off and it smells like butter.”

			“How did you feel when you put on the ring?” Tika asked. “How did you feel about Mari?”

			“I went warm all over and felt friendly,” said Tas. “As though she was my best friend after you and Caramon and Tanis and Dezra and Astinus—”

			“Do you feel friendly toward her now?” Tika interrupted.

			“I guess so,” said Tas, thinking this over. “She’s my wife, after all. Do you feel friendly toward Caramon?”

			“Most of the time,” said Tika.

			She and Caramon again exchanged looks.

			“You tell him,” Tika said.

			“The ring is magical, Tas,” Caramon explained. “You were under some sort of charm spell, like when Raist tried to charm that gully dwarf, Bupu, and she fell in love with him.”

			Tas stopped eating stew. “Do you really think so?”

			“I’m sorry, Tas,” said Tika gently.

			Tas gave a blissful sigh. “Imagine it! Mari liked me enough to magic me! She really is the very best wife a fellow could have. I just hope I can find her again.”

			He felt joyful tears well up, and he took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his eyes. He was going to put the handkerchief away, only Caramon said it was his and took it back.

			“Tas, listen to me,” Tika said. “This Mari doesn’t like you. She magicked you into thinking she was your friend and then marrying you because she wanted something from you.”

			“She couldn’t have,” Tas pointed out, “because I didn’t have what she wanted.”

			“And what was that?” Caramon asked.

			“The Device of Time Journeying,” said Tas.

			“You told her about the device?” Tika gasped. “You know you’re not supposed to be talking about it!”

			Tas finished the stew and was absentmindedly slipping the bowl into his pouch, when Tika took that away from him.

			He gave her a reproachful glance. “It’s very hard for me not to talk about it. I lock up these thoughts in the back of my head, but sometimes one breaks loose and runs to the front of my head and bursts out of my mouth before I can stop it. Besides, I don’t see why I shouldn’t talk about the device, since I don’t have it anymore.”

			“Did you tell her where it was?” Tika demanded.

			“I think so,” said Tas. “Yes, I’m sure I did, because I offered to go to Palanthas to ask Astinus if he’d let her borrow it. Then I was going to tell her how the device worked and teach her the poem.”

			“Tas, you shouldn’t have done that,” Tika said, sighing.

			“Well, as a matter of fact, I didn’t,” said Tas. “Because before I could teach Mari the poem, she got this frightened look on her face—the sort of look you get when a bugbear is rushing straight at you, only there wasn’t any bugbear. She jumped up and knocked me down and ran off. I ran after her and found her on the ground, moaning in pain. I was going to help her, but then she got sucked up in the magical stardust cyclone.”

			“We can’t help you if you don’t tell us the truth, Tas,” Caramon said sternly.

			“I am! I’ve probably got stardust in my hair,” said Tas, twitching his topknot in front of his nose so they could see.

			“I think he is telling the truth,” said Tika. “Well, mostly the truth. And I don’t like it. First that Solamnic lady comes here asking Tas about the device. I can’t recall her name…”

			“Destina Rosethorn,” said Caramon promptly. “What?” he demanded, seeing Tika glare at him. “I have a gift for remembering names!”

			“Of beautiful women,” said Tika with a sniff. “And then this kender female turns up asking about the device and she magicks Tas in hopes he will give it to her. When she finds out he doesn’t have it, she runs off.”

			“That Solamnic lady was in the forest tonight, too,” said Tas. “Only she didn’t get sucked up in the cyclone.”

			“That confirms it,” said Tika. “The two are in cahoots. I’m sorry, Tas, but you have to face facts. Mari only wanted the device.”

			“I didn’t see any cahoots,” Tas said. “Maybe they took Mari?”

			“I wonder why she wanted it,” said Caramon.

			“Who? The cahoots?” Tas asked.

			“Maybe it has something to do with the necklace that Mari was wearing,” said Tika. “The moment I mentioned it, she looked guilty and stuffed it in her shirt and ran away.”

			“This is all very strange,” said Caramon, his expression dark. “I remember when Par-Salian gave me that device. And Raist—”

			He swallowed and fell silent. Tika reached over and squeezed his hand. “Those sad times are gone,” she said softly.

			Caramon took her hand and kissed it.

			The baby woke and started to cry. Tika stood up to go tend to him. “You need to go home, Tas. It’s late and I have to give this little one his dinner.”

			“Speaking of dinner, is there any more stew?” Tas asked.

			“No,” said Tika.

			Tas sighed. “Then I guess I’ll go home.”

			“And don’t talk about the device with anyone ever again! Wife or no wife,” Tika said. “I mean it, Tas. Do you promise me?”

			“I do,” said Tas.

			“Swear on your topknot,” said Tika.

			Tas put his hand to his topknot and swore the most awful oath a kender can swear. “May my topknot fall off if I break my promise.”

			Tika nodded, satisfied. Caramon escorted Tas to the door and took away any other household objects that had happened to fall into his pouch.

			“I still think we should call out the hellhounds,” Tas said.

			Caramon gave him an awkward pat on the shoulder. “I know you don’t want to believe this, Tas, but Mari’s gone. She was only using you.”

			“You’re wrong about her, Caramon,” said Tas. “She liked me enough to give me this ring and magic me. I’ll bet not even Uncle Trapspringer could say that! And she’d still be with me if it wasn’t for the magical stardust cyclone.”

			“Go home, Tas,” said Caramon. “I’m really sorry this happened.”

			Tas went home, keeping a lookout for cahoots along the way.

			He didn’t see any, which was probably good, since he was worn out from all the excitement of finding a wife and then losing a wife all in the same day.

			He climbed into bed and fell asleep and spent the night being chased by the death knight, Lord Soth, and his howling banshees. The dream was quite exciting, and Tas was extremely disappointed to wake up to discover he was lying in his bed, and there was not a banshee in sight.

			“It’s just not fair that the very best adventures happen to me when I’m asleep and can’t properly enjoy them,” Tas grumbled.

			He climbed out of bed, combed his hair, and wound up his topknot, then got dressed, putting on a festive purple top with orange dots and green stockings. He was settling down to breakfast when he heard a knock on the door.

			Tas thought that was odd, for none of his kender friends ever bothered to knock. He walked over to the door and opened it.

			Mari smiled at him. “Good morning.”

			Tas grabbed hold of her hand so she wouldn’t get sucked up in a magical cyclone again.

			“Where did you go last night?” he asked.

			“I didn’t go anywhere,” Mari replied. “You were the one who ran away.”

			“I ran away because I was going to get the hellhounds to find you,” Tas explained.

			“But I wasn’t lost,” said Mari. “You were.”

			Tas was starting to feel a little dizzy.

			“Well, at least you’re here now. I’m glad to see you. Come inside. Since we’re married, I want to show you our house.”

			Mari looked around and gave a little gasp. Tas could see she was awestruck, and he couldn’t blame her. His house was the most wonderful house in Solace, for it was filled floor to ceiling with every conceivable object ever devised by man—and that also included dwarves and elves and anybody of any other race Tas had ever met.

			Pots and pans sat in the chairs or sometimes the chairs sat in the pots and pans. His most valued possessions covered the floor, which was no longer visible beneath the lamps, candles, and lanterns, hammers and nails, plates and spoons, birdcages, shoes, and hats, and at least one stuffed owl, among other things.

			“The people of Solace are very careless,” Tas said by way of explanation. “They are constantly losing their things and expecting me to find them. I’m so famous for finding things that people visit my house all the time to search for their belongings.”

			He moved the stuffed owl and offered Mari the chair.

			“I’m so glad you came back,” Tas continued. “You’re the only wife I’ve ever had, and I felt badly about misplacing you.”

			“We’re not married, Tas,” said Mari. “I’m not your wife. But I’m not here to argue about it. I want you to tell me the poem and teach me how to work the device. I brought some paper and pen and ink to write it down.”

			“I was really worried when I thought you’d been sucked up by a magical stardust cyclone. I told Tika and Caramon—”

			Mari frowned at him. “You did what? What did you tell them?”

			“That you’d been sucked up by a magical cyclone. They didn’t believe me because there was this human lady who came around the inn asking about the thing I’m not supposed to talk about. They said you magicked me to make me tell you about it. I told them they were wrong, that you magicked me because you are my best friend.”

			Tas paused. “Are you all right, Mari? You look kind of sick. Are you having a squirmy feeling inside? I got those once when I ate eels. Or maybe it’s your necklace. It gave me a squirmy feeling, only not the eel kind.”

			“I’m fine,” said Mari in a tight voice. “We’re wasting time. Tell me the poem.”

			She reached into a pouch and brought out a bottle of ink, a pen, and a leather-bound book, such as wizards use to write down their spells. She opened the book, dipped her pen in the ink, and held it poised over a page.

			“I’ll fix us some tarbean tea,” said Tas.

			He hoped to escape to the kitchen, because he knew he had to tell her that he couldn’t tell her, and he thought it would be better if he wasn’t there when he told her.

			“I don’t want any tea,” Mari said. “Sit down and tell me the poem.”

			Tas sighed and sat down. “I can’t, Mari. I’m sorry. Tika made me promise. I swore an oath.”

			Mari was quiet. Tas watched a drop of ink fall from the pen and make a splotch in the book.

			“Please, Tas,” said Mari softly.

			Tas wanted to tell her more than anything, because she was his best friend, but he was quite fond of his topknot.

			“I swore I wouldn’t. I swore the most awful oath a kender can swear.”

			Mari sat in the chair, holding the pen that was still dripping ink, and her expression hardened. “You refuse to tell me.”

			“Have you ever seen a bald kender?” Tas asked. “It’s a pretty gruesome sight.”

			Mari gazed at him, but her gaze was not friendly. Tas had the feeling she was picturing him bald. She angrily wiped the pen on a damp dishrag, put a cork stopper in the jar of ink, picked up the pen and the book, and dumped them all in her pouch.

			“Then I guess I’m leaving,” she said and started toward the door.

			“Where are we going?” Tas asked excitedly.

			“We are not going anywhere,” Mari said.

			“How about Palanthas?” Tas said hurriedly. “We could visit the Great Library. Astinus is a friend of mine. I’ll tell him you’re my wife, and since he has that thing I’m not supposed to talk about, I’m sure he’ll let you borrow it.”

			Mari stopped walking and turned around. “Would you truly go with me to Palanthas?”

			“I’d go to the Abyss with you, Mari,” said Tas. “Only I have to warn you, it’s not what it’s cracked up to be. The Abyss, I mean. Not Palanthas. Palanthas is very nice. I can take you to the Tower of High Sorcery to meet another friend, Dalamar—”

			“No wizards,” said Mari firmly. She put her hand up to touch the necklace that she was keeping hidden beneath her shirt.

			“It’s going to be a long journey,” said Tas. “We have to sail across the sea and—”

			“No we don’t,” said Mari. “I know a dragon who can fly us there in only a few days.”

			“You know a dragon?” Tas cried. He flung his arms around her. “You are the very best wife in the world, Mari Mariweather Burrfoot!”

			“We’re not married. I’ll go on ahead. I have some arrangements to make,” Mari said, disentangling herself from the embrace. “You should get some food and anything else you think we might need for the journey. My dragon friend is resting in a meadow near Crystalmir Lake. He and I will wait for you.”

			“I will be there,” Tas promised. “Wait until I tell Tika and Caramon they were wrong about you!”

			Mari was alarmed. “Don’t tell anyone anything, Tas! This is our secret. Keep this between the two of us. Promise?”

			“I promise,” said Tas. “After all, we’re friends.”

			Mari tripped over a couple of things on her way to the door, but she finally reached it safely.

			“Our secret,” she said. “Remember!”

			“Our secret,” Tas repeated.

			At least she hadn’t made him swear on his topknot, so if it slipped out like secrets tended to do, he wouldn’t have to worry.

			After Mari left, Tas quickly gathered up as many of his pouches as he could find within gathering distance and draped them around his body. He then went through the house searching for his maps, which had wandered off into the most unlikely areas. He stuffed them into his pouches and thought about what else he would need.

			Most dragon riders wore helms to keep the wind from slamming them in the face. Tas went to an old wooden chest that stood in the corner of the room and opened it up. He looked fondly at the objects inside, for the chest had belonged to his dear friend Flint. Tas sorted through the pieces of armor and leather belts and gloves until he found an old, battered helm adorned with “the mane of a griffin,” though it was really horsehair.

			Flint had an aversion to horses, claiming they made him sneeze. He had adamantly refused to admit the tail was horsehair and the gods help anyone who had tried to point out that griffins did not have manes.

			Tas put the helm on his head. It was a little big and wobbled, but he was quite proud of it. He wore his knife, Rabbitslayer, on his belt.

			He had named it Rabbitslayer because Caramon had said the small knife was only good for killing rabbits. Tas firmly believed it was magical, mainly because he’d never managed to misplace it. Now armed, he went to grab his hoopak, only it was gone. It wasn’t by the door where he usually left it.

			He thought back, trying to remember where he’d seen it last and realized he had left it at the inn. He must have forgotten it in the excitement of being married. He picked up his bedroll that he always kept ready in case an adventure turned up and set off.

			The door to the inn was locked, but Tas didn’t have time to pick the lock today, so he beat on the door and yelled for Caramon.

			“Go away, Tas!” Caramon yelled back. “We’re not open.”

			“I’m not staying,” Tas called through the keyhole. “I’m just here to pick up my hoopak and some food. Mari and I are going to Palanthas.”

			Caramon was so surprised that he opened the door. “Mari came back?”

			“This morning!” Tas said triumphantly. “I told you that you were wrong about her! I told you she was my friend.”

			He slipped past Caramon and went to fetch his hoopak, which was leaning up against the wall near the booth where he and Mari had been sitting. He then ducked into the kitchen and snagged a couple of sausages that were hanging from the ceiling and stuffed them in a pouch and helped himself to a loaf of bread and some apples.

			He was all set to leave, only Caramon was blocking the door.

			“First you’re going to tell me what’s going on,” Caramon said. “Why are you wearing Flint’s old helm?”

			“Mari and I are flying to Palanthas,” Tas explained. “She has a friend who’s a dragon. He’s going to take us there. Imagine! I get to fly on a dragon! I haven’t done that since the war. Do you remember that time Flint and I—”

			Caramon rudely interrupted one of his best stories. “Are you going to Palanthas to get the device? You swore your most solemn oath you wouldn’t tell Mari!”

			“I didn’t tell her and I can prove it,” said Tas. “See? My topknot’s still on my head.”

			“Then why are you going to Palanthas?” Caramon demanded.

			Tas fixed him with a stern eye. “Because when I’m in Palanthas, people in Palanthas don’t ask me stupid questions about why I’m going to Palanthas!”

			He dodged around Caramon, who couldn’t move all that fast these days, and made a dash for the door.

			Tas strolled along the Haven Road, flourishing his hoopak, enjoying the day and reflecting that if he had known marriage would be this exciting, he would have done it a long time ago.
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			Destina walked rapidly along the Haven Road, eager to leave Solace. She avoided the Inn of the Last Home, afraid either Tika or Caramon would see her, and tried to slip out of town unnoticed. Several kender spotted her, however, and called out cheerful greetings. Destina ducked her head and ignored them.

			She breathed a sigh of relief when she reached the shores of Crystalmir Lake and slowed her pace. She wasn’t in a hurry to meet Saber, for she would have to explain to him what was going on, and she wasn’t certain she completely understood herself.

			The ring’s spell should have worn off by now. Tas should no longer feel friendly toward her. Then it occurred to her that perhaps the magic of the ring had nothing to do with it. Tas would have been her friend without it. She remembered Tika saying that Tas was a kender who had learned to care about people.

			“Even those who don’t deserve it,” Destina said, sighing.

			Her plans had been simple, and somehow they had all gone horribly wrong. She should have known better than to rely on magic, but she had been so frustrated with Tas that she had not had a choice. If only he had just told her what she needed to know! But now she had to keep masquerading as a kender and she had to convince Saber to fly her and Tas to Palanthas so she could take the device and the Graygem to Ungar and fulfill her quest. And while they were on the journey, she had to persuade Tas to teach her the poem. She doubted very much if Ungar knew it, given that he’d never seen the device.

			She had been dismayed at first to discover that the Device of Time Journeying was in the hands of Astinus, who might or might not be a god. She had almost given up hope of aquiring it at that point, but then she had remembered the young aesthetic, Kairn. He had been friendly to her. Perhaps she could persuade him to help her.

			Destina felt a twinge of conscience. She had made Tasslehoff believe he had married a kender who didn’t exist, and now she was planning to try to manipulate the unsuspecting Kairn…

			She shivered in the cool morning air and considered giving up, letting go of her dream of saving her father. The Graygem was warm against her skin, and Destina clasped it and remembered her cousin tearing down the Rose Tower, destroying her father’s legacy.

			“I am so close to my goal,” Destina said to herself. “I have come so far. I will not give up now.”

			She made her way to the meadow where she was supposed to meet the dragon at noon and paced about, trampling the brown grass. She decided her best option was to tell Saber the truth.

			The shadow of a dragon’s wings flowed over her. The time was midday. Saber settled himself comfortably in the field, perhaps intending to take a nap. Destina slowly walked in his direction.

			Seeing a kender approaching him, the dragon reared his head up in surprise, then he scowled. His scales wrinkled, and he lowered his head and glared at her.

			“Don’t think you can fool me, Destina Rosethorn! Why are you in that body?”

			Destina gasped. “How can you tell it’s me?”

			Saber was scornful. “I don’t know where you came up with that shoddy magic, but I can see your human form trotting after you like a mongrel dog. What’s going on? Why have you shapeshifted into a kender?”

			Destina drew in a deep breath and then proceeded to make her shamefaced confession. “First, I lied to you about my reasons for going to Thorbardin and coming here to Solace.”

			“I know,” said Saber.

			“You knew?” Destina gaped at him.

			“Humans lie all the time,” said Saber. “We dragons have come to expect it.”

			“But if you knew I lied, why did you travel with me?”

			“Because I was bored, and you were going to interesting places,” said Saber. “And, to be honest, you intrigued me. I wanted to see what happened next. Though I have to admit, I never thought you’d go so far as to turn yourself into a kender.”

			“You know my father died at the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower,” Destina answered. “I found out that there is a device that will let me travel back in time to save him.”

			“The Device of Time Journeying,” said Saber. “So that explains why you came to Solace. Tasslehoff Burrfoot and Caramon Majere used the device, and you came to find out about it. But that doesn’t explain the shapeshifting.”

			“I tried to talk to Tas about the device, but he was more interested in visiting with some kender friends of his. So I shapeshifted into a kender, thinking he’d be more likely to tell me,” Destina said, her flush deepening. “Just to make sure, I used a magical ring to make him feel friendly toward me. Unfortunately, he ended up with the ring and it won’t come off, and now he thinks we’re married.”

			“Blessed Lunitari!” Saber exclaimed, his eyes flaring wide open.

			“I know I was wrong to use magic on him,” said Destina unhappily, “but he didn’t seem to take anything I was saying seriously. I didn’t think he’d end up believing we were married!”

			“Did he give you the device?” Saber asked.

			“He doesn’t have it,” said Destina. “The device is in Palanthas. He was going to teach me how the device worked, which meant I could take it to this wizard who would send me back in time. But before he could, the effects of the shapeshifting magic wore off. I ran away, hoping he wouldn’t see me, but I think he saw me in my true form, and now he thinks I’ve done something with Mari. I never meant for things to get this complicated, and I truly didn’t want to hurt him, so I was going to leave. But then he offered to go with me to Palanthas and help me get the device. I told him I have a friend who is a dragon and that you would fly us there.”

			“You have to tell him the truth,” said Saber sternly.

			“If I do, I’m afraid he won’t help me get the device,” said Destina. “I have this all worked out, Saber. Once I have the device and travel back in time to save my father, none of this will have happened. I won’t need to change myself into a kender and Tas won’t ever meet Mari.”

			“But you can’t change time,” said Saber. “You’re human. Are you taking Tas with you? You realize that could be dangerous, taking him back in time.”

			Destina decided to let him think she was going to take Tas. She couldn’t tell him about the Graygem. She remembered Wolfstone’s warning about magic-users, and dragons were the most powerful magic-users of all.

			“You have to understand, Saber. Nothing in my life has gone as it should since my father died. I lost him. I have lost his legacy. He would be so disappointed in me! I have to change this any way I can! I have to save his life!”

			Destina didn’t mean to start crying. She was the Lady of Castle Rosethorn, and ladies did not cry openly. If they cried at all, they wept at night, alone in the dark. But regret and shame, guilt and frustration, welled up inside her and she couldn’t stop the tears.

			“Here comes your kender,” said Saber gruffly.

			Destina swallowed, blinked, and hurriedly wiped her eyes.

			“I’m sorry, Tas—” she began.

			“No, I’m the one who’s sorry, Mari,” said Tas remorsefully. “I didn’t mean to make you cry. I’ll tell you the poem. I’m sure my topknot will grow back. Is this your dragon friend?”

			“This is Saber,” said Destina faintly.

			“I’m Tasslehoff Burrfoot,” said Tas.

			Saber bowed his head. “It is an honor to meet one of the Heroes of the Lance.”

			“The heroes were Tanis and Sturm and Flint and the others. I just went along to keep them out of trouble,” said Tas modestly. “Mari tells me you’re going to fly us to Palanthas. I’m really excited! I haven’t flown on a dragon since the war. Do you like my helm? It used to belong to Flint, but he’s waiting for me under a tree and doesn’t need it. When do we leave?”

			Destina glanced uncertainly at Saber.

			The dragon obviously didn’t like being part of the lie, but he relented. “I will be honored to carry one of the Heroes of the Lance. But please give us a moment. I need to talk to…uh…Mari.”

			“Tas, why don’t you go pick some of those flowers,” said Destina, indicating a field of daisies some distance away.

			“I’ll make a daisy chain,” Tas offered, and he hurried off. “It will brighten up those ugly human clothes you’re wearing.” He turned to Saber. “The poor thing was raised by humans. Such a tragedy, but I’m doing my best to help her overcome it.”

			Tas ran off toward the daisy field and was soon happily picking flowers and twisting them into a chain.

			Destina gave Saber a weak smile.

			“Thank you for doing this for me,” she said, when she was certain Tas could not hear them.

			“I’m not doing this for you,” Saber growled. “I’m doing this for Tasslehoff Burrfoot. I’ll take you both to Palanthas on one condition: You tell Tas the truth.”

			“I will tonight,” Destina promised.

			“Why not now?”

			“Because we need to leave now,” said Destina. “The shapeshifting spell only lasts twelve hours, and then I change back into a human. Neither of us wants the transformation to happen while we’re in midair.”

			Saber rumbled in his throat and muttered something beneath his breath. He did not have a chance to say more, because Tas came running back with the daisy chain. Destina was not sorry to end her conversation with Saber, for she could feel him radiating disapproval. Tas flung the chain over her head.

			“That looks much better than the squirmy-feeling gem you wear,” he said.

			Destina glanced worriedly at Saber, afraid he had heard about the Graygem, but the dragon was flattening himself on the ground, preparing to allow them to climb onto his back.

			Tas handed his hoopak to Destina. “Here, hold this, and take a couple of these pouches, then I’ll help you up. I’m sure we can both fit in the saddle. Flint and I did. Do you have a helm?”

			Destina said she did. Tas clambered onto the dragon’s leg and from there hoisted himself—with the dragon’s assistance—into the saddle.

			“Mari! Are you coming?” Tas shouted, and reached down to help pull Destina up. She was going to be careful not to touch the ring when she saw he wasn’t wearing it.

			“Tas, where’s the ring?” she said with a little gasp.

			“What ring?” Tas asked promptly. “I didn’t take it. You must have dropped it.”

			“The silver ring I…I gave you,” Destina said. “The ring that was stuck and you couldn’t get it off and you said that meant we were married.”

			“Oh, that ring!” said Tas. He shrugged. “I guess I was the one who must have dropped it. But don’t worry. We’re still married.”

			“We’re not married. We never were,” said Destina desperately. “When did the ring come off?”

			Tas considered. “Awhile ago, I guess. I’m sorry, Mari. I was very fond of it because you gave it to me and especially because it was stuck to my thumb. I didn’t mean to lose it.”

			“And you still feel the same way about me?” Destina asked. “You feel…friendly? Even without the ring?”

			“Of course!” said Tas, shocked she could even ask. “You’re my wife.”

			“Even without the ring? You said kender law—”

			“Kender law takes into account the fact that some kender—not all, mind you, just some—have a tendency to misplace things. Or maybe it’s the things that have a tendency to misplace us. I never thought about that before.” Tas pondered.

			“Tas!” said Destina urgently. “The ring!”

			“Oh, yes, so even if a ring misplaces us, we’re still married. Besides, I like being married to you, Mari. I didn’t think I would, but I do. You’re a wonderful wife. Giving me magical rings and wearing squirmy necklaces. I might have another ring in my pouch. I could look—”

			Destina shook her head. She was aware of Saber observing them all this time. He fixed her with a stern eye, and she had an uneasy feeling he was looking at the Graygem.

			“We should leave,” said Destina hurriedly.

			“Put your arms around me, Mari,” said Tas. He called to the dragon. “You can fly now, Saber! Hold tight, Mari. Here we go!”

			Destina sighed and wrapped her arms around him.

			

			—

			Saber flew north across the Straits of Schallsea and into Solamnia. He skirted the Garnet Mountains to the east and stopped to make camp for the night near the road, not far from the town of Garnet.

			After he landed and saw them safely settled on the ground, Saber took off again, saying he was hungry and that he would be back in a little while. He looked pointedly at Destina before he left. “You promised.”

			Destina nodded. She glanced at the sun and saw she had at least a couple of hours until it set.

			Tas built a fire and cut up some of the sausage and shared it with Destina, along with the apples and bread.

			“I’ll tell you the poem now,” Tas said, after they’d eaten.

			Destina hesitated. She could tell him the truth now, or she could learn the poem first. Then she remembered that he was breaking a vow to tell her.

			“Tas, I have a confession to make,” said Destina. “I’m not a kender. I’m not Mari. And we’re not married.”

			Tas regarded her gravely. “That Destina lady made you say that. Did she threaten you, Mari? Is that why you were crying?”

			“No, she didn’t,” Destina said. “I am Destina, the lady you met at the inn. I shapeshifted—”

			“I did that once!” Tas interrupted excitedly. “I told you about a ring that changed me into a mouse. I’ll tell you the story—”

			“Tas, listen to me,” said Destina desperately. “I truly am Destina Rosethorn. I shapeshifted into a kender and told you my name was Mari. That ring is a Ring of Friendship that made you think we’re friends. I only used that because I wanted you to give me the Device of Time Journeying.”

			“I will help you get the device, Mari,” said Tas, reaching out to squeeze her hand. “You’re my wife and I promised you. And you don’t have to be afraid of Lady Destina. I won’t let her hurt you. I can be very fierce when I want to be.”

			“Tas, I’m serious! Please believe me…”

			Tas ignored her and jumped to his feet. “Now, I’ll tell you the poem. I have to stand up because I need to show you how it works. Be ready to write all this down. It’s pretty complicated.”

			Destina did not immediately open the book.

			“I really am Destina, and I can prove it,” she said. “I will cast the shapeshifting spell on myself now.”

			“You will?” Tas asked excitedly. “You’ll magic up a magical swirling cloud of stardust just for me? You’re the best wife ever, Mari!”

			Destina gave a sad smile. “I hope you won’t hate me, Tas. Because I really do consider you a friend.”

			She put her hand on the brooch and spoke the magic words and waited tensely for the pain.

			Tas watched her with eager anticipation that faded after a few moments.

			“Nothing’s happening,” he pointed out.

			“I might have mispronounced the words,” Destina said uneasily.

			She touched the brooch again and spoke the words again.

			“Your squirmy jewel winked at me,” said Tas.

			“Not now, Tas!” Destina was growing truly worried. She should have shifted back into her true form by now.

			“But it did,” Tas insisted. “It winked at me!”

			Destina felt the Graygem grow uncomfortably warm, almost burning her, and she wondered in dismay if it had disrupted the magic of the shapeshifting spell. She might be trapped in a kender’s body forever!

			I won’t panic yet, she told herself. I will wait to see what happens when the twelve hours are up and I’m supposed to change back. If I don’t, I’ll panic.

			Tas patted her hand. “You don’t have to lie to me, Mari. I’ll protect you from Lady Destina. And now, I’ll teach you the poem.”

			“I don’t feel like listening to a poem now, Tas,” Destina said dispiritedly.

			“But it’s very exciting and I want to tell you,” said Tas. “You’re my friend and you’re sad and I want to make you feel better.”

			Destina sighed. She could only hope the spell would eventually end after twelve hours as it had before. Meanwhile, she didn’t want to disappoint Tas. She opened the book, took out the pen and the inkwell, and prepared to write.

			“You have to imagine I’m holding an ordinary looking, jewel-encrusted pendant,” Tas told her. “Next you have to get a very clear picture in your mind of where you want to go in time. For example, the last time I used the device, I wanted to pay a friendly call on Takhisis, to ask her how she was doing after losing the war. I guess she wasn’t doing well since she wasn’t at all friendly.”

			“The poem?” Destina reminded him.

			“Right. So let’s pretend you want to see Takhisis. You would start by picturing the Abyss in your mind and look at the face of the pendant and you say, Thy time is thy own. Then you move the face plate from the right to the left—you can feel it jiggle—and say, Though across it you travel. After that you say, Its expanses you see, and the back of the pendant magically turns into a rod that holds two round spheres, one at each end. You next say, Whirling across forever, and you twist one sphere clockwise. A chain will drop down and you say, Obstruct not its flow. That sounds funny, but it’s a reminder to make sure that the chain is clear of the mechanism or it gets tangled up. Which would be very bad and not conducive to a long life, as Tanis would say.

			“The next words are, Grasp firmly the end and the beginning, and you do that and then say, Turn them upon themselves. You do that, too, and after that you say, All that is loose shall be secure. The chain winds up into the body and you’re almost finished. You hold the device over your head and say, Destiny be over your head. And poof, you’re there.”

			Tas smiled happily and sat back down. “You don’t have to say ‘poof.’ I just put that in. You have to say the exact words and do everything in the exact order, though, or you and the device get all tangled up. That is not something you want to happen when you’re being chased by angry demons.”

			Destina had been writing rapidly. She read over what she had written in some dismay. “It seems very complicated. How do you remember?”

			“The device helps you,” said Tas. “As long as you say the right words, the device knows what it’s supposed to do. You won’t have any trouble. After all, I made it work, and Flint used to call me a doorknob.”

			He took off his helm. “Now will you answer a question for me? Is my hair still on my head?”

			“Yes, it is,” said Destina.

			Tas reached up to gingerly feel his topknot. “That’s a relief!”

			The sun was hovering on the horizon. Tas had dumped out one of his pouches and was happily sorting through the contents. If the spell was going to work, Destina would start to feel the pain any moment. She sighed and rose to her feet.

			“This is the time the shapeshifting spell starts to work,” she told Tas. “You’ll see I’m telling the truth. I’ll change into a human.”

			“The question is—why would you want to?” Tas argued.

			“What?” Destina asked, startled.

			“I don’t understand why you keep trying so hard to change into a human,” said Tas. “Don’t get me wrong. I like humans, but they spend their lives worrying about things that are going to happen in the future instead of just letting the future happen on its own, which it’s going to anyway unless you wake up and you’re dead. And then you’ve wasted all that time worrying. It’s much more fun being a kender, because for us the future either is or it isn’t, and there’s no sense in worrying either way. But I guess those humans who raised you didn’t teach you properly.”

			“Tas, I am a human,” said Destina, desperately. “You will see. In a moment I’ll change…”

			Except she didn’t. The sun set and darkness fell, and she was still a kender.

			Tas fidgeted, and then he yawned. “Are you going to change into a human soon? Because I’m really tired.”

			Destina stood up. “I’m going to go for a walk.”

			“Watch out for bugbears,” said Tas, wrapping up in his blanket. “I’m going to go to sleep, but if you do see a bugbear, will you promise to wake me?”

			Destina promised she would and walked a short distance into the woods. She leaned her back against a tree and tried the shapeshifting spell again, and again nothing happened. She fell asleep a kender.
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			Tas woke in the morning, looked around for Mari, and found her sleeping beneath a tree. He didn’t want to wake her, so he covered her with a blanket and went back to eat some sausages.

			She still wasn’t awake when he finished his meal, so he spread out one of his maps of Solamnia and was studying it to see how far they were from Palanthas and wondering which route the dragon would take to get there when Saber returned. After landing, the dragon settled himself comfortably to digest his meal.

			“Hullo, Saber. Did you have a good rest?” Tas greeted him. “Mari’s still asleep. She went for a walk last night. She was going to wake me if she saw a bugbear, but I guess she fell asleep before she could. Either that or there aren’t any bugbears.”

			“Mari?” Saber frowned, his scales wrinkling. “Lady Destina was supposed to tell you the truth.”

			“The truth about what?” Tas asked. “Do you mean when she came to the inn and I asked her if her fur cloak was woolly mammoth fur? She told me it wasn’t, that the cloak was mink. I’m pretty sure she told me the truth then. I don’t know why she would lie about something like that.”

			Saber shifted his bulk and wrapped his tail around his claws. “I’m not talking about minks.”

			“I felt badly for them, being turned into a cloak,” said Tas. “But I would have felt worse for the woolly mammoth.”

			Saber glared at him. “I’m talking about Lady Destina and the shapeshifting!”

			“Oh, that!” Tas was relieved. “Mari told me about the shapeshifting. But what has Lady Destina got to do with it?”

			“Lady Destina is Mari,” said Saber. “Didn’t she tell you that?”

			Tas was getting confused. “Are we talking about Mari or Lady Destina? If you’re talking about Mari, she told me a wonderful story about how she has this brooch, and if she speaks magic words she summons a stardust whirlwind and turns into a human. I pretended to believe her, because she’s my wife and I wouldn’t want to hurt her feelings. She said she would show me, but, of course, nothing happened. Still, it was a really good story. Now, if you’re talking about Lady Destina—”

			“They are one and the same!” Saber roared.

			“Did Lady Destina threaten you, the same as she threatened Mari?” Tas asked, adding sternly, “I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, Saber, but I think you’re big enough to take care of yourself.”

			Saber shook his head in disgust and flew off. Mari came out of the woods, carrying his blanket. She was walking slowly and looked downcast.

			“Where’s Saber?” she asked. “Did he talk to you this morning?”

			“We had a nice talk about minks,” said Tas.

			“I don’t mean minks. I meant about me,” said Mari. “About shapeshifting.”

			“He said Lady Destina threatened him, too,” said Tas.

			“What?” Mari stared at him.

			“It’s hard to believe he’s scared of her, isn’t it?” Tas continued, shaking his head sadly. “I told him he was big enough to take care of himself.”

			He checked to make sure his topknot was still there, then went to wash up in a creek. He was returning to camp, wringing water from his topknot, when he saw that Saber had come back. Mari and the dragon were talking in low voices.

			“He wouldn’t believe me, either,” Saber was saying.

			Mari sighed. “I was going to prove it to him. I tried casting the shapeshift spell so that he would see for himself that I was Destina, only it didn’t work. Oh, Saber! What if the magic never works! What if I’m trapped in this body for the rest of my life?”

			Tas felt sorry for her. “Don’t worry, Mari,” he said, coming up behind them and startling both of them. “I’m trapped in my body, too. I’ve always thought it would be fun if people could switch bodies. I would really like to be a dragon. I could spend the day in Saber’s body and he could spend the day in mine. But the gods made me a kender, and we should never argue with the gods. Besides, I like you just the way you are.”

			Mari cast Saber a helpless glance.

			The dragon rubbed his nose with a foreclaw.

			“I don’t know what to tell you,” he said at last. “He’s not going to believe it unless he sees for himself, and I’m not sure he would even then. The problem is, he doesn’t want to believe it. Someone wiser than I am will have to convince him.”

			“Convince who?” Tas asked, looking around. He’d been thinking how wonderful it would be to be a dragon. “Have you ever wanted to be a kender, Saber?”

			“No,” said Saber.

			Tas picked up his helm and his hoopak. “Then I guess we’re ready to leave.”

			

			—

			They flew to the town of Lyte on the Vingaard River and then through the pass in the Vingaard Mountains that was guarded by the High Clerist’s Tower. Tas was going to show the tower to Mari, but she ordered him to stop trying to stand up in the saddle.

			The flight through the mountains took Saber longer than he had anticipated due to what he said were troublesome wind currents. He had hoped to arrive in Palanthas by late afternoon, but late afternoon came and went, and they were still flying. The sun started to go down behind the peaks, and Tas saw Mari become increasingly agitated.”You have to find a place to land!” she shouted at the dragon. “I think the spell is starting to work! What if that happens while we’re in the air?”

			Saber twisted his head around. “It can’t! You might fall off!”

			Tas looked down from the saddle to see nothing beneath them but rocky crags and ravines, steep cliffs and gorges. Even he could see that landing on a mountain peak would not be conducive to a long life.

			Mari gave a groan of pain. She bit her lip and sat hunched in the saddle.

			“I won’t let you fall, Mari,” said Tas. He started to take hold of her, but she pushed him away.

			“Don’t sit close to me!” she gasped. “It’s not safe! I can’t control this magic! I might take you down, too!”

			Saber started his descent at last, and soon the walls and towers of Palanthas came into view up ahead. The dragon found a clearing just as the sun disappeared behind the mountains. Shadows crept across the clearing, bringing night with them.

			The moment Saber had set a claw on the ground, Mari tore at the buckles on the straps that held them into the saddle and slid off the dragon’s back. She landed on her hands and knees on the ground, then jumped to her feet and ran into the forest as fast as she could run. She looked sick and extremely frightened, and Tas felt sorry for her.

			“I know how she feels,” Tas remarked to Saber. “The same thing happened to me once when I ate some bad eels.”

			He climbed down from the saddle, carrying his hoopak and his pouches and Mari’s pouches. She had run off in such a hurry she had left them behind. He dropped the pouches on ground, along with his hoopak.

			“Will you keep an eye on those, Saber?” Tas asked. “I’m going to search for Mari.”

			He set out toward the forest, calling her name. It was growing so dark, he was having trouble seeing, and then suddenly he had all the light he wanted. Bright, dazzling light burst right in front of his eyes.

			“The stardust cyclone!” Tas cried. “Mari! That’s the stardust cyclone I was telling you about! Did you see it?”

			He ran toward the shining light, shouting for Mari as he went. Before he could find her, however, the light vanished. Tas stood in the dark hoping to see some stray stardust floating in the air. He didn’t see any dust, but he did hear the same stealthy noise he’d heard the last time there was a stardust cyclone, of someone trying to move without making a sound and not doing a very good job of it.

			“Mari?” Tas called, and the noise stopped.

			He remembered the first time he’d seen the magical cyclone and how he had been certain it had sucked up Mari. She had claimed she hadn’t seen it, but now he wondered. He began to grow worried.

			He called Mari’s name several more times, but she didn’t answer. He didn’t hear any more sounds, and he didn’t see any more stardust. Tas ran back to camp.

			“Have you seen Mari?” he asked Saber.

			The dragon looked at him strangely.

			“Don’t worry, Tas,” he said in a gruff voice. “I’ll take you back to Solace.”

			“But I don’t want to go back to Solace,” said Tas. “I’m going to Palanthas with Mari.”

			The dragon gave a gusty sigh, growled that he was going hunting, and flew off.

			Tas built a fire and sat down to wait for Mari. He searched through her pouch, just to see if anything interesting had fallen into it, which happened to him quite a lot. All he found was her book, the pen, and the jar of ink with the cork stopper. Tas sighed and wondered if Mari would ever be a normal kender.

			He waited and waited, but Mari didn’t come. Tas ate some of the sausages and still no sign of Mari. He waited some more, but then his eyelids grew really heavy and kept closing, whether he wanted them to or not. He spread out his bedroll and lay down to wait, thinking that lying down might help his eyes stay open.

			It didn’t.

			Tas woke up when he heard voices. At first he thought Mari had returned and was talking to Saber, but then he realized the other voice was human. The person talking to Saber was Lady Destina, and she was holding something in her arms. Tas tried to see what she was holding, but she was in shadow, and he couldn’t. Then she turned a little, and Tas saw that she was holding Mari’s book.

			Mari had written his poem down in that book. It was her most prized possession, like his hoopak and his topknot. Tas lay still, pretending to be asleep, and watched Destina through half-closed eyes.

			The fire had died down, but the embers burned red, and he could see Destina standing near it.

			“This can’t go on,” she was saying. “I have to end it. I’m going to Palanthas tonight. I only came back to fetch the book and to make certain you would take care of Tas.”

			“You should have let him see the effects of the spell!” Saber said.

			“I still don’t think he would have believed me,” said Destina. “It will be best for him if I leave. He’ll soon forget.”

			Saber loomed over her. The glowing red light gleamed in Saber’s eyes and shone on the scales of his neck. The dragon didn’t look or sound happy. “And what do I tell him about Mari?” he demanded. He was very angry, his two horns flattened back on his head so that they almost disappeared.

			“Mari is gone. He will never see her again,” said Destina.

			Tas was chilled. He grew so cold that his heart seemed to stop beating. His first impulse was jump up and confront Lady Destina and demand to know what she had done with his wife. But Destina and Saber were still talking, and Tas realized he might learn more if he listened and kept quiet.

			“I want you to think about this quest of yours!” Saber snarled. “Look where it’s led you! Lying, deceiving. Wearing fey gems you have to keep hidden. You don’t care who you hurt!”

			Destina put her hand self-consciously to the strange necklace. “I will do what I must to save my father!”

			“And will you tell your father all that you did to save him?” Saber demanded. “Will he be proud to call you his daughter then?”

			Destina didn’t answer.

			Saber snorted. Droplets of acid flew from his nose and sizzled when they hit the ground. Lifting his wings, he leaped high into the air, stirring up a great cloud of dust and leaves.

			Destina coughed and raised her arm to cover her face. She watched the dragon fly off and gave a little sigh. She stood irresolute for a moment, as though making her up mind, then looked over at Tas. He quickly scrunched his eyes tightly shut and pretended to be asleep.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean for you to get hurt. But once I save my father, none of this will have happened to you. So at least there is that.”

			Destina clasped her arms around Mari’s book and left, walking into the forest. Her words were seared in Tas’s heart as though burned there by a dragon’s fiery breath. Not the words about none of this ever happening, because that made no sense. Her other words—the words about Mari—stirred up the fire in his soul.

			Mari is gone. I will never see her again.

			Tas gave Destina a good head start. Once he was sure she wouldn’t be able to hear him or see him, he packed up his bedroll, stuffed a few sausages in his pouch for later, picked up his hoopak, put on his helm, and followed her. She would lead him to Mari. He was certain of it.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE]

			

			Ungar had finally recovered from the effects of the torture the dwarves had inflicted on him, and he was well enough to open his mageware shop again. The days went by, and he waited expectantly for Destina to return, bearing the Graygem and the Device of Time Journeying. He was confident she would come back. She knew nothing about magic and would have to rely on him to send her back in time. He had no intention of doing so, of course; he was planning to keep the device and the Graygem for himself.

			By the laws of the Conclave, Ungar should have immediately taken both artifacts to Justarius and handed them over. Ungar wasn’t a member of the Conclave, however, though he dearly wanted to be for the prestige it would give. He could charge double for his spells than he was charging now. But since he wasn’t, he planned to keep them.

			The device alone would make him a wealthy man. He had briefly considered using it to jump ahead into the future to try to stop that blue-skinned creature from splitting the Graygem, but had hurriedly abandoned the plan. He had no idea if the device could carry a person into the future. He had never heard of it doing so, and he didn’t want to risk it. Nor had he recognized the blue-skinned creatures. They were not human and, for all all he knew, they could be savages who would split him open as easily as they had split the Graygem.

			Ungar had several clients who would be willing to pay a fortune to remedy mistakes they made in the past. As for the Graygem, he would lock it up safely in a magical vault in order to save the world from the destiny he had seen in Ranniker’s Clock.

			He had come to regret smashing the clock. He could have exhibited the appalling future to Justarius and then modestly announced that he had averted it. He still planned to tell Justarius, especially as Ungar had the sneaking suspicion that Dalamar the Dark had snooped about his laboratory, found the clock, and undoubtedly seen the future. Dalamar would be able to confirm Ungar’s story, and Justarius would have to reward him by inducting him into the Conclave. The old man could rig it so that Ungar didn’t have to take the dreaded Test. Ungar pictured himself hobnobbing with his fellow wizards in the tower on the Night of the Eye, sharing a glass of punch and swapping spells.

			If Destina objected and tried to take back the artifacts, he would threaten to reveal damning information about her or her noble family. He didn’t really know anything damning about her, but in his experience everyone had secrets they would be glad to pay to keep hidden.

			Meanwhile, the mageware business was good. Ungar always did well in the spring, when people’s blood ran hot. His sales of love potions tripled. He was, however, considerably surprised to see two black-robed wizards enter that morning. He could only suppose that even Black Robes knew what it was to yearn for companionship.

			“How can I serve you, gentlemen?” Ungar asked with a welcoming smile.

			The Black Robes did not speak. Instead, they began to search his shop, rifling through his spellbooks, opening jars and frowning at the contents, peering intently at the magical artifacts in their glass cases.

			“Ah, I see you know your wares,” said Ungar. “That artifact you see in the case is one I recently obtained—the Hand of Vecna, said to have once belonged to the infamous lich, Arkhan the Cruel. The hand possesses amazing powers. It must replace your own hand, which requires you to cut off a limb, but it is well worth it. The hand is so strong you can punch a hole in a stone wall with it, while its touch can kill, and you can cast a variety of spells with a wiggle of its fingers.”

			The Black Robes paid little heed to the mummified hand, which wasn’t, of course, the real Hand of Vecna—or at least he didn’t think it was. He wasn’t about to chop off his own hand to find out. The Black Robes continued to poke about, paying no attention to him.

			“The Hand does have some drawbacks, I admit,” Ungar said. “As you can see, it is as very unattractive, being withered, shriveled, and dried up. And there is the possibility—very slight, I assure you—that the lich, Vecna, will take over your soul and corrupt you. You two gentlemen are undoubtedly so strong-willed, however, that I have no doubt you would be able to resist him.”

			The Black Robes had apparently completed their search, for they turned to face him. Both kept their black hoods pulled low. He could not see their eyes.

			He began to feel uneasy and decided to retreat to the laboratory and remain there until these two had departed. “If you gentlemen will wait here, I keep my very best artifacts under lock and key in my laboratory. I won’t be but a moment—”

			As Ungar took a step toward the door, one of the Black Robes made a gesture and spoke a word, and Ungar couldn’t move. He was paralyzed, frozen in place.

			“The master of the Tower, Dalamar the Dark, requests your presence,” said the Black Robe.

			Ungar felt his stomach heave. He tried to say something, but his jaw was locked in place. The Black Robe removed the spell, permitting Ungar to speak, and he put on a bold front.

			“I will be glad to drop by the tower,” he said. “What time is good for your master? Afternoons are better for me—”

			“Now,” said the Black Robe.

			“We hope you will come willingly,” said the other. “We do not mind using force, but you would find it most unpleasant.”

			“I…will come now,” said Ungar, swallowing. “It’s been far too long since my good friend Dalamar and I have had a cozy chin-wag. I’ll be with you in a moment. Just permit me to close my shop.”

			The Black Robes walked out into the street and stood waiting for Ungar. He made a production of closing the door and locking it, stalling for time. He toyed with the idea of trying to run for it, but these Black Robes could undoubtedly cast a spell faster than he could run and he reluctantly abandoned the notion.

			He couldn’t expect anyone to help him. People in the street took one look at the Black Robes and decided that they needed to be somewhere else.

			“I have to lock the back door,” said Ungar.

			One of the Black Robes flicked his finger. “It’s locked.”

			Ungar sighed deeply and fell into step alongside them.

			The Tower of High Sorcery in Palanthas soon came into view. Of the five towers built by wizards in ancient times, the Tower of Palanthas was reputed to have been the most powerful. The black marble tower with its blood-red marble spires stood out in sharp contrast to the beautiful white marble buildings in the rest of the city.

			The people of Palanthas—and particularly the Knights of Solamnia—had long considered the tower an eyesore and a stain upon their city. They distrusted magic and those who wielded it and longed to see the tower and its hideous grove razed to the ground. But no one had dared mention this when Raistlin Majere had been master of the Tower.

			Dalamar, being an elf, had seemed a more civilized sort, and the city fathers had invited him to a meeting, hoping to prevail upon him to relocate. He had disappointed them.

			“Look to your own darkness,” Dalamar had told them. “Not to mine.”

			They had not dared to approach him again.

			The tower was guarded by the infamous Shoikan Grove: a forest of giant oak trees inhabited by wights and specters that proved to be extremely effective at keeping out unwanted visitors. No one who had dared trespass in the dread Shoikan Grove had ever returned. The Black Robes would, of course, be able to come and go through the magical forest without suffering harm. And Ungar knew Dalamar provided other visitors with safe passage, for his students came and went unscathed.

			“Do you plan to give me a protection charm, such as the legendary Nightjewel?” Ungar asked his companions. “Or do you prefer to use the spell Kiss of Night’s Guardian?”

			The Black Robes were apparently not inclined for conversation, for they did not answer him.

			The oak trees of the Shoikan Grove came into view, and Ungar gulped. The trees had been green and leafy and lovely until the wizard, Rannoch, had cast himself from the top of the tower onto the spikes of the iron gates below, cursing them. The curse had altered the oak trees so that they became hideous to look upon.

			No one had dared enter the tower for years after that, until the wizard Raistlin Majere came to claim it for his own. Legend had it that the cursed oak trees had bowed before him, and the wights and specters had cowered in his presence.

			No one walked the streets near the tower. The buildings around it had long been abandoned, left to crumble to ruin. The three spires cast dark shadows over the surrounding area. Day was always night, and night was terrifying. Ungar himself had never had nerve enough to enter these streets, and this was his first glimpse of the huge, twisted, and misshapen trees whose limbs writhed and moaned in incessant agony.

			Cold, blood-congealing terror flowed from the grove in waves, lapping at the feet of those daring to approach the tower and then rising higher, flowing over the ankles and then to the chest and finally crashing down on hapless victims, stunning hearts and weakening resolve.

			Even kender were not immune to the fear. Only a person of strong character, immense fortitude, and indomitable courage could withstand it. Sadly, Ungar had none of these qualities. The moment the wave of terror touched his toes, his legs started to tremble, and his knees buckled.

			“I need that charm now!” he gasped.

			The Black Robes gripped his arms only harder and hurried him along. Ungar realized to his horror that they weren’t going to give him a charm. He pleaded with them to let him go, promising them all his wealth—or at least half of it—if they would only set him free. This failing, he struggled to break loose of their hold, but they were immensely strong and held on to him with bone-crushing force.

			He resorted at last to screaming for help, but there was no one to hear his cries. And no one would have interfered even if they had.

			The darkness and the fear swept over Ungar, and he stopped struggling. His legs gave way, and the Black Robes were forced to drag him down the street while he whimpered and blubbered and pleaded for his miserable life.

			The Black Robes stopped in front of the grove. They spoke a few words of magic and flung Ungar high into the air. He hung suspended over the grove for a heart-stopping moment, then the Black Robes released him, and he plummeted down into the very heart of the Shoikan Grove. Ungar screamed and flailed and clawed at the noxious air as he hurtled into the midst of the tortured trees. He landed heavily on his hands and knees on damp, oozing ground.

			The foul stench of death rose around him, seeping out of the muck. The grove was dark, but not as dark as Ungar would have liked. The oak trees moaned, and their limbs shook. Drops of blood fell on his hands, and he shuddered. He longed to jump to his feet and run, but he was too scared to move until the ground stirred below him, as though something was trying to crawl out.

			A fleshless, bony hand thrust up through the muck and the slime and reached for his throat. The long, sharp nails scraped his cheek and seared and burned his skin.

			He screamed and scrambled to his feet, trying to flee, but something seized hold of his foot. Looking down, he saw another hand had crawled out of the ground and was clutching his boot. Ungar frantically kicked at the hand and it let go, but more and more hands were now emerging from the ooze, reaching for him.

			He stomped on them and stumbled forward, but he did not go far. A wight wearing battered, bloody armor and carrying a bloodstained sword rose before him. The wight gnashed its teeth, as though thirsting for Ungar’s blood, and stalked toward him, swinging its axe.

			Ungar collapsed onto the ground and curled into a ball, putting his hands over his head and shrieking and wailing.

			“Stop blubbering,” said a living, breathing voice.

			Ungar raised his head and saw Dalamar the Dark, master of the Tower.

			Dalamar was wearing soft, black velvet robes, and his voice was velvet—soft, cold, and smooth. He stood gazing impassively down at Ungar. The wounded oak trees stopped writhing and raised their branches in homage. The wight slunk away. The bony hands dove back beneath the ground.

			“Stand up,” Dalamar ordered.

			Ungar rose, trembling, to his feet. He made an attempt to bow, and very nearly pitched over onto his face. His robes were filthy, covered in muck and blood, and they stank. The wounds on his face burned and stung.

			“You…sent for me, master?” Ungar quavered.

			“I did,” said Dalamar. “I seek information.”

			Ungar glanced around at the trees. He could feel the ground beneath him quake and heave, and he cringed. “Could we go somewhere more…uh…comfortable?”

			“I am quite comfortable myself,” said Dalamar. “As for you, I have very little faith in your ability to tell me the truth, Ungar. If you lie, I will walk off and leave you in the grove to find your own way out.”

			Ungar cowered. “Ask me anything, master! I am not a liar. I have no idea how you came by that impression—”

			“Shut up,” said Dalamar.

			“Yes, master.” Ungar bowed his head.

			“You were in possession of a magical artifact made by the famous inventor, Ranniker. A clock that foretold the future. I found it in your shop, and I conducted an experiment. The hands were set at the year 383, some twenty years into the future. I worked the clock’s magic.”

			Dalamar was momentarily quiet, gazing into the endless night that surrounded the tower. When he resumed, he spoke with awe. “What I saw was horrific. The three moons were gone. Magic was gone. The stars were in different places, the wrong places. I saw an alien dragon emerge from the mists to terrorize and enslave us. I saw a world without hope, spiraling into chaos.”

			Ungar stirred and seemed about to speak, but Dalamar silenced him with a gesture and continued talking.

			“I set the hands of the clock to 382, and I saw our world much as it is now, alive with hope and promise. What happened between 382 and 383 to cause such a catastrophic change, Ungar? If you recall, I tried to talk to you about this once before, but you refused to answer my questions.”

			“I was frightened by what I saw, master,” Ungar said, cringing. “I will tell you the truth now. I will tell you everything!”

			“I know you will,” said Dalamar dryly. “What did you see in the year 383?”

			“Much the same as you, master,” said Ungar. “I saw a world snatched from its place in the heavens. I saw a night sky with a single pale moon. I saw a monstrous dragon, far larger than any dragon ever born on Krynn, fly down from the strange stars.”

			“Did you see what happened to bring about this terrible change?” Dalamar asked coolly.

			Ungar was about to deny that he had seen anything. He still hoped to keep knowledge of the Graygem to himself. But then he recalled that Dalamar had said he, too, had seen the terrible future. He might well have seen the blue creatures and the splitting of the Graygem. He could be testing him to see if he would, indeed, tell the truth.

			Ungar felt bony fingers grasp his foot, and he shuddered. “I saw a beautiful creature with blue skin pick up a hammer and a spike and break open a gem. And then…the stars whirled and there was…”

			Ungar hesitated, licked dry lips.

			“Chaos unleashed upon the world?” Dalamar suggested. “Is that what you saw?”

			The elf’s voice was mild, soft—and reduced Ungar to a quivering blob. He had been desperately hoping to keep that bit of information to himself, but he realized now that Dalamar knew everything.

			“The gem you saw the creatures break open was the Graygem,” said Dalamar. “That is why you researched the Graygem in the Great Library. You found a book that indicated the Graygem was hiding with the Theiwar in Thorbardin, and you traveled to the dwarven kingdom to find it. Unfortunately, the Theiwar found you first. They beat you and tortured you and left your sorry carcass on my doorstep.”

			“I risked my life trying to save the world, master!” Ungar cried, sniveling. “You saw the future. You know what will happen if those creatures break open the Graygem!”

			“If you were so intent on saving the world, you miserable toad, why didn’t you come to the Conclave with this information?”

			“I was planning to, master, but I did not want to waste the Conclave’s valuable time,” Ungar faltered. “So I thought I would make certain that it was the Graygem I had seen in the vision. When I failed to find it, I saw no reason to mention it.”

			Dalamar smiled. A most unpleasant smile. “But you did find it, didn’t you? You found it in Thorbardin. Again, you should have come immediately to inform me.”

			Ungar cast a wild look around, frantically seeking help, and saw the wight leer at him from the darkness. He shuddered and fixed his gaze on the hem of Dalamar’s black robes.

			“Dwarves in general despise magic,” Dalamar continued. “Only the Theiwar practice it. They do not believe in the gods of magic, but Nuitari is fond of them and occasionally sends one to study with me. Thus I have informants among the Theiwar. When I started to have my suspicions about you, I contacted my informant, who told me that the Theiwar tortured you, and you led them to the Graygem. My informant was going to bring it to me, but before he could, a young Solamnic woman left with it in her possession.”

			Ungar lifted his head in astonishment.

			“You seem surprised at this news, Ungar,” said Dalamar. “Yet I understand from your neighbors that an extremely beautiful young Solamnic woman visited your mageware shop not long ago. I think you told her where to find the Graygem and sent her to recover it.”

			“I made a mistake, master,” said Ungar. “I see that now! But once I had the Graygem, I swear to you that I was planning to go to the Conclave. Destina is going to bring the Graygem to me, along with the—”

			Ungar stopped and cast a furtive glance at Dalamar.

			“Along with the…what?” Dalamar asked, his eyes narrowing.

			“A…um…dwarven artifact of no importance.”

			Dalamar gave him a look of disgust, then turned on his heel and started to walk away.

			“Master, don’t leave me!” Ungar cried. “She is going to bring the Graygem and the Device of Time Journeying to me so that I can cast the spell for her. She came to my shop seeking it.”

			Dalamar paused and looked back, puzzled. “Why did she want the device?”

			Ungar was drained and terrified, and so he blurted out everything. “She plans go back in time to the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower to save her father, a knight who died there. I told her she might find the device in Solace in the possession of a kender, Tasslehoff Burrfoot. I gave her a brooch of shapeshifting and a potion and a Ring of Friendship.”

			Dalamar eyed him. “So this woman obtains the device and the Graygem, and you told her you would send her back in time.” He paused, gazing down at Ungar. “But you didn’t intend to go through with the bargain, did you? What were you going to do to her? Slip a little nightshade into her wine and dump her body in the bay?”

			Ungar fell to his knees and raised his hands in supplication. “I was going to save the world, master! I was going to save the world!”

			Dalamar waved his hand as though brushing away an annoying insect, and the next moment Ungar found himself locked inside four stone walls babbling to nothing but a cot and a chamber pot. He let out a wail and flung himself at the iron door.

			“Fortunately for the world, Burrfoot did not have the device,” said Dalamar, speaking unseen from the darkness. “The Solamnic woman was not able to obtain it.”

			“But that is good news, master!” Ungar cried, clinging to the bars of the cell. “I trust it is somewhere safe…”

			The darkness was silent.

			“I found the Graygem!” Ungar wailed. “Without me, it would still be hidden!”

			No response.

			“I was going to save the world!” Ungar screamed.

			The darkness stirred, but said nothing.

			Ungar collapsed in a sodden heap on the floor.
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			Dalamar left the wretched Ungar languishing in the dungeon at the bottom of the tower and considered what to do. He should immediately report the information about the Graygem to Justarius, as head of the Conclave, but Dalamar was not inclined to do so. At least, not yet. He needed more information.

			Since Ungar was safely locked away, Dalamar sent one of his Black Robes to the mageware shop with orders to keep hold of Destina Rosethorn or anyone else who entered the shop asking about either the Device of Time Journeying or the Graygem. He then spoke a word and set out on the paths of magic, and within moments he was in Solace, standing before the Inn of the Last Home. He opened the door and entered. Several Qualinesti elves were seated at the tables. Seeing Dalamar in his black robes, the elves rose to their feet and stalked out, giving him baleful looks and muttering curses as they passed.

			Dalamar paid no more heed to them than he did to the sunlight shining through the stained-glass windows. Caramon had been drawing ale into a tankard. Hearing the swearing and the door slam, he turned around to see what was going on.

			“Hello, my friend,” said Dalamar.

			Caramon grinned. “How good to see you! To what do we owe the pleasure of this visit?”

			“I have come to speak to Tasslehoff,” said Dalamar.

			Caramon’s smile faded, and his jovial face grew grim.

			“You better talk to Tika.”

			Caramon took off his apron and shouted to Dezra in the back that he was leaving.

			“Where is Tika?” Dalamar asked.

			“She’s home with the baby,” said Caramon, flushing proudly. “A son. We have two boys now. We’ve named him Sturm.”

			“A good name,” said Dalamar. “And a fitting tribute. You have overcome many adversities and done well for yourself, my friend.”

			“I had help,” said Caramon. He led the way up the stairs to his house in the vallenwood. “And I know I probably shouldn’t admit this, but I still miss Raistlin.”

			“He was your twin brother,” said Dalamar. “And he was my Shalafi. I learned much from him.”

			Caramon nodded, and they said nothing more until they reached the house. He opened the door, shouting, “Tika! It’s me! I’ve brought a guest. You’ll never guess who!”

			“A guest! Are you mad?” Tika yelled from the kitchen. “What do you mean bringing a guest home and me with a new baby and the house all topsy-turvy?”

			She came storming out of the kitchen, her red curls in disarray and a smudge of flour on her face. Little Tanin was sitting on the floor, banging on an overturned kettle with a wooden spoon. Tika took away the spoon and then caught sight of Dalamar.

			“My dear friend!” Tika said, hurrying forward to clasp his hand. “I’m so glad to see you! Forgive the mess. Caramon, fetch some wine—”

			“Thank you, no, Tika,” said Dalamar. “I cannot stay. I am here on urgent business.”

			“He’s asking about Tasslehoff,” said Caramon.

			Tika’s lips tightened. “The baby’s asleep. I’ll put Tanin down for his nap and then we can talk.”

			Tika took Tanin to the nursery, listened to his protests that he wasn’t sleepy until he fell asleep, then washed the flour from her face and joined Caramon and Dalamar in the main room.

			“What do you want to know?” Tika asked.

			“I believe a young Solamnic woman named Destina Rosethorn may have come to Solace to ask Tas about the Device of Time Journeying,” said Dalamar.

			Tika sighed. “She did, and that’s when all the trouble started. I didn’t like the looks of that woman, though some did.” She cast a glance at Caramon. “The woman asked me about Tas, and I let her know he was our friend and nothing had better happen to him. She left, but then this Mari showed up—”

			“Who is Mari?” Dalamar asked, interrupting.

			“A kender; we think she was that woman’s accomplice. Mari gave Tas a magical ring and the next thing we know Tas has got himself married to her and promised her the Device of Time Journeying for a wedding present.”

			Dalamar was grave. “But Tas doesn’t have the device. Not anymore.”

			“That’s true,” said Tika. “Astinus came in search of it and Tas gave it to him, thanks be to the gods. But Tas told Mari he would get it back from Astinus, and now he’s gone—and so is Mari. We’re worried about him, Dalamar.”

			Caramon nodded his head in agreement.

			“Tas is always getting into scrapes,” Tika continued. “He’s a kender, after all. But I didn’t like that Solamnic woman, Destina Rosethorn, and I didn’t like the kender, Mari. She didn’t act like a kender. And there was that strange gem she was wearing—”

			“What strange gem?” Dalamar asked sharply.

			“It was like no jewel I’ve ever seen before, Dalamar,” said Tika in a low voice. “It shivered my skin, as Flint used to say. It was big and it was small. It was ugly and beautiful and round and square and shiny and dull. I know that’s not much of a description—”

			“As good as any,” said Dalamar grimly.

			“You recognize it, don’t you?” said Caramon. “What is it, Dalamar? What’s wrong with it?”

			“You said this Mari was wearing it in a necklace?” said Dalamar. “What did the necklace look like?”

			“A beautiful setting,” said Tika. “The chain was red gold, of dwarven make, and exquisite craftsmanship. Mari keeps the gem hidden. I wouldn’t have noticed it, but you know what kender weddings are like. They had jounced her about, and her clothes were all higgledy-piggledy. The moment I noticed the strange gem and said something about it, Mari turned red and buttoned her shirt up tight.”

			“What happened after that?” Dalamar asked.

			“When this Mari found out Tas didn’t have the device, she ran off and left him. We said good riddance and hoped we’d seen the last of her. But the next day, she was back with some wild tale about having a dragon friend who was going to take them to Palanthas. And that’s all we know.”

			“There was a dragon seen in the area,” Caramon added. “A young copper. It was hiding out near Crystalmir Lake.”

			“Has Destina Rosethorn been back?” Dalamar asked.

			“We haven’t seen hide nor hair of her since that first day when she came asking questions.” Tika looked worried. “You think something bad has happened to Tas, don’t you?”

			“I wouldn’t fret,” said Dalamar. “Even though he doesn’t act like it, Tas has a brain beneath that ridiculous topknot. I must be going now. Send word to me at the tower if you hear anything from Tas or if he returns.”

			“Astinus wouldn’t give Tas the device, would he?” Caramon asked as he and Tika walked their guest to the door.

			“Not under ordinary circumstances,” said Dalamar.

			Tika sighed, and Caramon shook his head. They bade Dalamar a safe journey, then closed the door.

			Dalamar cast a spell that made him invisible and lingered outside the window to listen to what his friends said in his absence.

			“Dalamar knows more than he’s telling,” stated Caramon.

			“He’s a wizard,” said Tika, as though that explained everything. She added with a sigh, “I think Tas has landed himself in serious trouble this time, Caramon. And I’m sorry to say this, because I know you like Dalamar, but he didn’t travel all this way because he is concerned about Tas.”

			“Dalamar doesn’t give a damn about Tas,” Caramon agreed. “His only concern is for that fey gem.”

			Tika shook her head. “The gods know Tasslehoff drives me to distraction sometimes, but he is our friend. We can’t abandon him.”

			“We won’t,” said Caramon. “I’ve been thinking. We should send for Tanis. He will know what to do.”

			“Caramon, that is a brilliant idea!” said Tika, regarding her husband with admiration. “I knew I married you for more than your good looks.”

			Caramon put his arms around his wife. Tika rested her head on his broad chest, and the two of them found comfort in holding fast to each other.

			Dalamar slipped away, reflecting on Tanis Half-Elven and the fact that time had a way of repeating itself with or without interference from the Graygem.

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

			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. Three pillar candles—one black, one red, and one white—adorned the altar.

			Dalamar lit each candle with a touch of his fingers. The candles burned with unwavering light in the still air. He knelt before the altar and waited in silence.

			Three moons appeared on the domed ceiling above him: one white, one red, and one black. Three robed figures appeared before him. One was all in white from head to toe with only his eyes visible. One was a woman in red robes with flaming red hair that trailed across the sky like a comet. The other was a disembodied face, round as a moon.

			The three gods of magic were the children of the gods. Solinari was the son of Paladine and Mishakal. Lunitari was the daughter of Gilean, and Nuitari was the son of the Dark Queen. Unlike their parents, who were eternally at war, the gods of magic stood united in their dedication to the magic and to the mortals who wielded the power in their names.

			Dalamar bowed before them.

			“Why do you summon us, master of the Tower?” Nuitari asked.

			“I have disturbing news. The Graygem has been found.”

			The sibling gods exchanged startled glances.

			“You did not know?” Dalamar asked.

			“We did not,” said Nuitari.

			“This comes as news to us,” Lunitari agreed.

			“And not good news,” Solinari added grimly.

			“The news gets worse,” said Dalamar. “The Graygem is in the hands of a mortal who is wandering about with it around her neck. She has been careless, and several people have noticed it and started asking questions. Do you think any of the other gods have found out?”

			The three gave the matter serious thought.

			“My mother has said nothing to me about it,” said Nuitari. “And if Takhisis suspected for one moment that the Graygem was in the world, she would tear down mountains to find it.”

			“Neither Paladine nor Mishakal have spoken to me about it,” stated Solinari. “If they knew, they would seek my advice and counsel.”

			“Gilean has said nothing,” said Lunitari. She added dryly, “But, then, my father wouldn’t. He would simply record it in the Book as he did the first time the Graygem got loose and flew about the world spreading Chaos. That said, I do not think he knows. He would consult me, and he has said nothing.”

			“Good to hear,” said Dalamar. “But I suspect one god does know. The Graygem was found hiding in Thorbardin, and someone placed it in a red-gold necklace of dwarven make. Exquisite workmanship.”

			“Reorx,” said Solinari and Nuitari simultaneously.

			They both turned to look at Lunitari.

			“Reorx originally made the Graygem for you, sister,” said Nuitari.

			“And then he lost it, and he has been searching for it ever since,” said Lunitari. “If it came into his possession, he would never let it go. He would certainly never place it in a necklace and give it to some human.”

			“Unless something went wrong,” said Solinari.

			“This is Reorx, after all,” said Nuitari.

			Lunitari sighed. “I will question him.”

			Her two brothers wished her success and departed. Lunitari remained after they were gone to speak to Dalamar.

			“A follower of mine has been complaining about you,” said the goddess. “His name is Ungar. What have you done with him?”

			“He is my guest in the tower,” said Dalamar. “Do you intercede on his behalf?”

			Lunitari smiled. “On the contrary. Feel free to keep the wretch as you long as you can stomach him. Meet me here tomorrow night. I will have news.”

			Dalamar spent the next day in the tower’s library, seeking information on the Graygem. He found a great deal—most of it speculative, much of it nonsense, and none of it helpful. He considered sending a warning to Astinus about making certain the Device of Time Journeying was safe, but the god would demand to know the reason why, and Dalamar was not prepared to explain. That night, the three gods returned and summoned Dalamar to the chamber.

			“I went in search of Reorx,” said Lunitari. “I traveled first to Thorbardin. He enjoys roaming the halls of the mountain kingdom, but he was not there. I next visited the hill dwarves who live in the foothills around Thorbardin and asked for him, but none had seen him.

			“I began to grow worried. I knew of only one more place left to search. I traveled to the mountain fastness Reorx built for himself at the top of the world at the beginning of time. If he had ventured here, the only reason could be that he was hiding from us.

			“I found him walking the ramparts among the stars, gazing down on the world. He took one look at me and bolted. I entered the fastness and searched the halls and eventually found the god in the cellar, trying to conceal himself behind an immense cask of dwarf spirits.

			“When I ordered him to come out, he pretended to be surprised to see me. ‘Hullo, Luni,’ he greeted me, ‘Will you join me in a mug?’

			“ ‘Tell me about the Graygem,’ I said. ‘If you don’t I will split open every one of these casks, and the world will have a new ocean called the Dwarf Spirit.’

			“Reorx blustered and tried to deny that he knew about the Graygem, but then he admitted everything. The news is worse than we possibly could have imagined. I told my brothers, and now we have come to you.”

			Dalamar braced himself.

			“Reorx learned from his chief cleric among the dwarves that the Graygem had been recovered. The god lured the young woman who found it to his house and took the gem from her. He meant to keep it for himself and imprison it, but there was an ‘accident.’ ”

			“His hammer slipped,” said Solinari.

			“It flew into the air and struck the Graygem,” said Nuitari.

			“Reorx claims the crack was tiny, and he immediately sealed it,” Lunitari said. “But he conceded when I pressed him that a ‘wee bit’ of Chaos might have escaped.”

			“Worse than that, if he did not seal the crack well, Chaos might still be seeping out,” said Solinari.

			Dalamar was grim. “And he told no one and gave the gem to a mortal?”

			“To give Reorx credit, he feared that if our parents and the other gods knew the Graygem had been found, they would go to war over it,” said Lunitari. “He knew they would immediately guess he had it, and he was right. That is the reason he sent the Graygem away—”

			“—hoping we would never find out,” said Nuitari.

			“And now a mortal is wandering the world with Chaos trailing after her like a silk scarf,” said Solinari.

			“We must find her at once and recover the gem, then lock it away in the depths of the universe so that it can never again escape,” said Dalamar.

			“I will summon an army of demons to lay their hands on this female,” Nuitari offered.

			Solinari shook his head. “The moment the Graygem sees your demons, cousin, it will flee. Right now, the Graygem believes it has outwitted us. We must approach the mortal with extreme caution so as not to arouse the gem’s suspicions.”

			Lunitari agreed. “What do you know of this human, master? Why did she seek the Graygem in the first place?”

			“She plans to go back in time to the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower to save her father, who died there. I was not concerned at first, for I know Astinus would never allow anyone to get hold of the Device of Time Journeying. But she has the Graygem, and if it is spewing Chaos…”

			“…then this mortal could inflict damage on the world that would make the Cataclysm seem like a gentle spring shower,” said Lunitari.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE]

			

			The night was good for traveling. Both Solinari and Lunitari were full, gazing on the world like two shining, mismatched eyes. Tas had the odd impression that they were searching eyes, for their light illuminated the night and made it bright as day. He wondered what they were looking for and gave them a wave to let them know where he was, in case they were interested.

			He caught up with Destina just as she entered the outskirts of the city around midnight. Most people were in bed, and the streets were deserted, save for those who had business best pursued in the dark.

			Tas was concerned to see several unsavory persons lurking in the shadows of the alleys and the side streets. He wasn’t afraid for himself, for no footpad with any sense would rob a kender. But Tas was worried that they might try to harm Destina, and he was relieved when the night watchman stopped her.

			“You should not be out alone at this hour, my lady,” said the watchman. “Where do you live? I will escort you.”

			Destina gave him an address, and the two walked off together, the watchman lighting the way with his lantern.

			Tas considered confronting Destina and telling the night watchman that she had abducted his wife, then decided against that idea. Night watchmen tended to have an unreasonable prejudice against kender and would likely march Tas off to the nearest jail instead of arresting Destina. And while the jails in Palanthas were certainly very nice—some of the finest in Ansalon—Tas couldn’t afford to spend time in one. He was still hoping Destina would lead him to Mari.

			He followed Destina and the watchman to the address Destina had provided. Once they reached the house, she thanked the watchman for his assistance, unlocked the door, and entered, shutting the door behind her. The watchman returned to walking his rounds.

			After making sure the watchman was gone, Tas crept up to one of the windows, pressed his nose against it, and peered inside. He saw Destina place Mari’s book on the table. She lit a candle and carried it up the stairs.

			The candlelight appeared in the window of an upper floor, probably a bedchamber. Tas waited until the light went out and he assumed she had gone to bed. He sat down in the recessed doorway of a house across the street, wrapped himself up in a blanket, and settled down to keep watch. This proved so boring, however, that he inadvertently fell asleep. He was roused the next morning by the irate homeowner who had started to leave by his front door only to tumble over a slumbering kender.

			Tas jumped to his feet, thanked the homeowner for the use of his doorway, and managed to avoid being struck by the man’s cane.

			The sun was up, and the streets were busy. Tas hadn’t meant to sleep so late, and he hurried across the street to Destina’s house, worried that she might already have left. He peeped into the one of the windows and saw her sitting at the table with Mari’s book open before her. She was reading the poem Mari had written down.

			Destina’s lips moved as she read. Tas had watched Raistlin study his spells in the morning, committing them to memory, and he supposed she must be committing the poem to memory in the same way.

			Tas was extremely angry. Destina had stolen Mari and stolen her book and now she was stealing the poem. She was dressed as though she was going traveling, wearing a wool jacket with lots of buttons and a leather belt around her waist, a wool skirt that came only to her ankles, and the traveling kind of leather boots. Closing the book, she raised her head and looked directly at the window.

			Tas was about to duck out of sight, but he caught a glint of sunlight gleaming off a red-gold chain, and he gave a little gasp.

			Destina was wearing Mari’s necklace! The strange necklace that had given him a squirmy feeling—and not the good kind.

			Tas clutched his hoopak and was about to go batter down her door when someone seized hold of him by his topknot.

			“What do I have here?” said a loud voice, giving Tas’s topknot a painful yank. “A Peepin’ Tom?”

			Tas squirmed around, which was hard to do with the man holding on to his topknot, and saw that his captor was wearing the uniform of the city guard.

			“Not Tom. My name is Tas,” Tas corrected him. “Short for Tasslehoff Burrfoot.”

			He offered the constable his hand as was only polite. The guard ignored his hand, however, and marched him down the street, still holding on to his topknot.

			“And I wasn’t peeping!” Tas protested. “I was keeping watch on that woman because she sucked my wife up in a magical stardust cyclone, and I’m trying to find out what she did with her.”

			“I wish someone would suck my wife up in a magical cyclone,” the guard muttered. “Stop wriggling!”

			Tas had twisted around in the guard’s grasp to look back at Destina’s house and was alarmed to see her going out the door. She had buttoned the jacket up to her throat so he could not longer see the necklace, but he assumed she was wearing it. She was carrying Mari’s book in her arm.

			Tas struggled to free himself, but the guard had a good grip on his hair. Tas had to make a desperate decision. He drew Rabbitslayer and, in one swift stroke, whacked off his topknot, freeing himself from the guard’s grip. As he dashed down the street, he glanced over his shoulder to see the guard holding the bulk of Tas’s hair in his hand and staring at it blankly.

			Tas felt badly about losing his topknot.

			But after all, I did break my solemn oath, he reflected as he ran as fast as he could in pursuit of Destina. It’s only fair.

			He followed Destina along the streets into the sort of neighborhood that looked like something the cat had dragged in. He wondered what Destina was doing, coming to a place like this, and then he saw her heading for a shop that had a sign featuring three moons above the door and the lettering “Ungar’s Magewares” on the front window.

			She hesitated a moment, as though trying to summon her courage, then entered the shop and closed the door behind her.

			Tas hurried over to the window and peered inside. He could see Destina looking around the shop. A wizard wearing black robes emerged from the back. Destina looked shocked and startled to see the woman. Tas tried to hear what she was saying, but he couldn’t. He gave the window an experimental wiggle to see if it would open, but it wouldn’t budge.

			He went to the door and gave it a gentle push, and it opened a crack.

			“I came to see Ungar, the proprietor of this shop,” Destina was saying. “Where is he?”

			“Ungar has been called away,” said the Black Robe. “He has left me in charge. How may I assist you?”

			“I would like to buy a charm to make someone like me,” said Destina.

			“A love potion?” the Black Robe asked.

			“Certainly not. Ungar sold me a Ring of Friendship, and it worked well. Too well,” Destina added in an undertone. “But I lost it. I need another. The ring he sold me was silver set with blue lapis lazuli.”

			Tas remembered the ring. She could have been describing it. “Silver set with lapdogs,” he said to himself. He was glad to think that she must have dropped it and Mari had found it and given it to him.

			“I do not think we have another in stock,” said the Black Robe. She went to a cabinet, searched a bit, and then handed Destina a small piece of silver jewelry. “We have a Charm of Comradery if that would suit.”

			The charm was small—so small Tas could hardly see it.

			“What does it do?” Destina asked.

			“The charm works much the same as the Ring of Friendship,” said the Black Robe. “The person to whom you give it will want to go out of their way to please you.”

			“Must I give it to him as a gift?” Destina asked. “But I can’t! What will he think of me? I hardly know him.”

			“He will think only that you would like to get to know him better,” said the Black Robe. “But if you don’t want to give it to the gentleman openly, you could hide it in an article of clothing or drop it into his shoe.”

			“It won’t make him fall in love with me?” said Destina.

			“Not unless he is so inclined,” said the Black Robe with a smile. She placed the charm on the counter. “I believe you must be Lady Destina Rosethorn. If you are, Ungar gave me specific instructions to do everything I could to assist you. He says you are planning to travel back in time. Did you bring the Graygem and the Device of Time Journeying with you?”

			Destina backed away from her.

			“I don’t know what you are talking about, madame,” she said. “I…I merely came to make this purchase and return this book.”

			Destina placed the book on the counter and started to leave.

			The Black Robe murmured some words and pointed at her throat.

			A gray light began to shine from beneath Destina’s collar. Destina gasped and clasped her hand over the gem as another Black Robe emerged from the back and hastened to join his fellow.

			“Look what she is wearing,” said the woman.

			“The Graygem,” said the second, sounding awed.

			Destina turned and tried to flee. The Black Robe raised a wand she had been carrying in the folds of her robes and pointed it at her. A thin blue ray of light streaked from the wand and struck Destina.

			The light appeared to bind her hand and foot, for she struggled but she couldn’t move.

			“Good!” Tas muttered. He began to bang on the window. “Ask her what she did with Mari!”

			The Black Robes paid no attention to him.

			“Fetch the master,” said the second. “I will secure the Graygem.”

			He walked toward Destina and raised his hand to seize the necklace. Destina gave an inarticulate cry, but it seemed she could do nothing to stop him.

			He touched the Graygem.

			“Uh-oh, that was a mistake,” Tas remarked sadly.

			The Graygem flared. The Black Robe gave a shriek and fell to his knees, clutching his hand and moaning in agony. The other Black Robe cried out and dropped the wand that was suddenly hot as a red-hot poker. Destina stared at them both in horror, then she grabbed the charm, flung open the door, and ran out of the shop. Tas just had time to dodge to one side or she would have knocked him over.

			He worried that she might have seen him, but she was blinded by panic. She ran down the street as though demons were pursuing her.

			“I know the feeling,” said Tas sympathetically, recalling his time in the Abyss.

			“Catch her!” cried the Black Robe, holding his burned hand.

			The woman started running after Destina. Tas was waiting for her, however, and the moment she charged out the door, he whacked her with the hoopak, smacking her right between the eyes.

			“I’m really sorry I had to do that,” said Tas, standing over the Black Robe who was now lying flat on her back, blinking dazedly at the sky. “But Lady Destina’s leading me to Mari!”

			He dashed off down the street in pursuit of Destina. She ran very fast, and Tas had a hard time keeping up. Eventually she must have realized she wasn’t being chased by black-robed mages or demons, for she finally slowed down and then stopped, leaning against a building, gasping for breath.

			She finally recovered and, looking at her reflection in a window, she twitched her clothes back into place and looped up strands of hair that had fallen down in her desperate flight. Calming her breathing, she proceeded on down the street.

			Tas followed her to New City and to the gatehouse of the wall that surrounded Old City. The gates stood open during the day to allow for the free flow of traffic into and out of Old City, and Tas had no trouble getting inside. The guards had long ago ceased trying to stop kender due to the fact that the moment they apprehended one, six more would rush in while their backs were turned.

			Destina continued along the road from the gatehouse and turned down one of the central streets. Tas knew then where she was going—the Great Library. She had memorized the poem he had given to Mari, and now she was going to the library to try to get hold of the Device of Time Journeying.

			“That device belongs to Mari!” Tas said indignantly. “It was a wedding present for her, not this Destina woman. I have to warn Astinus!”

			The streets were crowded, and Tas had to dodge horses and carriages and carts and people on their way to the palace or the Temple of Paladine or the waterfront. By the time he reached the Great Library, Destina was already talking to the aesthetic on duty at the door.

			Tas ran up the stairs in time to hear her say, “I would like to see Aesthetic Kairn.”

			The monk on door duty bowed and opened the door for her. She entered the library, and the monk shut the door.

			Tas ran up to the aesthetic, who shook his head. “I am afraid we do not allow kender in the library.”

			“You have to let me inside,” Tas said urgently. “It’s very important.”

			“I’m sorry,” said the aesthetic. “Do I have to explain this to you? Our books are rare and extremely valuable. We are very selective about those we permit to enter. I suggest you leave before I have you escorted from the premises.”

			“But I don’t want a book, although I’m sure you have some very nice ones, and it’s awfully kind of you to offer me an escort, but I don’t need one of those, either,” said Tas. “I have to talk to Astinus. He’ll want to speak to me. Tell him I’m Tasslehoff Burrfoot.”

			“No kender allowed,” said the aesthetic, now growing annoyed. “Move along.”

			Tas sighed. “I’ve tried being nice. Remember that.”

			He ducked beneath the aesthetic’s elbow, made a dash for the door, and would have reached it except for the two aesthetics who sprang up out of nowhere and grabbed hold of him by the arms. The monks lifted him off his feet, hauled him bodily down the stairs, and deposited him in the street.

			“No kender allowed,” said one sternly.

			The aesthetics turned and walked away.

			Tas picked himself up. He watched the door for a few moments, hoping to see the aesthetics on duty remember some errands they needed to run and leave their posts.

			They didn’t.

			Tas was not to be deterred.

			He circled around the building to the east and entered a very pretty garden. Trees were starting to bud out, but he paid particular attention to the bushes that had been planted along the wall underneath a series of large casement windows that extended the length of the building. With luck, the bushes would provide cover, permitting him to get close to the windows.

			Satisfied with the bushes, Tas next studied the windows. The casement windows provided sunlight and could also be opened to let in fresh air. He was disappointed to see that they were all closed and probably latched, but then one couldn’t expect everything.

			Latches could be unlatched if a person had the right tools.

			Tas glanced around. No one was in the garden. No one was watching. He slipped up to the bushes beneath the window, still hoping they might screen him from view, but they were trimmed too short. He would have to work fast before someone noticed him.

			He crept up to the first window and peered inside. He could see shelves filled with books, tables and chairs, and two aesthetics sitting at one of the tables, reading. Tas located the latch that locked the window and saw to his annoyance that it was inside the building.

			Tas gave the window an experimental shove and felt it give a little. He took his lock picks from his pocket, selected the hook, and slid it into the crack between the two windows. He then moved the hook until he felt it catch the latch. He jiggled the latch with the tool and, after a couple of tries, felt the latch give way. The window swung slightly open.

			Tas took off Flint’s helm because it had an unfortunate tendency to slip down over his eyes and regretfully stowed it and his hoopak underneath a bush. He hurriedly packed away his tools in his pouch, then stealthily and quietly opened the window and crawled through it. The aesthetics were too absorbed in their studies to notice.

			Tas landed inside and was heading for the door when another aesthetic entered the room and walked toward the two aesthetics. Both looked up from their reading, and Tas was forced to drop to the floor and crawl beneath one of the tables. He lay on his belly, chafing at the delay and hoping the monk didn’t plan to engage in a lengthy scholarly discussion on the meaning of life, which Tas could have told him didn’t mean anything. Life just was…until it wasn’t.

			The elderly man approached the two aesthetics and said softly, “Have either of you seen Brother Kairn this morning? He has a visitor.”

			Tas perked up his ears. He had overheard Destina ask for an aesthetic named Kairn.

			“I believe he is in his cell, brother,” said one of the aesthetics. “He told me he was going to work on his research regarding Huma today.”

			The elderly monk nodded and walked off, and the two aesthetics went back to their reading.

			Tas crept out from underneath the table. Slipping stealthily between the rows of bookshelves, he glided from one to another and followed the elderly monk out the door.
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			Kairn was in his small cell, sitting at his desk, transcribing the notes he had made on the final battle between Huma Dragonbane and Takhisis that took place at the High Clerist’s Tower in the year 1018 pc, banishing Takhisis and her evil dragons from the world. Astinus had recently permitted Kairn to travel back in time using the Device of Time Journeying to witness the battle in person, and he was concentrating on describing the events that led up to the final battle between Huma and the Dark Queen at the High Clerist’s Tower.

			He had watched from a safe distance, making certain to remain hidden. He did not fear he might change the outcome, for he was not a member of one of the Chaos races. He had not wanted to draw attention to himself, however. He knew, as well, that Astinus harbored doubts about the theory regarding the Chaos races and time travel, and he always warned his aesthetics to do nothing that might change history.

			Kairn was absorbed in his thoughts—reliving the tragic encounter, searching for the proper words to describe what he had seen—and was so lost in the past that he required a moment to realize someone was gently tapping at his door.

			Highly annoyed at the interruption, Kairn went to answer it.

			“I am sorry to interrupt your work, brother, but you have a visitor. Lady Destina Rosethorn,” said the monk.

			“Lady Destina!” Kairn exclaimed, both startled and pleased. He remembered the young woman clearly. He had, in truth, found it difficult to stop thinking about her. “She asked to see me?”

			“She did,” said the monk, adding in stern rebuke, “I trust you will remember your vows, brother.”

			“The only vow Gilean requires of us is to protect the books,” Kairn said, frowning.

			“In my day, monks were more dedicated,” said the elder, sniffing. “We took our vocation seriously enough to make sacrifices.”

			“Lady Destina is here to conduct research, and I am assisting her, brother,” said Kairn. “But I will keep my vow to Gilean and make certain she does not hide a book in her petticoat.”

			The aesthetic pursed his lips. “I have put her in the common area where talking is permitted. You may speak with her there.”

			Kairn calmed his fast-beating heart, put on a clean robe that did not have ink smears on the sleeves, and hurried to the common area. The room was small and comfortable, containing desks and chairs where monks and visitors could relax and speak without worrying about disturbing others.

			Kairn quietly opened the door and looked inside. Destina was the only visitor in the common room at this early hour and was seated at one of the desks. She was wearing a wool skirt and a belted jacket adorned with an odd-looking brooch. She kept the jacket buttoned up to her throat, although the room was warm from the sunlight streaming through the windows.

			Watching her, Kairn grew concerned. She seemed pale and slightly breathless, and she was thinner than when he had last seen her. She was clearly nervous, toying with something in her hand, turning it over and over. The object flashed silver in the sunlight, and he saw it was a small bauble. She seemed so tense and edgy that Kairn coughed gently before he entered, so as not to startle her.

			At the sound, Destina immediately closed her hand over the bauble and rose to greet him. “Brother Kairn, thank you for seeing me.”

			As Kairn approached, he realized immediately something was wrong. The first time they had met, Destina had been friendly, smiling, laughing. He might be flattering himself, but he had liked to think she had been flirting with him. This morning, she avoided looking at him directly. She darted glances at him and then averted her eyes, as though she found it difficult to face him. He wondered if she was in some kind of trouble, and if so, why she had come to him.

			Destina sat down. Kairn started to to take the chair opposite her, but she patted the chair at her side.

			“Please sit next to me, brother,” she said with a smile that was strained and forced.

			“You asked to speak to me, Lady Destina,” said Kairn, taking his seat. “How may I be of assistance to you?”

			She fidgeted, then suddenly gave a little screech and pointed.

			“A rat! There in the corner! I’m sure I saw a rat!” Destina clasped her skirt around her ankles.

			Kairn turned to look, although he knew quite well Destina had not seen a rat. Rats were known to chew on vellum and nest in the bookshelves, and thus the aesthetics employed a small army of cats to keep rodents in check.

			As he did so, he felt her edge near him and slip something into the pocket of his robe. She was not a skilled pickpocket, that much was certain. She drew back her hand and moved away from him.

			Kairn turned back to her. “I don’t believe it could have been a rat. Perhaps you saw one of the library cats.”

			“That must have been it. I am glad to see you again, brother,” she said with a smile that was meant to be friendly—or at least so he supposed. Her pallor made it ghastly.

			Kairn was mystified and now alarmed. He wondered what she had secreted in his robes. He surreptitiously slid his hand into his pocket. He touched the object and realized it was the silver bauble he had seen in her hand.

			He looked at Destina, and his heart warmed to her. She needed a friend, and he was pleased to think she had come to him. Whatever she asked of him, he would be more than willing to serve her.

			And then he asked himself: Why?

			Monks of Gilean are trained to question. They are taught to doubt even themselves. He had no reason to feel warmly about Destina—especially to the point where he would immediately jump to do her bidding, grant her every wish.

			He certainly found her charming, but…

			Kairn paused, his hand on the silver bauble. Charming. Charmed! She had given him some sort of magical charm. He was first tempted to draw it out of his pocket and confront her with it. But then he stopped himself.

			She was staring fixedly at him, watching him expectantly.

			She is certainly very inept at intrigue, Kairn thought. He was distressed to think she did not trust him enough to confide in him. He needed to find out what she wanted.

			“You sent for me, Lady Destina,” he said gently. “How may I help you?”

			“I want to know about your research, brother,” Destina said with a strained attempt at a smile. “You said you were studying Huma Dragonbane. I met a monk the other day who told me that the aesthetics have a wondrous artifact called the Device of Time Journeying, and that this gives a person the ability to travel back in time. Did you use it to go back to observe Huma?”

			Kairn knew immediately that she was lying. Astinus had forbidden any of the aesthetics to speak of the device or to tell anyone they had traveled back in time. None of the aesthetics would have dared defied his command, nor would they have any reason to discuss the device with someone outside of the brotherhood.

			“People tell all manner of fanciful stories, Lady Destina,” Kairn replied.

			“In other words, you are not supposed to speak of it,” Destina said. “I have heard so much about the device, Brother Kairn. If you can’t speak of it, I would like to just look at it. Would you show it to me?”

			She smiled at him and appeared confident that he would obey her wish. But why was she going to all this trouble?

			The obvious answer was that she planned to steal the device. The idea was baffling. Destina Rosethorn belonged to one of the most honored and noble families in Solamnia. He could not imagine that she was a common thief, but he could think of no other explanation.

			“I am sorry, Lady Destina,” said Kairn. “Astinus has placed the device under Gilean’s protection in the Artifact Chamber. None are permitted to enter without the master’s sanction.”

			“Not even you, brother? You and I are friends, are we not?”

			“I hope we are friends, Lady Destina,” said Kairn gravely. “But I cannot enter the chamber.”

			Destina was clearly angry, though she tried to conceal it. She clasped her hands together tightly, the knuckles pale with the strain.

			“Since I have come all this way for nothing, apparently, perhaps you would be so kind as to show me the parts of the library where I am permitted to go?”

			Kairn had never known anyone who seemed less inclined to take a guided tour of the Great Library, but he did as she asked. He led her from the common area into the main part of the library, the reading room, where the aesthetics and other scholars worked and studied. Kairn liked to think of this room as the library’s heart and soul. He opened the door and ushered Destina into an immense chamber lined with bookshelves and scroll cases, desks, and chairs. The number of books and scrolls was incalculable—thousands upon thousands, dating back centuries to the Age of Starbirth.

			A hushed and restful silence pervaded the large sunlit room. The only sounds were the turning of a page, the scratching of a pen, the rustle of robes, or the occasional gentle cough. Time might rampage outside this chamber. In here, time stopped.

			Destina drew back her hood to see better. Up to this point, she had hardly seemed to know or care about her surroundings. But now her eyes widened, and her lips parted. She slowed to a halt to stare in wonder.

			“All the wealth of the world must be here,” she said, awed.

			“We aesthetics do indeed consider knowledge to be wealth, but I fear most people would not agree with you,” said Kairn.

			Destina looked at him, and he had the impression she was truly seeing him for the first time. “Then they are fools, brother. I could not understand you, when you said you had chosen a life of study over becoming a knight, but I understand now. My favorite room in our castle was my father’s library. He had nowhere near the number of books, but he loved all of them and he taught me to love them, as well.”

			“We have many objects of interest besides the device,” Kairn said. “Among our treasures is the charter for the creation of the knighthood written by Vinas Solamnus. We also have a copy of the Measure that belonged to Huma, with his notes in his own hand in the margins. I have been using that myself in my research. I can show these to you, for they are on public display.”

			“My father revered Huma,” Destina said softly.

			“You should bring him to the library sometime,” said Kairn. “I would be honored to meet him.”

			“Perhaps,” said Destina. “When he returns.”

			Several of the aesthetics seated nearby looked up from their reading to glare at them.

			“Keep your voices down,” said one in a harsh whisper.

			“Silence!” said another.

			Kairn lowered his voice. “I will show you the display.”

			“Perhaps another time, brother,” said Destina. She walked over to the door leading to the southern wing, which was different from other doors in the library. This bore the symbol of Gilean: an open book. “I want to see the rest of the library. What is in here?”

			“The monks’ living quarters and other areas that are not open to the public, Lady Destina,” said Kairn, hurrying after her. “I think it is time we left.”

			Destina ignored him and approached the door with the intent to open it, only to find herself thwarted.

			“This door has no handle,” she said.

			“The area is protected by Gilean,” said Kairn.

			“You could open it,” said Destina. “I don’t suppose Gilean would mind if I only took a peep inside.”

			“I believe Gilean would mind a great deal,” said Kairn. “Tell me what is going on, Lady Destina.”

			He reached into his pocket and brought out the silver charm. Now that he looked at it, he saw it was in the shape of a rose.

			“I felt you slip this into my pocket. I was curious to know why you tried to charm me. The magic worked on me for a moment, but then I questioned it, and that broke the spell. You tried to entice me into showing you the device, and now you want me to give you access to parts of the library that are forbidden. Why, Lady Destina? Are you in trouble?”

			She took the charm from him and threw it away. She lifted her eyes to him. “All will be well, Kairn, I promise!” she said earnestly. “I am sorry I deceived you, but I must have the Device of Time Journeying. Please take me to it or at least tell me where to find it. No one will ever know. I promise to return it!”

			“I cannot, Lady Destina,” said Kairn sternly. “My duty to Astinus forbids it. Let me help you.”

			“No one can help me. I have come too far. I have endured too much,” said Destina wretchedly.

			She clasped the strange gem she wore beneath her jacket in one hand and placed her other hand on the symbol of the book of Gilean, palm flat against the door. Kairn knew the door would not budge, and he wondered what she thought was going to happen.

			Gray light welled beneath her fingers and seemed to flow down her arm. The gray light spread from her hand, bathing the door in a shimmering gray glow, and the door seemed to shudder and flew open.

			Kairn was so astonished he could only stare, dumbfounded, as Destina started to calmly walk through the door. He quickly recovered and lunged at her. Seizing hold of her, he dragged her back.

			“I don’t know how you did that, Lady Destina, but—”

			“Let go of me! I will have it!” Destina cried and struck him in the chest with a strength born of desperation.

			Kairn stumbled backward, lost his balance and fell, hitting his head on a table on the way down. Sharp pain lanced through his skull. He collapsed, dazed by the pain, and was dimly aware of Destina hovering over him.

			“Oh, Kairn! I am sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you!”

			Kairn groaned and blinked at her and struggled to rise.

			“Forgive me,” Destina whispered. He felt the gentle touch of her hand on his forehead. “But I have to do this! I will bring my father here to see you, however, and you will show him the copy of the Measure that belonged to Huma.”

			She walked through the open door that was still suffused with a dim gray light. He fought to try to remain conscious, but the pain overwhelmed him, and he sank into a fiery blackness.

			

			—

			Kairn woke to the sound of voices and a pounding headache. He felt someone smearing something cold and refreshing on his aching head, and the pain began to recede. Kairn opened his eyes to see the elderly monk fussing over him. The monk again dipped his fingers into a jar of blue unguent and continued to smear more of the stuff on Kairn’s head. Kairn stirred and tried to sit up.

			“Lie still, brother,” said the monk. “I am treating the wound with a healing salve of the blessed goddess Mishakal.”

			Kairn lay back and tried to remember what had happened, how he had come to be here. Looking around, he saw the open door, and his memory and fear returned.

			“I tried to warn you, brother,” the monk was saying with a sniff. “This is what comes of chasing women—”

			Kairn thrust the monk aside and clambered to his feet. “The Artifact Chamber! Warn Astinus!”

			He sprang through the open door and ran into the southern wing, where more books and scrolls were housed, as well as the Artifact Chamber. He hoped to find Lady Destina, but she was nowhere in sight. She would have to spend time searching for the room, and he wondered how long he had been unconscious. He had the impression he had not been out long, but he couldn’t be certain.

			Then he came to the Artifact Chamber and saw his worst fears were realized. The door was standing wide open. He ran inside and came to a halt.

			Destina stood in front of a glass display case made of rosewood lined with red velvet. A golden pendant attached to a golden chain nestled in the red velvet beneath the glass. The pendant was about as large as an egg and dotted with red rubies and white diamonds and black sapphires. She gazed at the device in seeming wonder.

			Kairn remembered her words. I have come too far. I have endured so much. I will have it. But she made no move to take it.

			Now, at the moment of reckoning, perhaps she had come to realize the enormity of the crime she contemplated.

			“Lady Destina, please, consider what you are doing,” Kairn said, speaking to her gently. “You can leave now. Come with me before it is too late.”

			Destina slowly turned to look at him, and he was startled to see unshed tears glimmer in her eyes. He moved closer to her, and he thought she seemed relieved and grateful to see him.

			She started to reach out to him, and then the hallowed silence that had reigned in the Great Library for centuries was shattered by sounds of raised and angry voices and pounding feet. Destina hurriedly drew back from him and turned to stare again at the device.

			The commotion outside the room rolled toward Kairn like a tidal wave. He glanced back through the open door to see an astonishing sight.

			Astinus’s trusted servant, Brother Bertrem, was running as fast as he could, his sandals flapping, in pursuit of the master of the Tower of High Sorcery, Dalamar the Dark.

			“You have no right to barge into the Artifact Chamber, Master Dalamar!” Bertrem was shouting indignantly. “The device is under the protection of Gilean. He watches over it as he watches over us all! No one could steal it!”

			“And I am telling you, Brother Bertrem, that Destina Rosethorn has the Graygem and she wants the Device of Time Journeying. She will take it, and not even the gods can stop her! There, look!” Dalamar halted to point. “The door to the Artifact Chamber is standing wide open. Someone has broken in!”

			Bertrem appeared taken aback at the sight, but he remained mindful of his duty, and he planted his own stout body in the open doorway.

			“Nevertheless, I cannot allow you to go in there, Master Dalamar. You must—”

			A kender shot out of an intersecting corridor with the speed of a bolt fired from a crossbow. The kender shoved Bertrem to one side; dodged around Dalamar, who was making a grab for him; and dashed into the room. He slammed the door shut behind him, dragged over a heavy chest to place in front of it, and then turned to triumphantly confront Destina.

			“I’ve got you now, Lady! You can’t escape. I know you took Mari,” said the kender sternly, “so tell me where she is!”

			Outside the door, Bertrem was screeching in panic.

			“Gilean have mercy! A kender in the Artifact Chamber! Help! Help!”

			Kairn saw that if he had ever had a chance to stop Destina, the opportunity was now gone. Her eyes frosted over, freezing the tears, and she lunged at the display case. She struck it with her bare fist, smashing the glass and, heedless of the shards, she reached into the shattered case to seize hold of the device.

			“Lady Destina, you have no idea what you are doing!” Kairn pleaded with her. “Return the device before it is too late!”

			Destina didn’t seem to hear him. She touched the brooch she was wearing on her jacket, spoke a few words, and vanished in a shimmering, glittering cloud of sparkling dust. Kairn lost sight of her, but he could hear her cry out in pain. When the cloud disappeared, a female kender was standing where Destina had been.

			Kairn wondered if the blow to his head was causing him to hallucinate, for the female kender was dressed in the same type of clothes Destina had been wearing, and she was holding the device in a hand that was cut and bleeding.

			The other kender raced toward her, crying, “Mari! I found you!” He flung his arms around her, then asked in some confusion, “But what happened to Lady Destina?”

			“Never mind her!” said the female kender, sounding desperate. “I need your help, Tas! Those bad people outside the door want to keep me from taking the device!”

			“Don’t worry, Mari. I won’t let them,” the kender assured her. He looked at Kairn and frowned. “Is he one of the bad people? Is that why he has blue goop in his hair and blood on his head?”

			Kairn raised his hands. “I only want to help you both.”

			The female kender shook her head. “He isn’t bad. He was very kind to me, and I didn’t mean to hurt him. Please, Tas, we have to hurry.”

			She shoved the device into the hands of the male kender. “I learned the poem, but I can’t remember it. You know it by heart, Tas. Use the device to take me to the High Clerist’s Tower during the battle where my father died. You were there. You can take us to the tower in an instant.”

			Kairn stole closer to them. He had been trained to move as silently as a breath of wind, and neither heard him nor noticed him.

			“I’m sorry, Mari,” the male kender was saying. “I’d do anything for you except go back to the High Clerist’s Tower. That’s where my friend Sturm died, and that was one of the very saddest days in my life—until the day Flint died, which was even sadder.”

			Kairn braced himself to make one last desperate effort to save the device. The two kender were still arguing.

			The male kender brightened. “I have a wonderful idea, Mari! I’ll take you to meet Sturm and Flint when they were alive! We’ll go to the Inn of the Last Home the night I knocked down the High Theocrat with the blue crystal Staff of Mishakal, which was one of the most exciting nights of my life. All my friends will be there. Wait until they hear that I’m married!”

			“We can meet your friends another time, Tas,” the female kender cried angrily. “I have to go to the tower to save my father!”

			But the kender called Tas wasn’t listening. He was rapidly reciting the poem as his deft hands started to manipulate the device. Kairn would have only seconds to act, and he readied himself.

			Still reciting, Tas opened the back plate of the device and held the two spheres, which were now connected by a rod. The kender twisted the top plate, and the chain dropped down, then he gripped the device by both spheres and started to rotate them. The chain began to wind into the body.

			“Almost there!” Tas announced. He lifted the device over his head.

			The female kender jumped at him, and Kairn flung himself at both of them. He and the two kender went down in a confused tangle. Kairn managed to grab the rod and tried to wrench the device loose, but Tas clung to one of the spheres with a grip as strong as the current of the river.

			“ ‘Destiny be over your own head!’ ” he cried triumphantly. “Here we go!”

			Mist began to swirl, and Kairn realized in despair that he could not stop the magic.

			Outside the door, he heard Astinus’s voice thundering, and then the door flew open and people rushed into the room.

			“You are too late, Astinus,” said Dalamar, his voice sounding faint and far away. “Destina has taken the Graygem back in time.”

			The river rose and dragged Kairn under.
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			Kairn plunged into the vortex of time. Forests and cities, lakes and oceans, clouds and sun and stars and moons swirled around him. Hours, days, months, and years carried him to an inn nestled in the branches of an immense vallenwood tree. It was nighttime. He could see the stars, the constellations. Solinari shed its silver light. Kairn had the impression he was hurtling toward the inn at an incredible rate of speed. The vortex gradually ceased whirling, turning slower and slower like a top winding down, and then it stopped.

			Kairn stood inside an inn with Tas and Mari beside him. The inn was busy, filled with people, and more were arriving for ale and dinner and the latest news.

			“We’re here, Mari!” Tas said excitedly.

			“Where?” Mari asked dazedly.

			“The Inn of the Last Home,” said Tas. “A long while back.” He pointed to a group of people sitting at a table and added with a choke in his voice, “Those are my friends. I can’t wait for them to meet you. There’s Tanis Half-Elven: the elf that looks like a human with his new beard. And Flint! Good old Flint. He won’t believe you’re my wife! ‘Who would marry a doorknob like you?’ he’ll say. And Raistlin. He’s the mage in the red robes, coughing. That’s his twin brother, Caramon, only they don’t look like twins. Raistlin has eyes like hourglasses. Caramon’s patting him on the back. Raistlin won’t like that—”

			Kairn gave a soft gasp. He gazed around the inn. He knew these people, although he had met them only in the pages of history. Sturm Brightblade. Tanis Half-Elven. Raistlin Majere.

			And a kender known as Tas.

			“Tasslehoff Burrfoot, one of the Heroes of the Lance!” Kairn said softly, awed.

			“Not really,” said Tas modestly. “The others were the heroes. I just went along to keep them from getting into trouble. C’mon, Mari.”

			“I don’t want to meet your friends!” Mari said angrily, pulling away from him. “I keep telling you, I have to go to the High Clerist’s Tower! Give me the device, Tas. If you won’t take me, I’ll go myself.”

			“I would give you the device, Mari, because you’re my wife, but I don’t have it,” Tas replied. “Ask the monk. He knocked me down. I’ll bet he stole it from me.” He fixed Kairn with a stern eye. “Stealing is extremely bad. Especially for a monk. I should think you would know better.”

			Mari looked at Kairn and bit her lip. Sidling near him, she said in pleading tones, “I have to go to the High Clerist’s Tower. Give me the device, brother. Please!”

			She was the size of a kender and spoke in a kender’s voice, and Tasslehoff called her Mari, but her words and her eyes were Destina’s. Kairn had no idea how Mari had transformed into Destina or Destina into Mari. What he knew for certain was that they had traveled back in time to arrive in the Inn of the Last Home on one of the most pivotal nights in the history of the world—and he realized the danger of the situation.

			Tas had brought them to Inn of the Last Home on the night when the friends had reunited after a five-year search for the true gods. Tonight—on this very night—they would find what they had been seeking for the last five years: a sign that the true gods had returned to Krynn.

			Unless something happened to change that.

			Kairn and Tas and Mari were standing near the entrance of the inn. Thus far no one had taken any particular notice of their sudden arrival. They might be able to leave now. He just had to herd the kender outside where no one could see them, and activate the device.

			He glanced through one of the stained-glass windows and realized that finding a place where they couldn’t be seen was not going to be easy. At the start of the War of the Lance, the Inn of the Last Home still perched high amid the branches of a vallenwood tree, one of many buildings in Solace built in the trees. Lights glimmered among the leaves, and the smoke from the home fires was rising into the night. People had gathered on the landing outside the inn to talk or were hurrying up the stairs to join the crowd in the inn.

			The device, its work done, had collapsed into its pendant form. Kairn would have to recite the poem and manipulate the device, and he did not want to do that in the midst of a crowd either inside the inn or outside on the stairs. And as if that wasn’t going to be hard enough, he had to persuade Tas to come with them.

			“Tasslehoff—”

			“Call me Tas,” said Tas. “Everyone does.”

			“Tas, you have to understand,” said Kairn as he began to manipulate the device. “We shouldn’t be here with your friends. You’re in the wrong time. We need to go quickly.”

			“But we can’t leave yet!” Tas argued. “I want Mari to hear Goldmoon sing her song and I want her to see me knock down Hederick with the blue crystal staff—”

			Kairn began to recite the poem beneath his breath.

			“Wait a minute!” Tas said suddenly, his voice changing. “I wanted Mari to meet my special friend, Fizban, but he isn’t here!” He paused, then added with a sigh. “It’s just like Fizban to be late for his own party.”

			Kairn came to a sudden halt in the recitation, still holding the device in his hand. He knew the story of the inn fellows and how they had come together that fateful night to hear a plainswoman sing her song about the return of the true gods. She carried with her the Staff of Mishakal, blessed by the goddess with powers of healing that would be revealed this very night. Another of the gods, Paladine, had been present in the inn that night in the guise of a befuddled old wizard known as Fizban the Fabulous.

			Seeing Mari staring fixedly at the device, Kairn slipped it into the pocket of his robes.

			“Tas, are you certain Fizban was in the inn at this time?”

			“Of course he was!” Tas said emphatically. “Fizban was the one who asked Goldmoon to sing. ‘You are a singer of songs, aren’t you, chieftain’s daughter? Sing the child your song, Goldmoon. You know the one.’ The song was all about how Riverwind found the blue crystal staff. But Fizban isn’t around to ask her, and Goldmoon’s not singing. She’s sitting over there in a corner.”

			Tas pointed. “And there’s the chair where Fizban was sitting, only it’s empty. And after Goldmoon sings the song, Fizban tells us the story of Huma Dragonbane, and the High Theocrat tries to take Goldmoon’s staff and Riverwind shoves him and he falls into the fire and I hit him with the blue crystal staff and it heals his burns. Then the goblins attack and we all go out through the kitchen. Only maybe I won’t get to hit him now because nothing is happening like it’s supposed to be happening!”

			Kairn was chilled. “The holy Staff of Mishakal. The miracle that reveals the return of the gods.”

			Tas sighed. “I was really hoping Mari would get to see me hit the High Theocrat.”

			Kairn had no idea what had gone wrong. He and the two kender had been in this time period only a few moments. He did not see what they could have possibly done to alter time, yet time had clearly been altered. The only way he could think to fix time was to return Tas and Mari to the library as swiftly and circumspectly as possible.

			Kairn started to remove the device from his pocket, and then he became aware that he had an audience. The mage in the red robes, Raistlin Majere, had turned his hooded head and was looking directly at them. Or rather, he was looking at Mari.

			The firelight glistened on the mage’s golden skin and gleamed in the strange eyes whose pupils were the shape of hourglasses. Those eyes were staring intently at Mari. She saw him and shrank back, moving close to Kairn.

			“I don’t like the looks of that wizard,” she said, nervously putting her hand to her throat. “Please take us away from here!”

			“We can’t leave now,” said Kairn. “Raistlin Majere might recognize the device if I use it.”

			“Let him! I don’t care!” Mari said, sounding panicked.

			“There’s my friend Tanis Half-Elven, talking to his friend Sturm,” Tas was saying. “He’s the knight wearing the beat-up armor—”

			“Sturm!” Mari repeated. She turned to Tas and asked in sudden interest, “Do you mean Sturm Brightblade? The knight who died at the High Clerist’s Tower?”

			“Yes, though he’s not dead at the moment,” Tas pointed out. “That’s why I wanted you to meet him now while he’s still alive. He’s sitting beside Tanis at that table against the tree trunk.”

			Kairn was watching Raistlin and saw him say something to his brother and gesture in their direction. Caramon now looked at them and waved.

			“Tas, where have you been?” he called, his voice booming over the noise in the inn. “We thought maybe the Fewmaster and those goblins got you.”

			“We were hoping they got you,” Flint grumbled loudly.

			People in the inn were turning to stare at them. Kairn had no choice. He had to get them out of here. He finished reciting the poem under his breath as he swiftly manipulated the device, keeping it concealed in the sleeves of his robes as best he could. All he had to do now was say the last line of the poem, lift the device, speak the final words, and whisk Mari and Tas and himself back to their own time. Raistlin would see the device and witness them disappear, but that couldn’t be helped.

			Kairn rested his hand on Mari’s shoulder. “Take hold of Tas and don’t let go!”

			Mari pulled away from him and gave him a strange, glittering-eyed look. “I don’t want to leave now. Not yet.” She stood near Tas and took his hand. “I’ve changed by mind. I would like to meet your friends—especially Sturm Brightblade.”

			“They’re going to love you,” said Tas, and he began threading his way through the crowd, tugging Mari along with him. He called over his shoulder. “Don’t worry, brother! We won’t stay long…”

			Kairn was about to go after them, but he was stopped by a man wearing brown-and-golden robes who rose from his table and blocked his way.

			“Get out!” the man said churlishly. “Your kind’s not welcome here!”

			The man was clearly drunk, slurring his words and swaying on his feet. His breath reeked of wine. People were staring at them both. Kairn tried to edge his way around the man.

			“Excuse me, sir, I don’t want any trouble—”

			“There will be trouble if you don’t leave! Do you know who I am?” the man demanded angrily. “I am the High Theocrat of Solace. And I say we don’t want you charlatan clerics and your false gods in our town!”

			Kairn gaped at him, then looked down at the gray robes he was wearing and remembered his history: in this time period, before the War of the Lance, there were no clerics in Ansalon.

			“You mistake me, sir. I am not a cleric,” said Kairn hastily. “I am a scholar. I work at the Great Library in Palanthas—”

			“Then go back to Palanthas!” The man crowded close to Karin, trying to intimidate him until a barmaid with bright red curls intervened.

			“Now, Hederick, don’t you go scaring away my customers. Sit down and I’ll bring you some more mulled wine. My treat.”

			Hederick glared at Kairn and grumbled, but he allowed the barmaid to persuade him and sat back down at the table. The barmaid latched on to Kairn.

			“I saw you come in with Tas and his friend,” she said in a low voice. “They’re sitting at this table over here. A word of advice: Keep clear of the High Theocrat. Hederick’s got a crew of goblins working for him, and we’ve trouble enough in Solace without you causing more. Sturm, I’ve brought a fellow Solamnic,” she announced as they reached the table. “He’s a scholar from Palanthas. You two should have a lot to talk about.”

			“Thank you, Tika,” said Sturm.

			“You are Tika Waylan,” said Kairn. “I am honored to meet you.”

			Tika laughed and flashed Caramon a glance. “Now he is a true gentleman. You could take lessons.”

			“What I’ll take is more potatoes,” said Caramon, grinning. Tika shook her head at him, but went back into the kitchen.

			Sturm rose to his feet and offered his hand. “Are you, indeed, from Palanthas, sir? I am Sturm Brightblade, also of Solamnia.”

			Kairn shifted the device to his left hand, still keeping it hidden, to shake hands with Sturm. He almost introduced himself as “Brother Kairn,” as he was accustomed to doing, but had just enough presence of mind to switch to his given name. “Kairn Uth Tsartolhelm. I am a historian.”

			The men shook hands. Kairn was overwhelmed, unable to believe he was shaking hands with one of the most famous heroes in all of Ansalon history. Sturm’s grip was firm, his smile warm, though his grave expression indicated he did not smile often. He wore the long mustaches typical of Solamnic knights and old-fashioned armor that Kairn knew was part of the Brightblade family legacy. The same was true of the sword he wore on his hip.

			Sturm invited Kairn to be seated and indicated a chair at his side. Kairn could see Hederick still glaring at him, and he didn’t want to draw more attention to himself, so he hurriedly took a seat.

			Tas was talking to Caramon, who was staring in perplexity at the kender’s head.

			“What happened to your hair, Tas? Your topknot’s been cut clean off!”

			Tas heaved a sigh. “My topknot is a long story, and it’s very sad, and I don’t want to talk about it. Besides, I don’t have much time. I only came to introduce you to someone.”

			He proudly turned to Mari, who was staring intently at Sturm.

			“This is Mari. She’s my wife!” Tas said proudly.

			“Your wife?” Caramon repeated, astonished. “Where did you get a wife? Raist, did you hear that? Tas has a wife!”

			“I am not deaf, brother,” Raistlin said coldly. “I heard him.”

			The mage was observing Mari, who seemed to be trying to avoid his gaze, for she kept out of the firelight.

			“This is my friend Flint,” Tas was saying to her. “And my friend Tanis. He didn’t used to have the beard. Elves can’t grow beards, but Tanis is only half an elf, so he can. I’m sorry Kitiara didn’t come, Tanis, even though we shouldn’t be sorry because she turned out to be a really bad person. Ouch!”

			He glared at Flint, who had kicked him beneath the table.

			“Congratulations, Tas—I think,” said Tanis, looking mystified. “I’d be interested to know how you came by a wife in the short time you’ve been gone.”

			“Wife!” Flint gave a snort. “The kender’s making it up, Tanis. You know you can’t believe a word this doorknob says. As if anyone would marry him. I need more ale. Where’s that barmaid?”

			“Tika’s busy. I’ll fetch the ale,” Tanis offered and left to go to the bar.

			Kairn looked around at the people who would become the Heroes of the Lance, and he was overcome with awe. He clutched the device tightly, reminding himself that he needed to go back to his own time and take the kender with him. But he was a historian, and he was in the presence of people who would have a profound effect on history, and he couldn’t help but revel in this moment and mentally take notes.

			Caramon was tall and broad-shouldered, strong and muscular. He had bright blue eyes, long brown hair, a booming laugh, and a jovial smile. His twin brother, Raistlin, by contrast, was slight and frail. His skin glistened with a faint golden sheen, and his eyes had pupils the shape of hourglasses. His health had been shattered by the dread Test in the Tower of High Sorcery, but he was one of the most powerful mages in Ansalon. Powerful and dangerous.

			He had been given the magical Staff of Magius that had once belonged to the famed wizard, Magius, back in the time of Huma and the Third Dragon War. Par-Salian, the head of the Conclave of Wizards, had given Raistlin the staff after that Test, and he kept it jealously by his side, touching it with his hand as though to reassure himself he still possessed it.

			Tanis Half-Elven was, as his name implied, half elf and half human. He walked with the grace of an elf, but his build was that of a human. He was dressed in leather, wore a sword, and carried a long bow that he had set to one side.

			The dwarf, Flint Fireforge, had gray hair and a full gray beard. He was a hill dwarf with an inherent dislike for his cousins, the mountain dwarves of Thorbardin. He was wearing a heavy leather tunic and helm and carried a battle-axe, a favored dwarven weapon.

			Tika Waylan, the red-haired, freckle-faced young barmaid who would fight draconians with her skillet, returned with the potatoes and set them down in front of Caramon.

			Tas ran to bring a chair for Mari, and Kairn forced himself to return to the terrible reality of their perilous situation. He had no idea what to do. He briefly considered returning to the library on his own to seek help from Astinus, but he feared the device might not take him. It could go back to Tasslehoff—who had also been the last person to have hold of it—and that would make matters only worse. Kairn kept firm hold of the device and hoped for an opportunity to use it.

			“You say you are a historian, Kairn,” Sturm said, regarding him with interest.

			“I am, sir. I am studying Huma Dragonbane and the Third Dragon War,” Kairn replied.

			Sturm’s eyes brightened. “I have long been interested in Huma myself, though I lack the means to study him. I would like very much to discuss him with you.”

			They were interrupted by Mari, who had dragged a chair over and placed it between them. Kairn was relieved that she was keeping close to him. Now he just had to get hold of Tas.

			Sturm politely greeted Mari and continued his discussion with Kairn.

			“I have a question regarding stories I have heard about Huma,” Sturm said. “History says he was friends with a wizard named Magius. Raistlin claims that he has the Staff of Magius—”

			“I do not claim to have it,” said Raistlin caustically, overhearing them. He kept his eyes on Mari, even as he joined the conversation. “This is the Staff of Magius, given to me by Par-Salian himself.”

			Sturm frowned. “I have always found such a friendship between a knight and a wizard difficult to believe.”

			“Don’t worry, Sturm,” said Raistlin. “If it is true, history will not repeat itself.”

			“My research has led me to believe it is true,” said Kairn. “Huma and Magius were devoted friends. Many people disapproved of their friendship, for Solamnics do not trust magic or those who wield it. But the two had grown up together as children, as close as brothers, and they often fought together with sword and staff.”

			“Speaking of this staff, can you tell me anything about it, sir?” Raistlin asked, leaning forward, his eyes kindling. “I have had difficulty discovering what magical powers it might possess—”

			Raistlin interrupted himself, suddenly clapping his hand over one of the pouches he wore on his belt. He whipped around to confront Tasslehoff. “Touch me again, kender, and I will wither your hand like a prune.”

			Tas hurriedly drew back his hand. He looked hurt. “I was only going tell you that Mari is wearing the most interesting gem. I think it’s magic like your staff. Show him the gem, Mari.”

			Mari flinched and put her hand defensively to her throat. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Tas. It’s really very ordinary. Could you bring me some ale? I’m thirsty.”

			“The gem isn’t ordinary, Mari,” Tas protested. “Wait until you see it, Raistlin! It’s an ugly gray color except when it’s a pretty gray color, and it’s always changing shape. First it’s round and then it’s square and then it’s oblong and sometimes it glows with a gray light and sometimes it doesn’t.”

			He paused for breath. “Only don’t touch it. When I tried to touch it, it gave me a squirmy feeling like when I met Lord Soth, the death knight—only I guess you wouldn’t know about that because it hasn’t happened yet.”

			Caramon grinned and winked at Flint. “Death knight. That’s a good one, Tas. Tell us more about this Lord Sloth.”

			Raistlin cast his brother a baleful look. “Go back to stuffing yourself with potatoes, Caramon, and stay out of this.”

			“Sure, Raist, sorry,” said Caramon, ducking his head.

			“Death knights. Squirmy gems. More kender tales,” said Flint in disgust. He rose to his feet and grabbed his helm. “I’m going out for a breath of fresh air.”

			He headed for the door, and Kairn watched him go in dismay. Flint was supposed to remain inside the inn with his friends. History was falling apart as he watched.

			“This time, I believe the kender,” Raistlin was saying softly. “I sensed the gem’s power the moment Mari entered.”

			Kairn remembered the gem. He had seen Destina toying with it in the library, and the kender was right. It was gray in color, and it had changed shape. He also remembered that when he had first met Destina, she had come to the library seeking information on the Graygem. Kairn heard Dalamar’s words through the mists.

			Destina has taken the Graygem back in time.

			“Blessed Gilean!” Kairn groaned.

			The situation was worsening with every second that passed. Kairn could not imagine what would happen if Raistlin Majere came into possession of the Graygem. He needed to get Mari and the gem back to the library and hand them over to Astinus. Unfortunately, now Raistlin and everyone else sitting around the table was staring at her.

			“Tas, didn’t you say something about showing me a blue crystal staff?” Mari said tightly. “I’d like to see it.”

			“A blue crystal staff?” Tanis said, frowning. “That hobgoblin who stopped us asked questions about a blue crystal staff.”

			“You don’t know about it yet,” said Tas. “I’ll go ask Goldmoon if I can bring it over to show you. I’m sure she won’t mind.”

			“Tas, no!” Kairn protested, but the kender jumped up and ran over to where Goldmoon and Riverwind were talking.

			“Excuse me, Goldmoon, I just need to borrow your staff a moment,” said Tas. “Hullo, Riverwind! I’d forgotten how really tall you are. I’ll bring the staff right back. I promise!”

			Riverwind had risen to his feet and was glowering at the kender. Tas deftly took the staff from Goldmoon, who cried out in alarm. Riverwind made a grab for the staff, but missed, and Tasslehoff ran off with it. He dashed back to the table with the angry Riverwind in pursuit.

			Raistlin started to say something, but he began to cough, wheezing and hacking until it seemed his frail body might shake apart. Drawing his handkerchief, he covered his mouth. Caramon regarded him anxiously and started to place his hand on his shoulder. Raistlin flinched away from his touch. His coughing eased. His lips were flecked with blood. He was shoving the bloodstained handkerchief back into his pocket, when he suddenly grabbed hold of his staff and struck Sturm on the hand with the crystal globe on top.

			Sturm flushed in anger. His knuckles were bleeding.

			“You have gone mad—”

			“The kender sitting next to you poured something in your ale,” said Raistlin, his voice rasping. “She holds the vial in her hand. Caramon, take it from her.”

			Mari said nothing, but her guilt was evident in her tightly pressed lips. When Caramon reached for the vial, she threw it at him and huddled back in her chair, her arms crossed over her chest.

			“Be careful with it,” Raistlin warned him. “We have no idea what is in it. Give it to me.”

			Caramon blanched. Holding the vial gingerly between his index finger and his thumb, he handed it to his brother.

			Raistlin held the vial to the light and saw it was empty. He sniffed at it and touched the edge of the vial to his tongue. He muttered a few strange words, and the vial began to glow with a pale and sickly yellow.

			“An elixir of cowardice,” Raistlin said. “If you had drunk this, Sturm, you would henceforth be a prey to unreasoning terror, afraid to even draw your sword, scared to fight anything larger than a cockroach.”

			Sturm stared at Mari in bewilderment. “This makes no sense. Why would this kender want to turn me into a coward?”

			“Perhaps because she is not a kender,” Raistlin said coolly.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Sturm. “Any fool can see she is a kender!”

			“Which is why you fools see a kender,” Raistlin sneered, his lip curling. “I see a human masquerading as a kender. If I had to guess, I would say she is either a shapeshifter or possesses a magical artifact that gives her that power, such as the strange gem she is trying to conceal beneath her collar.”

			Kairn prepared to activate the device. He would have to leave Tas behind, and half the population of Solace would see them vanish into thin air, but that didn’t matter anymore. He started to speak the last sentence of the poem.

			Tas, meanwhile, had arrived at the table with Riverwind right behind him.

			“Look what I have, Mari!” Tas announced “The blue crystal Staff of Mishakal! Only it’s not blue and it’s not crystal. At least not yet. It will be when I hit Hederick. Maybe I could hit him even without Fizban.”

			“ ‘Destiny be over—’ ” Kairn began.

			Mari snatched the device from him with one hand and grabbed hold of Sturm with the other.

			“ ‘Destiny be over your head,’ ” she said clearly.

			Raistlin jumped to his feet. “Stop her!” He struck at her with the Staff of Magius.

			“Don’t you dare hurt Mari!” Tasslehoff cried, outraged, and struck Raistlin with the Staff of Mishakal.

			The crystal atop the Staff of Magius flared fiery red. The blue crystal staff shone with the holy light of the goddess Mishakal, blazing incandescent blue fire. The Device of Time Journeying burst into flame, and the Graygem flashed with a blinding light.

			Holy magic and arcane magic swirled and collided.

			And Chaos devoured them all and spat them out into the River of Time.
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			Tanis Half-Elven settled himself comfortably in a chair and gazed around the kitchen. Tika was cooking spiced potatoes in a skillet over the fire. Caramon brought his friend a mug of foaming ale and sat down alongside him. Tanis felt as if he had come home.

			“History does have a way of repeating itself, Caramon,” Tanis said. “I passed by the Inn of the Last Home on my way to your house. You and Tika have managed to restore it to what it looked like seven years ago.”

			“I wish we could have found a way to lift it back into the vallenwood tree,” said Caramon. “I’ll never forget the first sight of it I had after traveling all those years. The stained glass shining with light. I knew I was home at last.”

			“I know the feeling,” said Tanis, smiling. “Where’s Fizban when you need him? He could have raised the inn into the tree for you.”

			Caramon laughed. “That old wizard got us into so much trouble! He would have likely raised it, then dropped it on top of my head!”

			“I remember so clearly that night in the inn when he asked Goldmoon to sing her song. The sight of the inn brought it all back to me. I had the feeling that if I walked inside, I would find all our friends gathered around the table. Those who are now gone: Sturm…Flint….”

			“Raistlin,” Caramon added.

			Tanis saw Caramon’s expression darken, and he tried to cheer him.

			“You and Tika haven’t changed.”

			“Liar,” said Caramon, grinning. He patted his belly. “Too many spiced potatoes. You haven’t changed, but then you have elven blood in you.”

			“My beard has more gray in it,” Tanis confessed, rubbing the beard that no elf could grow. “My human years are catching up with me.”

			Tika ladled a generous portion of spiced potatoes onto a plate and set it in front of Tanis.

			“I hate to eat alone. Won’t you both join me?” he asked.

			Caramon looked hopefully at Tika.

			“We’ve had our supper,” she said, giving her husband a stern look.

			“But that was hours ago,” Caramon protested. “It’s almost midnight!”

			Tika shook her head, but she went back to the skillet, ladled out more potatoes, and slammed the plate down in front of her husband.

			“I’ll go check on the baby,” she said. “You can meet him and your namesake in the morning. Tanis won’t believe how he’s grown! You’ll be our guest tonight, of course.”

			Caramon watched her fondly as she bustled off. “I’m a lucky man, Tanis.”

			“You earned your luck, my friend,” said Tanis. “You fought for every scrap.”

			“I had help,” said Caramon quietly. He smiled to see his wife return and took her by the hand and drew her near.

			“Both sleeping soundly,” she reported.

			“I’m sorry I arrived so late,” Tanis said. “You shouldn’t have gone to all the trouble to feed me, Tika, though I must say I appreciate it. And this is still the best ale in Ansalon. I should know. I’ve tried most of it.”

			“You’ve been traveling the continent, from what we hear,” said Tika.

			Tanis began eating potatoes with relish. “You were lucky your messenger caught me in Qualinesti. A group of elves and I were on our way to Palanthas to join Laurana. We were intending to stop in Solace anyway, so everything worked out. The rest of the party are camped by Crystalmir Lake.”

			“How are negotiations going between the knights and the elves?” Tika asked.

			“We are making progress, though it’s slow,” said Tanis. “The knights respect and revere Laurana for her bravery during the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower, but we have to face facts. She’s an elf, I’m a half-elf, and they are human. They find it hard to overcome centuries of mistrust and prejudice.”

			“Better than in the old days, though. Will you have some more potatoes?” Tika asked.

			“Thank you, no,” said Tanis, adding with a grin. “If I get too heavy, my griffin will refuse to carry me.”

			Tika cleared away the plates. She brought Tanis another mug of ale and cups of tarbean tea for herself and Caramon, then joined them at the table.

			“Are you tired?” Caramon asked Tanis. “If so, we can talk in the morning.”

			“I’m wide awake,” Tanis replied. “And I am interested to hear why you sent for me.”

			“It’s Tas,” said Caramon.

			Tanis smiled. “Of course it is. What’s he done now?”

			“He’s found himself a wife,” Caramon said.

			“Or rather, a wife found him,” said Tika.

			“Tas! Married?” Tanis started to laugh, then realized he was alone in his mirth. Both Caramon and Tika looked grave. “What’s wrong?”

			“The trouble began when this Solamnic woman, Destina Rosethorn, came to the inn,” Tika explained. “And then there was this kender Tas married who wore a strange gem, and Tas ran off with her to get the Device of Time Journeying, which he promised he would never talk about, and then Dalamar arrived, and he asked questions about Tas—”

			“Whoa! Wait a minute,” said Tanis. “I’m confused. Go back to the part about Tas getting married—”

			They were interrupted by a knock on the door.

			Caramon frowned. “Who could that be at this ungodly hour?”

			“Someone in trouble,” said Tika. “People always come to you when they’re in trouble no matter what time of day or night. I don’t know why they can’t wait until morning!”

			“Because trouble doesn’t wait for morning,” said Caramon.

			The knock came again, this time more forcefully.

			“You best answer it,” said Tika, sighing. “That racket will wake the baby!”

			Caramon lit a lantern, went to the door, and opened it. Tanis rose to his feet, his hand on his sword.

			A person shrouded in a long white robe stood at the door. Tanis stared at the visitor in perplexity. The face was a human man’s face, and then it was the face of an elven woman, and then the face was that of a dwarf with a beard. Apparently this person had an infinite number of faces, but they were all benign. All the lips smiled gentle smiles. All the eyes were wise with infinite understanding.

			Caramon blinked, as though trying to bring the faces into focus. He stared at the person, bewildered by the rapidly shifting aspects.

			“Is this the home of Caramon Majere?” said the person.

			“Maybe,” Caramon grunted. “Who’s asking?”

			“What’s asking is more like it,” said Tika in an undertone to Tanis. She had grabbed hold of her skillet. “Did you ever see a creature like that?”

			“Never,” said Tanis softly.

			“I am the Keeper of Souls,” said the being.

			“The what?” Caramon demanded, perplexed.

			“The Keeper of Souls. Are you Caramon Majere? I’m afraid I must insist that you answer. If you are, I have to speak with you on an urgent matter.”

			Caramon glanced at Tika. She placed the skillet on the table and walked over to stand beside him.

			“He’s Caramon, and I’m his wife,” she said. “What are you? Why does your face keep changing?”

			“I am the Keeper of Souls,” the being replied—and seemed to think that was all the explanation required. “I cannot stay long. I have never before been absent from my post, but then nothing like this has ever happened. I was unclear what to do. I did not want to leave, yet I felt you had a right to know.”

			The Keeper seemed distraught, all of its aspects bewildered. It paused as though collecting its thoughts, then said, “You had a twin brother, Raistlin.”

			“I did,” said Caramon evenly. “He died.”

			“I know that better than most,” said the Keeper. “His soul was in my care. You had a friend, Sturm Brightblade. His soul, too, was in my care.”

			“I think you should explain yourself,” said Tanis, joining his friends.

			“I am sorry,” said the Keeper, flustered. “I am not used to conversing with the living. The dead know all, you see. They understand. They do not stop living because they are dead. Their spirits remain alive, moving on to the next stage of their journeying. My task is to keep an account of the souls who enter the realm of death with the exception of those who gave their souls to Takhisis, Queen of Darkness. She seizes those.”

			“So that is why your face keeps changing,” said Tanis in sudden understanding. “Death comes to all the living, and you are all the faces of those who have died.”

			The Keeper bowed in acknowledgment.

			“But what does this have to do with Raistlin and Sturm?” Caramon demanded. “As you say, they are dead. Their souls live only in our memory.”

			“Ah, that’s the problem,” said the Keeper. “I don’t think they are dead. Not anymore. Their souls have gone missing.” He peered about. “Since Sturm was your friend and Raistlin your brother, I thought perhaps I might find them here.”

			Caramon went pale as death himself. “You are saying my brother and Sturm are alive?”

			“I have to assume so,” said the Keeper. “For if their souls are not in my keeping, that means they are not dead. My next assumption is that they are alive.”

			“How dare you?” Tika cried, furious. “How dare you tell Caramon his brother lives? You are cruel to torment him! Get out and leave us in peace!”

			“No, Tika,” Caramon said firmly. “Let him speak.”

			“Oh, Caramon, are you sure?” Tika asked.

			“I am sure,” said Caramon steadfastly. “I have to know.”

			The Keeper sighed. “Unfortunately, you know all I have to tell. The souls of Raistlin Majere and Sturm Brightblade have gone missing. Both vanished at the same time. I have no idea what has become of them.”

			“What about Flint?” Tika asked. “He also died.”

			“Flint Fireforge.” The Keeper smiled. “He rests still beneath his tree, waiting for his friend.”

			“None of this makes any sense,” said Tanis sternly. “We know Sturm and Raistlin are both dead.”

			“What we don’t know is this Keeper, or if he is telling the truth!” Tika added, glaring at him balefully.

			The Keeper was shocked. “I assure you I am, madame! The dead do not lie. Nor do their souls vanish.”

			Tanis was grim. “You had better go back to your dead, then, Keeper, and leave the living to sort this out.”

			“Should I let you know if either soul returns?” the Keeper asked. “That would mean they are both dead again.”

			Tika was grim. “We would appreciate that. And thank you. We’ll be in touch.”

			She shut the door on the Keeper and locked it. Caramon was shaking his head, perplexed.

			“I don’t know what any of this means. I feel like I was back in my drinking days. I used to see faces like that all the time.”

			“Time and Tasslehoff,” said Tanis suddenly. “Paladine save us! You said something about Tas and that device that took you both back in time.”

			“The Device of Time Journeying,” said Caramon, looking worried.

			“What if Tas did something to change time, and now Raistlin and Sturm are alive?” Tanis asked.

			Tika groaned. “That does sound like something Tas would do.”

			“You best tell me the whole story,” said Tanis.

			Tika told him the story, starting with the Solamnic woman coming to the inn and asking questions about the device.

			“The last I saw of Tas, he was going to Palanthas with his new wife to ask Astinus for the device,” she finished.

			“You need to talk to Astinus, Tanis,” said Caramon. “Make certain that he still has the device.”

			“That’s what I was thinking,” said Tanis. “And, Caramon, you should come with me. As I said, I’m traveling with a group of elves who are on their way to Palanthas. We brought extra mounts. You and I can be there in three days.”

			“I can’t leave Tika with the inn and the baby,” said Caramon. “And if Raistlin is alive, he’ll come looking for me. I want to be here if he needs me.”

			Tika cast a frightened glance at Tanis. “You have to find out what’s going on!”

			“And help Tas, if you can find him,” Caramon added. “He’s our friend and likely in some sort of trouble. He’s helped us when we needed it.”

			“Though generally he helps us out of trouble only after he gets us into it,” said Tanis, sighing.
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			The plan should have worked.

			Destina had come so close to achieving her goal. She would soon be with her father and save him from dying and bring him home. The River of Time would gently wash her past sorrows away. She had found the Device of Time Journeying in the Great Library. She had it in her hands. Everything was going as she had planned, and then it seemed to her that a great wave in the River of Time had risen up and smacked her in the face.

			She had been caught in the swift-flowing current and struggled to stay afloat, but the river repeatedly dragged her under. And when she feared she was drowning, the River of Time had dumped her on the shore and left her there. Stranded.

			Destina lay still. She did not know where—or when—she was. But she was aware of people standing around her and kept her eyes closed, feigning unconsciousness. At least she was in her own body. She was no longer a kender. The violent blast of magicks must have disrupted the shapeshifting spell.

			“What is wrong with her, Sturm?” a whispering voice asked.

			“I can see no injury,” Sturm answered. “I believe she has fainted.”

			“Or the blast knocked her unconscious.”

			Destina cringed and kept her eyes fast shut. She remembered the blast, although she had been hoping she didn’t. The cuts on her palms burned and stung.

			“I do not know how you can be so calm about this, Raistlin.”

			“Perhaps you would prefer I ran about shrieking and tearing out my hair?” Raistlin said caustically. “I fail to see how that would help.”

			He began to cough. Drawing out a handkerchief from the sleeve of his robe, he pressed it to his mouth. The coughing spasm subsided, and he rounded on Tasslehoff. “If you pull on my sleeve one more time, I will twist your insides into a rope and throttle you with it!”

			“I just want to ask you a very important question,” said Tas, aggrieved. “I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but aren’t you and Sturm dead?”

			“Do we look dead?” Raistlin demanded.

			“No,” Tas admitted. “And you certainly don’t sound dead, which is good, because if you’re alive you can make this Destina woman wake up and tell me what she did with Mari. Tell her you’ll twist up her insides.”

			“Do you know this woman, Tas?” Sturm asked, astounded. “Why didn’t you say something before?”

			“Because you and Raistlin were talking, and Tanis always says I’m not supposed to interrupt,” Tas said. “Her name is Destina Rosethorn. She came to the inn asking about the Device of Time Journeying and then she sucked up Mari in a magic cyclone, and after that I found Mari in the library, but now Mari is gone again and this Destina woman is here. And where is here, anyway?”

			“The Device of Time Journeying…” Raistlin murmured. “That explains it.”

			Destina recoiled in horror. Her hands—her empty hands—clenched to fists in the folds of her skirt. She had grabbed the device from Kairn. She had been holding fast to it, and then there was a shattering explosion, and now her hands were empty, the palms burning and stinging.

			No! Destina said inwardly, writhing in agony. The kender must have it. Perhaps I dropped it in the leaves! Yes, that is it. I dropped it in the leaves.

			“Explains what?” Sturm was asking Raistlin. “What is this device?”

			“A magical artifact that permits the person using it to travel through time,” Raistlin replied. “Tas, when did this woman arrive at the inn to ask you about the device? It could not have been the night of our reunion. We have never before seen her.”

			“She came years after the War of the Lance was over,” said Tas. “You and Sturm were both dead, and I was living in Solace in Flint’s house, because he’s dead, too. Tika had just had her second baby. They named him Sturm after you, Sturm. Their first baby is named Tanin after Tanis. I asked if they were going to name the third one Tas or maybe Hoff after me, but Tika said she didn’t think that would be…”

			“Tas, we are not talking about babies,” said Raistlin.

			“Right, that wasn’t what you asked, was it? What did you ask? Oh, I remember! Destina came to the inn then, whenever then was. Or is. Or will be.” Tas sighed. “I’m getting really muddled. I think we should all go to just one time and stay there.”

			“Raistlin, we need to talk,” said Sturm.

			Tas crowded close. “What are we going to talk about? How you’re not dead?”

			Sturm gave him a grim look. “We need to have some idea of our location. Climb that tree, Tas, and tell us what you can see from the top.”

			“Good idea,” said Tas eagerly. “I might see Mari.”

			Destina heard scrabbling sounds as the kender scrambled up the tree. She kept her eyes closed. She wondered how long she could keep up this deception. She wished forever.

			“The kender is right, isn’t he?” said Sturm.

			“About both of us being dead? Yes,” said Raistlin.

			“I remember a past life,” Sturm said. “I remember our friends. I remember a long journey and a final battle. I remember feeling blessed and my spirit moving on, guided by the hands of the gods. But these memories are as dreams to me.”

			“The dead do not dream. One of death’s few advantages,” said Raistlin caustically. “But I understand. I, too, remember a past life. I remember people and events and deeds. I remember falling asleep and my spirit leaving my body to set forth on a new journey. Yet now we find ourselves dragged back to the world of the living. I have my spellbook with me, the one I was carrying in the inn. But I am missing my staff. You are wearing a sword, Sturm. Is that the one that belonged to your father?”

			“It is my father’s sword, and I wear his armor.”

			“I don’t have my hoopak, because I left it outside the library when I went inside to find Mari,” Tas yelled down from the tree. “But my pouches are the same! I think…”

			Raistlin ignored him. “You and I are dead. We both remember our past lives. And yet now we are alive, and both of us have with us what was precious to us in life: you have your heritage and I have my magic.”

			“How is this possible?” Sturm demanded.

			“I have no idea. And, frankly, how it happened is not relevant,” Raistlin said. “What is more important is—”

			“Sturm and Raistlin!” Tas called down from his perch in the tree. “I know where we are! We’re at the High Clerist’s Tower! I recognize it, although it looks different. For one, it’s only the inside tower. It looks like they’re building the outside tower, because the walls are covered with scaffolding.”

			“The High Clerist’s Tower?” Sturm repeated, stunned.

			“Look, you can probably see the top spire from where you’re standing,” said Tas, pointing to a tower in the distance.

			“That does look like the High Lookout,” Sturm admitted. “But how did we come to be here?”

			“Ask Mistress Rosethorn,” said Raistlin.

			Destina kept as still as she could, pressing her cheek into the moist, dead leaves. She wished she could sink beneath them.

			“But how did Mistress Rosethorn come to be here?” Sturm asked. “I never saw her before. The kender, Mari, was the one who had the device.”

			“Destina Rosethorn is the kender Mari,” said Raistlin. “Destina Rosethorn and Mari Mariweather are the same person. I told you this in the inn. She is either a shapeshifter or she has an artifact that allows her to shapeshift.”

			“Death has addled your brain,” Sturm scoffed.

			“I can prove it.” Raistlin knelt beside Destina. She could smell the faint spicy scent of his spell components and an underlying odor of decay. His hand brushed her cheek, and his skin seemed unnaturally hot. She flinched at his touch.

			“I believe she is waking up,” Raistlin said in a sarcastic tone that let her know he knew she had been shamming. “You note she is wearing the same clothes as the kender, yet they fit her as though they were made for a human. She wears the same ring with the green stone I saw the kender wearing. That is the magic of the shapeshifter. See this brooch, the two faces merging together? A magical brooch of shapeshifting. And then there is this strange gem…”

			“It must also be magic,” Sturm said. “It is loathsome to look upon.”

			“It is magic,” said Raistlin softly. “An artifact more powerful than I have ever before seen. I sensed its power the moment she walked into the inn.”

			Destina felt Raistlin’s fingers lift the chain. Her eyes flared open.

			“Don’t touch it!” she warned, but she was too late.

			Raistlin gasped in pain and snatched his hand away.

			Destina took hold of the gem and thrust it beneath the collar of her jacket. She sat up, pushing herself away from him. “I told you not to touch it.”

			She cast a frantic glance around, searching for the Device of Time Journeying, hoping against hope to see a glint of gold amid the leaves. She surreptitiously ran her hands through them, patted the folds of her skirt. She couldn’t find it, and then she caught a sparkle of light shining a short distance away in the grass. She had a dreadful feeling she knew what it was.

			Raistlin was studying his burned fingers, appearing more intrigued than upset. Destina swiftly reached out toward the sparkling light. Her fingers closed over a jewel and she could see another lying beside it. She picked up an emerald and a ruby and closed her hand over them. She knew without doubt that the Device of Time Journeying had blown apart, its pieces scattered across time. She thrust the jewels into a pocket.

			“Tas was apparently fortunate the gem just gave him a ‘squirmy’ feeling,” Raistlin was saying. He fixed his intense gaze on her. “Why the shapeshifting, lady? Why go to all the trouble to hoodwink Tas? Why try to feed Sturm a potion of cowardice? Why disturb our eternal rest?”

			“And bring us here, to the High Clerist’s Tower?” Sturm demanded.

			Destina looked from one to the other, uncertain what to say. She couldn’t tell them the device had been destroyed and that now they were trapped in this place and time. The idea was so appalling she couldn’t face it.

			“Goblins!” Tas shouted and slithered down the tree, dislodging bark and leaves in the process.

			“Goblins!” he yelled again, landing on the ground. “A whole bunch of them coming this way! They’re armed to the teeth!”

			Raistlin swiftly rose to his feet. “Where?”

			“Marching along that road on the edge of the forest.” Tas said, pointing to a road that was barely visible through the trees. “Quick! They’re almost on top of us!”

			“Sturm, stay with the lady,” Raistlin said. “I will investigate.”

			Sturm was regarding Destina gravely. “Do you feel well enough to stand?”

			Destina was overcome with shame. She wouldn’t have blamed him if he hated her for trying to give him the potion. She didn’t trust herself to speak. She nodded and gave him her hand, and he politely assisted her to rise. The sun was shining, but its light barely penetrated the thick foliage. The air was warm, and the leaves were the fresh green of early summer. When she had left the library in Palanthas, it had been spring. They had arrived at the inn in the fall, and now the time was summer.

			The battle of the High Clerist’s Tower had been in the winter.

			Raistlin and Tas almost immediately returned.

			“A goblin raiding party,” Raistlin reported. “If we remain hidden in the trees, they might pass us by. But we must be still as death!”

			“Still as death! That’s funny, because you’re…” Tas saw the look Raistlin gave him and shut his mouth, then clamped his hand over it, apparently to prevent anything from slipping out.

			The goblins came into view, marching in a disorderly line along the road that skirted the forest. They were so close that Destina could smell their foul stench. Memories of defending Castle Rosethorn came back to her. She had accounted herself well in the battle. She remembered thinking that her father would have been proud of her, and the thought made her shrivel up inside. If her father were here now, she would have gone down on her knees to beg his forgiveness for all the terrible things she had done in his name.

			The goblins tromped along the road, talking loudly in their gibbering language—pushing, shoving, and jostling one another. Sturm kept his hand on the hilt of his sword. Tas kept his hand over his mouth. Raistlin watched, his arms folded across his chest. The last few goblins were straggling past when a fight broke out in the ranks. Sturm started to slide his sword from its sheath.

			“Wait!” Raistlin cautioned.

			A hobgoblin mounted on a shaggy pony galloped into the fray, wielding a whip. He began lashing the combatants, striking out in all directions. The goblins howled in pain and forgot their grievances as they tried to escape the savage blows of the whip. They ran down the road. The hobgoblin rode behind them, snapping his whip to keep them moving.

			“Never mind why we are here or how,” said Raistlin. “We have to leave. Return to our own time. Wherever we are, none of us can die here. You have the device, Mistress Rosethorn. Take us back immediately, and all will be as it was. The river will flow on.”

			“I would,” said Destina faintly. She licked dry lips. “But…I don’t have the device.”

			“Tas, did you take it?” Sturm asked, glaring at the kender.

			“I don’t have it!” said Tas. “I’d swear on my topknot, only my topknot isn’t there anymore. Mari had the device.”

			Raistlin looked at Destina.

			“And since you are Mari, you must have it!” said Raistlin sharply. “The device will always return to the one who used it last—shapeshifter or not.”

			“But I keep telling you, Raistlin, Destina wasn’t the one who used it last,” Tas insisted. “Mari was the last one who used the device. That means it’s with her, wherever she is. We have to find Mari.”

			“We have found Mari,” said Raistlin. “So where is the device, Lady? I wonder…”

			Destina drew in a breath to tell them the truth, but Tas wasn’t giving up.

			“I’m sorry to contra—contra—whatever that long word is that means you’re wrong and I’m right, Raistlin, but you’re wrong. We haven’t found Mari—”

			“Silence, kender. Let me think,” Raistlin said.

			Tas was quiet about two seconds. “Sorry, I know I’m supposed to be quiet so that Raistlin can think, but I hear horses. Does anyone else hear horses?”

			“I do,” said Sturm grimly. “That hobgoblin was riding a horse. Maybe one of the fiends saw us.”

			He drew his sword, and Tas pulled his knife from his belt.

			They waited tensely until they saw two humans ride into view, traveling along the same road as the goblins.

			Both were human. One was wearing a breastplate and helm, leather boots and chain mail, and carried a sword at his side. He had rich brown hair that fell in two braids over his shoulders. He wore the long mustaches that were the hallmark of the Solamnic knights. His expression was grave and earnest.

			His companion was a mage wearing red robes. He was probably about the same age as his friend, though he looked younger. His hair was the color of golden wheat, which he wore carelessly gathered at the nape of his neck, extending down his back in a flowing tail. He carried no weapon, but he had a staff strapped to his horse. He was clean-shaven, with high cheekbones and a strong jaw. In contrast to the gravity of his friend, he wore a sardonic smile, as though he found life a vastly amusing jest.

			The knight halted his steed almost directly opposite where the four were hiding among the shadows.

			“I tell you I heard voices!” he said insistently. “They came from the woods.”

			“Goblin voices?” the mage asked.

			The knight shook his head. “What I heard did not sound like goblins.”

			“Perhaps they were wood sprites,” said the mage, grinning. “They are fond of wizards. Maybe they are calling me to come join them in their revelries.”

			“Be serious for a change,” said the knight.

			Tas looked at Sturm and asked in a whisper, “What are they saying? Do you understand?”

			“Quiet!” Sturm replied in hushed tones.

			Tas subsided. Destina understood what they were saying. The language the knight and the mage were speaking was Solamnic, but an archaic form—the same language Vinas Solamnus had used when writing the Measure.

			“I am serious,” the mage was saying. “I love nothing more than a romp with a sprightly sprite. Shall we go into the woods to dance with them? Or do we continue following the tracks of the goblins to see where they are bound?”

			“I can guess where they are bound,” said the knight. “As I recall from the last time I was here, a small village lies about five miles ahead. The goblins know the men will be in the fields this time of day, leaving only women and children left to defend their homes. They plan to raid the village.”

			“Then we must stop them,” said the mage coolly. “If nothing else, we will rid the Dark Queen of a few of her soldiers.”

			The knight smiled at his friend. “I must remind you that there are just the two of us, and I counted at least thirty goblins and five hobgoblins.”

			“Hardly a fair fight for the goblins,” said the mage. “I plan to kill ten myself. I have a new spell I want to test. I call it ‘Sizzling Gob.’ ”

			He reached behind him on the saddle, removed the staff from its sheath, and flourished the staff in the air.

			“Shirak!” he cried, and the crystal on the staff began to glow.

			“Raistlin, look! That wizard has your staff!” Tas said, amazed. “It has the crystal and the dragon claw on top and everything. He even says that same word you say, ‘Shellac.’ How did that wizard get your staff?”

			The knight stopped talking and looked directly at them. Sturm clapped his hand over Tas’s mouth. No one moved.

			“Certainly you heard that!” the knight said.

			“I heard the wind blowing through the trees,” said the mage. “Or maybe it was the wood sprites.”

			Tas wriggled and tugged on Sturm’s hand, indicating he was being slowly smothered.

			Sturm eased his grip, then said softly, “Tas is right, Raistlin. That staff does look like the staff you carried in life.”

			Raistlin had was silent, staring. He moistened his lips. “The staff was his long before it was mine.”

			“You know him?” Sturm asked, astonished.

			“Let us say, I know of him,” Raistlin replied.

			“Are we going to fry goblins or go in search of wood sprites?” the mage asked.

			The knight drew his sword and spurred his horse. “I will race you, Magius!”

			His friend laughed and kicked his horse in the flanks. “Let us make this interesting, Huma! A cask of dwarf spirits says that I kill my ten goblins before your sword is bloodied.”

			“A bet you will lose, my friend!” the knight returned, laughing.

			The two galloped off.

			“I don’t believe it,” said Sturm, clearly shaken.

			“Then you doubt your own eyes and ears,” Raistlin retorted. “Magius was the childhood friend of Huma Dragonbane. The two spoke of the Dark Queen who led an assault on Solamnia. They were speaking an archaic form of Solamnic.”

			“I don’t believe it,” Sturm repeated, but this time with less conviction. “You are saying we have gone back to the time of Huma?”

			“The kender told us the High Clerist’s Tower looked newer,” said Raistlin. “If what we saw and heard is true, the tower is newer—by several centuries, and it’s still under construction! Huma Dragonbane lived and died almost one thousand years before the Cataclysm.”

			He turned to Destina. “You brought us here, Lady. Why?”

			“No, this can’t be right!” Destina cried in terror. “I didn’t bring us here. Or if I did, I didn’t mean to!”

			“Then what did you mean to do?” Raistlin demanded.

			Destina glanced at Sturm and slowly shook her head.

			Raistlin advanced on her. His eyes glittered; his red robes rustled around his ankles. “I remember the magic boiling and hissing and then a dazzling gray flash and an explosion of power. The device would always come back to her…Unless it couldn’t.”

			“What do you mean it couldn’t? What are you saying, Raistlin?” Sturm demanded angrily. “Speak plainly. Don’t be so damn mysterious all the time!”

			“I will speak plainly,” said Raistlin, “but you are not going to like what I have to say. She did have the device. She did bring us here.”

			He roughly seized hold of Destina’s wrists and held her palms to the light. She cried out in pain and tried to pull away, but he grasped her tightly.

			“Look at these fresh cuts on her fingers and palms. Powerful magicks collided that night. The blast destroyed the Device of Time Journeying.”

			Raistlin let go of Destina’s hands, and she rubbed her wrists. She could see the marks of his fingers on her skin.

			“Is that plain enough for you, Sturm?” Raistlin asked. “Or should I make it plainer? The Device of Time Journeying blew apart, and without the device, we are stranded in this time until death takes us.”

			Sturm regarded Destina intently. “Is that true, mistress?”

			“I am sorry!” Destina cried, crumbling. “I never meant for this to happen! I was desperate! Kairn was going to take me away from the inn, and I would never be able to save my father. I did not intend to give you the potion, Sturm, but you were there, and I suddenly thought that if I gave you the potion and it made you afraid, you would convince my father to leave the High Clerist’s Tower before the battle, and he would live to come home to me.”

			Sturm was clearly mystified. “I have no idea what you are talking about, mistress. I have never been inside the High Clerist’s Tower before in my life.”

			“But you will be!” said Tas. “And you will—”

			He fell silent and looked down at his feet.

			“I will what?” Sturm asked, frowning.

			“Never mind,” said Tas. “Because I guess now you won’t.” He brightened. “And that’s good! I might like this time in the past that’s now the present. Can I say something?”

			Raistlin sighed. “What do you want, Tas?”

			“If I’m stuck back in time, I want my wife with me. We need to look for Mari.”

			“Mari is not coming back, Tas,” said Raistlin. He glanced at Destina. “Is she, Mistress Rosethorn?”

			She bit her lip and lowered her eyes.

			“I tried to tell him the truth. I was even going to show him. But…” She shook her head.

			“But she has to come back,” Tas argued. “She’s my wife.”

			Raistlin put his arm around the kender. “Walk with me, Tas. I will explain everything.”

			“I will go keep watch on the road,” Sturm said, his voice coldly polite. “I would suggest you remain here in the woods, where it is safe, Mistress Rosethorn.”

			He walked to the edge of the forest and stood near the road, gazing out over the grasslands toward the spires of the High Clerist’s Tower, gleaming in the sun of a distant past.

			Destina was glad to be left alone. She sank to her knees in the dead leaves and lowered her face to her hands to blot out the sight of the glistening tower, blot out the sight of her guilt and shame.

			The Graygem was warm against her skin—smugly warm, as though it was gloating. She writhed at the feel of it, and she seized hold of it, trying to break the chain and yank it off.

			The chain burned her flesh and bit painfully into her palm, already stinging. The Graygem began to glow, gray light welling between her fingers. The gem grew too hot to touch, blistering her fingers, and she had to let go.

			The Graygem nestled back into the hollow of her throat, cool now, and content.

			Destina had tried to save her father, to bring him home to her. But now if her father was born at all, he would have no daughter. Or if he did, his daughter would not be her. Perhaps she should be grateful, for then he would not have to endure the humiliation of knowing what she had done.

			The Measure says: The body suffers the pain of dying, but only for a short time. The soul suffers the pain of regret forever.

			Destina would feel the pain of her regret until death took her. And beyond.
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			Dalamar the Dark was working in his laboratory in the Tower of Sorcery to develop a new spell. He was basing it on the Hold Person spell that effectively paralyzed a victim—preventing him from moving and keeping him rooted to the spot. The problem was that the victim still retained his mental faculties and could successfully break the enchantment. Dalamar was attempting to create a spell that would make it impossible for the victim to escape.

			He had thus far been unsuccessful, and he blamed his failure on the fact that he was having trouble concentrating. Three days ago, Lady Destina Rosethorn had stolen the Device of Time Journeying from the Great Library. She and a monk from the library and the kender, Burrfoot, had vanished. Presumably they had traveled back in time and—most troubling—Destina had taken the Graygem with her.

			Dalamar had sent word to Justarius at the Tower of High Sorcery in Wayreth, warning him that the Graygem had gone back in time. He had received a terse message back. Justarius had ordered him to keep quiet, tell no one for the time being. This included members of the Conclave of Wizards—and the gods of magic.

			Justarius had written a postscript at the end of his short reply. After all, there is nothing any of us can do. Dalamar agreed with the grim assessment and braced himself for disaster.

			Thus far, however, the world hummed along peacefully enough. No second Cataclysm occurred, no fire or floods, famine or plagues. Still, Dalamar remained worried. He could not rid himself of the memory of the ominous gray flash he had seen just before the Graygem had disappeared.

			Dalamar looked down at the words to the spell he had just written and saw that they were so much gobbledygook. He angrily forced himself to concentrate. He was seated at his desk, reciting the words to the new spell, trying out various new combinations and noting all of them down. He finally devised one he thought might work. Later today, he would experiment with one of his students who had proved particularly adept at breaking enchantments.

			Someone knocked on the door.

			Dalamar stopped writing, and the words to the spell slid from his mind. His students and servants knew that when the master of the Tower was in his laboratory he was not to be disturbed except under dire circumstances. He gestured, removing the spell that sealed the door.

			“Enter,” he called.

			The Black Robe who served as his secretary bowed. “Forgive me for disturbing you, master—”

			“What do you want?” Dalamar asked sharply.

			“An aesthetic named Bertrem came with a message, master. He says you are wanted immediately at the library. You are to go directly to the Artifact Chamber.”

			“Did he say what was wrong?”

			“He did not, master,” said the Black Robe. “I asked if he wanted to speak to you himself, but he refused. Even though the aesthetic has safe passage through the Shoikan Grove, he appeared to be completely unnerved. I feared he might collapse on his way back, so I sent one of our White Robes to escort him.”

			“Well done. I will leave immediately,” Dalamar said. “After I am gone, close the magical portals to all but myself, and seal the doors to the tower. No one goes in or comes out.”

			The Black Robe looked startled at these extraordinary measures, but he knew better than to ask questions. He bowed his acquiescence and departed to carry out his master’s orders.

			Dalamar hurriedly collected spell components to deal with all possible contingencies, then swiftly walked the paths of magic. He arrived at the Artifact Chamber to find Bertrem waiting for him.

			“I understand that Astinus sent for me, brother,” Dalamar said. “Can you tell me what has happened?”

			Bertrem looked very distraught and upset. He glanced at Astinus, who was standing just inside the open door of the Artifact Chamber. “I will let the master explain, Archmage.”

			Astinus of Palanthas had founded the Great Library centuries ago. No one knew precisely when, for it seemed as if the library had always existed. Legend held that the library’s vast collection had started with a single book recounting the creation of the world. Astinus had been here as long as the library. He was ageless, timeless.

			People had described his physical appearance down through the centuries. The first description ever written described him as he looked now. He was a human male of medium height and medium build with short, grizzled hair wearing gray robes. His gray eyes were his most remarkable feature. Perhaps the best description of his eyes had been written by the infamous wizard, Fistandantilus:

			“The eyes of Astinus are as vast as the sea, as deep as the sea, and as uncaring.”

			Astinus silently acknowledged Dalamar’s arrival at the Artifact Chamber, then turned his attention back to something he observed inside the room.

			“You sent for me, master,” said Dalamar softly. “Has the Graygem been found?”

			Astinus chose not to answer. He stepped to one side to allow Dalamar to join him in the doorway and gestured. “The monk’s name is Brother Kairn. I have ordered him to remain perfectly still.”

			Mystified, Dalamar looked into the room and saw Brother Kairn standing as stiff and still as those who had encountered the lethal gaze of the basilisk that turns its victims to stone. The monk could at least move his eyes, and he cast Dalamar an agonized glance.

			“What has he done?” Dalamar asked. “And how can I help?”

			“I am not certain you can, Archmage, but I thought we should make the attempt,” said Astinus coolly. “Brother Kairn is standing in the midst of what remains of the Device of Time Journeying. I ordered him not to move until you arrived, to see if you could salvage it.”

			Dalamar stared at the monk, appalled. “But where are those who traveled with Brother Kairn? Lady Destina and Tasslehoff? Where are they? What of the Graygem of Gargath the lady wears?”

			“Brother Kairn returned alone.” Astinus turned on his heel. “Time passes. I leave you to it. Bertrem, remain with the Archmage.”

			Astinus departed. Bertrem approached the door, wringing his hands and murmuring, “The device destroyed! This is terrible! Simply terrible.”

			Dalamar slipped into the Artifact Chamber, moving carefully so as not to disturb anything until he had a grasp on the situation. As he drew nearer to the monk, he could see the two golden faceplates, numerous jewels, a rod, a long length of chain, and two spheres scattered about the floor. One of the spheres had rolled underneath a table.

			“Do not stir, Brother Kairn,” Dalamar ordered. “I am going to cast a spell that will hopefully allow me to collect all the pieces.”

			Kairn was pale, sweating, and trembling. His hands were cut and bleeding. He swallowed and nodded.

			Dalamar drew a black velvet bag from his belt and moved slowly nearer the monk. He came as close as he dared to the remains of the device and extended his right hand, palm down, and held it over the scattered fragments.

			He began to murmur words of magic, casting first a spell that caused all objects imbued with magic to reveal themselves. Several objects in the Artifact Chamber began to glow in response, but Dalamar was interested only in those on the floor.

			The jewels, the rod, the spheres, the chain, and the golden faceplates began to gleam with a shimmering light. Dalamar searched the floor, looking for glowing objects to see if a jewel was lying under a table. As far as he could tell, they all appeared to be contained in the area around Kairn’s feet.

			Dalamar then cast another spell. Cupping his hand, he summoned the glowing bits and pieces that had once been the Device of Time Journeying to come to him. He had to be careful to specify the device, or every magical object in the Artifact Chamber would answer his summons.

			At his command, the fragments rose into the air and drifted toward him. Dalamar scooped up the jewels and carefully poured them into the black velvet bag. He then took hold of the rod and dropped it into the bag, snagged the two glowing spheres and the chain, and finally gathered in the two golden faceplates.

			“Do you see any particle I may have missed, brother?”

			Kairn glanced down at the floor.

			“No, Archmage,” he said faintly.

			“Pray Nuitari I have them all,” Dalamar muttered. “If I have failed to locate even a single tiny diamond, the device will not work.”

			He pulled the drawstrings on the velvet pouch, closing it. The bag had expanded to hold all the pieces of the device. As soon as he closed it, the bag contracted, small enough so that it could slip it into a pocket of his black robes.

			“You may relax now, brother,” said Dalamar.

			Kairn sagged weakly back against the table. He closed his eyes, appeared close to fainting.

			“Don’t pass out!” Dalamar ordered. “I need to know what happened to the device.”

			Bertrem intervened, walking into the room. “I fear he cannot talk to you now, Archmage. The master commands Brother Kairn to come to his study. I suggest you wash your hands and face, brother, and make yourself presentable before you appear before Astinus.”

			“I will do so at once, brother,” said Kairn.

			Bertrem turned to Dalamar. “Archmage, the master—”

			“I do not care what Astinus says! I insist on coming with Brother Kairn. The device is an ancient magical artifact. I must inform Justarius, the head of the Conclave, that it has been destroyed. If he and I have any hope of repairing it, I need to know what happened.”

			Bertrem drew himself up with offended dignity. “If you had given me the chance, Master Dalamar, I was about to tell you that the master has invited you to attend, as well.”

			He stalked off, his sandals flapping in ire.

			Dalamar smiled slightly, then turned to Kairn. “Judging by the cuts on your hands, you were holding the device when it blew apart. I have a balm for wounds you might find beneficial.”

			Kairn hesitated, clearly not entirely trusting the mage. “Thank you, Archmage, but the cuts do not hurt.”

			“I understand you, brother,” said Dalamar. “You have had a bellyful of magic, but you need not worry. The balm is made of echinacea, yarrow, and burdock. Not a drop of magic in it.”

			Kairn held out his hands. Dalamar removed a small flask he had tied to his belt, took out the cork, and poured a few drops of the liquid on each of Kairn’s cut and bleeding palms.

			“My Shalafi taught me to make this balm,” Dalamar continued. “Many find it odd to think that Raistlin Majere was a healer in his youth, back in the days when men had to rely on each other and not the gods. The Shalafi had made a study of herb lore.”

			Kairn flinched. His hands trembled.

			“Did I hurt you, brother?” Dalamar asked.

			“No, master,” said Kairn. “The balm is very soothing. I thank you.”

			“Now, I suggest you should go clean up and then make your confession to Astinus,” Dalamar said.

			Kairn sighed deeply.
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			Dalamar had never been inside Astinus’s study. His Shalafi, Raistlin, had once been admitted and had described it to him. The master of the library permitted few to enter, for he must not be interrupted in the important work of recording time as it passed before him. His assistant, Bertrem, was the only aesthetic allowed to disturb him, and then only when summoned.

			Dalamar waited outside the door for Kairn to join him. The young monk arrived in clean robes. He had washed his face and combed his hair.

			“I would have once deemed a visit to the master’s study as one of the greatest honors of my life,” said Kairn unhappily. “Now I wish I was anywhere else on Krynn. Even the Abyss.”

			“Courage, brother,” said Dalamar.

			The study was small, lined with bookshelves that were filled with books. The room had no windows, which was odd, for sunlight filled it day and night, seeming to shine particularly brightly on an enormous, polished desk made of oak. The master sat behind the desk, his hand on the Sphere of Time that had been made for him by the powerful wizard, Fistandantilus.

			Astinus was writing, recording the history of Krynn. He wrote with a quill pen that never cracked and drew ink from a jar that never ran dry. A stack of blank paper occupied the desk to his left. He placed completed sheets on his right. There were no chairs in the office, other than Astinus’s own. He did not encourage visitors.

			He would sit at his desk, one hand on the Sphere of Time, and record the history that unfolded before his eyes. He would stop work every evening precisely at sunset, retire to his private chambers, and remain there until dawn. During his absence, two aesthetics would creep inside the study, remove the finished documents, and quietly carry them to the library.

			No one knew what Astinus did during those hours when he was in his private chambers. Some said he slept and even in his slumber he saw time passing and would rise in the morning to record what he had seen. Others maintained that he traveled to the far side of the world to record the passage of time in distant lands.

			No one knew. No one dared ask.

			Bertrem silently ushered Kairn and Dalamar inside the study. Astinus did not appear to notice their arrival, for he continued writing, his hand on the Sphere of Time. Bertrem indicated that the two should stand in front of the desk. He then silently departed.

			Astinus continued to write. The minutes passed. No one spoke. Dalamar watched the master’s ink-stained hand flowing over the page, leaving behind a trail of words. The handwriting was so clear and concise that Dalamar could read it, even viewing it upside down.

			This day as above Morning Watch rising 45, Brother Kairn and Dalamar Argent arrive in my study.

			Morning Watch denoted the time of the day. Dark Watch began at midnight. Morning Watch began at dawn. High Watch was noon, and so forth. Astinus did not look up. His pen scratched along the parchment. Dalamar was aware of his own valuable time passing while he stood here in silence, and he stirred, his robes rustled.

			“Patience, Archmage. We wait for one more,” said Astinus.

			This day as above Morning Watch rising 49, Tanthalas Half-Elven arrived at the Great Library.

			Dalamar raised an eyebrow.

			“Bertrem!” Astinus called.

			The monk opened the door and thrust his head inside. “Yes, master.”

			“Tanis Half-Elven has just arrived at the library entrance. Please escort him to my study.”

			Bertrem blinked, but did as he was told. He returned a short time later with Tanis and ushered him into the office, which was now becoming crowded.

			“Tanis Half-Elven,” Bertrem announced.

			Dalamar had not seen Tanis in some time. He was a half-breed—both human and elf—accepted by neither race, shunned by both. Dalamar could sympathize. He, too, had been shunned by the elves when he took the black robes. Unlike Dalamar, however, Tanis Half-Elven was now honored by elves and humans alike. Dalamar noted that Tanis still defiantly kept his beard, perhaps indicating that he had never entirely forgotten or forgiven the past.

			He was cloaked and booted, travel-stained and windblown, and appeared astonished to find himself in the presence of Astinus, who continued to write.

			“How did he know I wanted to talk to him?” Tanis asked Bertrem in a low voice. “I never even had a chance to give my name—”

			“The master knows everything,” said Bertrem proudly.

			“Bertrem, leave us and close the door,” said Astinus.

			Bertrem bowed and departed, softly closing the door behind him.

			The three were silent, waiting to be acknowledged. Astinus performed introductions.

			“Tanis Half-Elven and the Archmage Dalamar are already acquainted. The monk is Brother Kairn. Be seated,” he said, still writing.

			Tanis glanced about in perplexity and some embarrassment.

			“I beg your pardon, Astinus, sir, but there aren’t any chairs—”

			Astinus made an impatient gesture, and three comfortable chairs materialized, lined up in front of his desk.

			Kairn sat directly opposite Astinus. Dalamar and Tanis took their places on either side of the young monk.

			“Did you find all the pieces of the device, Archmage?” Astinus asked, not ceasing to write and not looking up. “Can it be repaired?”

			“I hope so, master,” said Dalamar. He exhibited the black velvet bag. “The device is ancient, and much of our knowledge of magic from those times has been lost. And if I missed finding a single small piece, it will not work. I will consult with Justarius, the head of the Conclave. As I told you when I was here three days ago to try to prevent Lady Destina from stealing the device—”

			“Three days!” Kairn exclaimed, shocked. He realized he had interrupted and flushed. “Forgive me, Archmage, but you must be mistaken. I have not been gone three days!”

			“You fell into the River of Time, Brother Kairn,” said Astinus. “You have been caught up in eddies and tossed about in whirlpools. Years seem as seconds and seconds as years. Count yourself fortunate you did not drown, but washed up on a familiar shore.”

			“I understand, master,” said Brother Kairn, subdued and shaken.

			Astinus spoke to Tanis. “Your arrival is timely, Tanthalas. Tell us why you are here, sir.”

			“I came to ask about our friend, Tasslehoff Burrfoot, and to deliver a letter from Caramon Majere, master,” said Tanis. “He would have come to speak to you himself, but due to the circumstances detailed in the letter, he deemed it necessary to remain in Solace.”

			“Read it aloud,” said Astinus, continuing to write.

			Tanis glanced around at the others. “I mean no disrespect to these gentlemen, but the contents are addressed to you alone, master.”

			“Brother Kairn and the Archmage are also involved in this matter, as is your friend, Tasslehoff,” said Astinus. “They need to hear what Caramon Majere has to tell us.”

			Tanis shrugged and unfolded the letter. “First I must tell you, gentlemen, that the events Caramon describes happened three days earlier. I have flown by griffin, day and night, to bring the news as fast as I could.”

			Tanis unfolded the letter and began to read.

			
				Master Astinus:

				My story sounds incredible, but I swear it is true. A strange and wondrous being came to my house. It was neither human nor elven nor man nor woman nor old nor young. It called itself the Keeper of Souls.

				According to this Keeper, the souls of Sturm Brightblade and my brother, Raistlin, have gone missing. The Keeper said that since they are not among the dead, we should seek them among the living.

			

			Dalamar rose to his feet. “I beg your pardon, Astinus, but if Raistlin is alive I must immediately return to the tower—”

			“Sit down, Archmage,” said Astinus coolly. “You need not fear. Raistlin Majere has not come back from the dead to seize your tower.”

			Dalamar was not entirely convinced, but he resumed his seat.

			Tanis resumed reading.

			
				You see all, master, and I beg you will respond to my questions. Has my brother returned to the land of the living? If so, do you know how or why?

			

			Tanis folded the letter and placed it on Astinus’s desk. “I would like to know the answer to these questions, as well.”

			“We all would,” said Dalamar grimly.

			Astinus continued writing. “Tell your story to these gentlemen, Brother Kairn. Start from the beginning and be precise as to detail.”

			Kairn started to speak, then was forced to pause to moisten his lips.

			“Three days ago, a Solamnic noblewoman, Lady Destina Rosethorn, came here to the library and asked to see me. She had been here previously, seeking information. She was acting very strangely and, from what she said, I suspected she was here to try to steal the Device of Time Journeying, which we keep in the Artifact Chamber. I dared not accuse her without proof—and, to be honest, I hoped I was wrong.”

			Kairn licked his lips again and continued. “I told her the device was kept in the Artifact Chamber, protected by Gilean, and that only the monks could enter. She clasped hold of the necklace she wore—that I now know to be the Graygem—and placed her hand on Gilean’s symbol. She shattered the symbol and opened the door. I tried to stop her. She shoved me away, and I fell and hit my head. When I regained consciousness, I ran to the Artifact Chamber. I saw a shimmering cloud, and when it dissipated Lady Destina had transformed into a kender. At that moment, another kender came rushing into the room.”

			“Tasslehoff Burrfoot,” said Dalamar. “I was present and I recognized him.”

			Tanis groaned and shook his head. “The gods help us.”

			“Tasslehoff called Lady Destina ‘Mari,’ ” Kairn went on. “He threw his arms around her, and she pleaded with him to take her back in time to the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower.”

			“Why would she want to do that?” Tanis asked.

			“Her father was a knight who died in that battle,” Dalamar replied. “Lady Destina wanted to go back in time to save him, bring him home. She had not only lost the father she had dearly loved, she had lost everything else as well.”

			Tanis shook his head. “Poor young woman. I know what it means to lose those we love. I’m sorry. Please continue, brother.”

			“Tasslehoff refused, saying that his friend, Sturm, had died at the tower and it was too sad. Instead, he wanted to take her back to the Inn of the Last Home, to meet his friends when they were alive. She tried to talk him out of it, but he was insistent. He took the device and recited the poem. Destina and I both tried to take the device from him and failed. He activated the magic and transported the three of us to the Inn of the Last Home.”

			“You should know that Lady Destina was wearing the Graygem at the time,” Dalamar added.

			Astinus stopped writing, the pen stopped scratching. He did not resume his work, but now observed Kairn.

			“The device took us to the Inn on the night of the thirteenth of Autumn Harvest,” Kairn continued. “That was the momentous night when Goldmoon and Riverwind arrived at the inn bearing the blue crystal staff. Tasslehoff was pleased to see all his friends and introduced the kender, Mari, to them—including you, Tanis Half-Elven,” Kairn added with a wistful smile. “I met Sturm Brightblade. I shook his hand. We spoke about Huma Dragonbane. It was one of the greatest honors of my life.”

			“An honor that never happened,” said Tanis, almost angrily. “Astinus, I do not accuse Brother Kairn of making up this kender tale, but I was there that night.”

			“And so was the Graygem,” Dalamar said.

			Tanis shook his head in disbelief. “Another kender tale,” he muttered.

			Astinus carefully laid down his pen. He took his hand from the Sphere of Time, folded his hands, and rested them on the desk. He fixed Tanis with a piercing gaze. His gray, farseeing eyes glittered.

			“The Graygem is very real, Tanthalas, and very dangerous,” Astinus said. “For centuries it hid itself from even my sight. Underestimate it at your peril.”

			Tanis sat silent, troubled and disturbed.

			“Continue, Brother Kairn,” said Astinus. He picked up his pen, placed his hand once again on the Sphere, and resumed his writing.

			“I managed to retrieve the device from Tasslehoff,” Kairn continued. “We hadn’t been in the inn long, and I was going to immediately transport us back to our own time, hoping to leave before we caused any harm to time. But Tas noticed that something was already different. Fizban was not present.”

			Tanis raised his head. “But he was there, brother! I should know. The god landed us in all sorts of trouble.” He added, frowning, “But if Fizban was not there, then what happened to us that night might not have happened. But it did happen! I know it!”

			Tanis clenched his fist. “What does this mean?”

			“Patience, Tanthalas,” Astinus murmured. “We are here to find out. Brother Kairn, I believe you have a theory.”

			“Only conjecture, I fear, master,” said Kairn apologetically. “Lady Destina was wearing the Graygem. Paladine in the avatar Fizban, was supposed to be in the inn this night, but I theorize that the god sensed the presence of the Graygem in advance of his coming and chose not to risk a confrontation.”

			“Such is the power of the Graygem,” said Astinus, fixing Tanis with a stern look.

			“I still don’t understand,” said Tanis.

			“Proceed, Brother Kairn,” said Astinus.

			“As I was saying, I was going to immediately take us back to our own time, but Raistlin Majere was there, and he immediately noticed the Graygem, though he didn’t know what it was.”

			“The Shalafi would sense the power of Chaos,” Dalamar affirmed.

			“Everything was chaos,” said Kairn unhappily. “Lady Destina tried to slip a potion of cowardice into Sturm’s ale, and Raistlin caught her. I have realized since that if she couldn’t get to the tower to save her father herself, perhaps she thought she would be able to save him by stopping Sturm Brightblade from fighting and thus rallying the knights. She could persuade her father to come home and he would live.

			“In her defense,” Kairn added, flushing, “Lady Destina meant to change time, but only a little. She did not think the knights would lose the battle just because Sturm failed to act. The Measure teaches that the river will run its course. If one hero falls, another will rise to take his place.”

			“The Measure also says that if one hero fails, then all will fail and thus all must stand united,” said Tanis. He added proudly, “But Sturm would not care about any of that. He simply did what he knew to be his duty. He took seriously the oath, ‘My honor is my life.’ I doubt if even a potion of cowardice could have stopped him.”

			Dalamar thought this might well be true, especially given that Ungar had concocted it.

			“Be that as it may, I knew we had to leave no matter who saw us,” Kairn went on. “But as I recited the poem, Lady Destina seized the device and grabbed hold of Sturm. Raistlin tried to stop her. The Graygem flashed. The Staff of Magius flared. Tasslehoff struck Raistlin with the blue crystal staff, and it burned with a holy radiance.

			“Destina and Raistlin, Sturm and Tasslehoff disappeared before my eyes. The magic swept me up and carried me back through time. I saw the High Clerist’s Tower, but only briefly. The Device of Time Journeying blew apart, and I found myself in the library with the device in pieces at my feet.”

			Kairn sighed deeply, then bowed his head in contrition. “I take full responsibility for my failure, master. I accept whatever punishment you deem fitting.”

			Dalamar intervened. “Do not blame Brother Kairn, Astinus. Three of the most powerful artifacts in Krynn were present in the inn that night. The Graygem of Gargath, the Staff of Magius, the Staff of Mishakal. The Graygem sought to spread Chaos, while arcane magic and holy magic sought to maintain order. The clash of these titanic forces shattered the device. But that is past. What’s done is done. The urgent matter at hand is that Tasslehoff and Lady Destina are now trapped in the past, and they have the Graygem with them.”

			“What about Sturm and Raistlin?” Tanis asked.

			“They were alive when the device carried them back in time,” said Dalamar. “I think we have to assume that they are now trapped in the past and that they are now once more among the living.”

			“Could that change the present?” Tanis demanded.

			“We have no way of knowing. It could mean that Sturm Brightblade never fought at the Battle of the High Clerist’s Tower.”

			It could mean Raistlin never became the Master of Past and Present. I never met the Shalafi, Dalamar reflected somberly. He had felt profound fear at the thought of Raistlin returning from the dead, but he had to admit he had felt pleasure at the thought of seeing him again. Dalamar could not imagine what would have become of him if Raistlin Majere had never been part of his life.

			“The hell with the Measure!” Tanis swore, aghast. “Without Sturm, we might lose that battle. We could lose the war! Not to mention the role he played in my life and the lives of my friends. He taught us about true honor and nobility. ‘My honor is my life.’ Sturm was the embodiment.”

			He sat forward, his elbows on his knees, to face Astinus. “Brother Kairn claims that all this happened the night we met Riverwind and Goldmoon at the Inn of the Last Home. I was there, and I know it didn’t happen that way!” Tanis emphasized the words by pounding his clenched fist on his knee with every word. “Nothing blew up! I never saw this Mari or Lady Destina. Fizban was there. All of us—Goldmoon and Riverwind, Caramon and Raistlin and Sturm and Tasslehoff and Flint—went out through the kitchen!”

			Astinus ran his hand over the Sphere of Time.

			“The past has not yet caught up with the present,” he stated. “A drop of water falling into the river causes a ripple on the surface, nothing more. But torrential rains will cause the water to slowly rise. The floodwaters progress downstream, and eventually the river will overflow its banks.

			“If Lady Destina has altered time in the past, the past will take time to change the present. In other words, the floodwaters are rising upstream, but downstream the river has not yet overflowed its banks. That is why you remember the night in the inn as it was in your past.”

			“I need a better explanation than that!” said Tanis, his frustration mounting.

			“I will explain,” said Astinus. “The River of Time is forgiving. Those who travel back in time are like drops on the water of the massive river. The aesthetics, like Brother Kairn, are observers. They stand on the shore and watch the water flow past. Even Lady Destina’s plan to save her father might have worked, however ill-advised. She and her father are drops in the water. The River would have continued to flow.

			“But now we throw the Graygem and Tasslehoff Burrfoot into the water. Tas decides to take the woman he knows as Mari to the Inn of the Last Home in the autumn of 351, the night of the Friend’s Reunion. Tas of the past was in the inn that night and since a person cannot be in two places at once, Tas of the present stepped into the body of Tas of the past.

			“Destina made matters worse by making the impulsive decision to take Sturm back to the battle of the High Clerist’s Tower with her. The magic of the Staff of Magius, the blue crystal staff belonging to Goldmoon, the Device of Time Journeying, and the Graygem collided, destroying the device and flinging the others downstream, centuries away to the Third Dragon War.

			“What might have been a ripple in the River of Time becomes a tidal wave. Sturm and Raistlin belong to the past. In the present time, both are dead. But because they were alive in 351 the night of the reunion, the magic transported their living bodies back to the Third Dragon War, a time in which none of them exist.

			“Their souls go missing in the present, as reported by the Keeper of the Souls, and have joined with their bodies. I must surmise,” said Astinus, “that this means they will be able to remember their lives in the past and also their deaths.”

			“My Shalafi studied time travel,” said Dalamar. “If he remembers, he will understand the peril and will not do anything that could alter time.”

			“Unless he finds a way to use this to his advantage,” said Tanis grimly. “To achieve godhood, perhaps.”

			Dalamar was silent. He had to admit this was true.

			“What happens if by some miracle of the gods, Sturm and Raistlin and Tas and Lady Destina return from this journey? Will they remember what happened? And, if so, why didn’t Sturm tell us of his adventures during the Third Dragon War the night of our reunion?”

			“Ah, this is a bit more complicated,” said Astinus. “If the four do nothing to alter time in the Third Dragon War and they are by some means whisked back to their own time in 351, they will have no memory of their time in the past because they were never there.”

			“I am sorry, Master Astinus, but I find it hard to believe any of this,” said Tanis.

			“I may be able to offer proof,” said Kairn, “but I must first research something in the archives. May I be permitted to do so, master? It will not take long.”

			Astinus gave wordless assent, and Kairn left the study. No one spoke while he was gone. Astinus went back to his writing. Tanis sat with his legs outstretched, frowning at his boots. Dalamar wondered if he should tell them of the horrific future he had seen in Ranniker’s Clock. Justarius had counseled him not to speak of it and Dalamar decided that he would keep silent. After all, if the Graygem had changed the past, he might not have to worry about the future.

			Kairn returned with an enormous tome, consisting of sheets of parchment bound together. He placed the volume on the desk, opened the book, and swiftly paged through it. He stopped at a particular page and found what he sought. He sighed deeply.

			“I fear I was right. Lady Destina planned to take Sturm back in time to the battle at the High Clerist’s Tower. Unfortunately, her plan did not work as she hoped. She took him to the right place, but the wrong time.”

			“What time does this volume record?” Dalamar asked.

			Karin pointed to the heading at the top of the page.

			
				The Third Dragon War.

			

			Dalamar and Tanis rose from their chairs and gathered around the book. The pages were yellowed with age. The ink was faded, but the writing was clearly legible.

			“A list of names,” said Kairn. “A muster roll of all those in the army defending the Tower of the High Clerists during the Third Dragon War.”

			He placed his finger on a name.

			
				Huma Sulianthrosanti Feigaard, Knight at Arms.

			

			“That is his given name. We know him as Huma Dragonbane,” Kairn explained.

			He continued down the page to the last name on the list of knights.

			
				Sturm Brightblade, Knight at Arms.

			

			Kairn’s finger continued down the line until he came to a heading, War Wizards.

			He indicated the only two names recorded on the page.

			
				Magius.

				Raistlin Majere.

			

			“Why would Lady Destina take them to the wrong time?” Tanis asked, bewildered.

			“I don’t believe she meant to,” said Kairn. “Sturm and Raistlin and I had been discussing Huma right before she used the device, and perhaps he was in her mind.”

			“Or in the mind of the Graygem,” said Dalamar grimly.

			“What about Lady Destina and Tasslehoff? Are they mentioned in the book?” Dalamar asked.

			“The muster rolls would not list either a kender or Lady Destina,” said Kairn. “But we might find a reference to them later on in the text.”

			He turned to the next page, but it was blank.

			Kairn paled and hurriedly flipped through the rest of the pages. “They are all blank! But that cannot be, master. I read this book myself only a short time ago!”

			“They are blank because the history of that time has yet to be written,” said Astinus. “The past has changed. The waters are rising.”

			“The Graygem,” said Dalamar again.

			“What could it do?” Tanis asked.

			“Anything it wants,” said Dalamar.

			He rose to take his leave, but even as he turned toward the door, he saw writing suddenly appear at the top of one of the blank pages. A single sentence written in the neat, concise handwriting of Astinus as he had written it centuries ago on the day he had recorded it.

			
				This day as above Morning Watch falling 29, the red dragon, Immolatus, and the forces of the Dark Queen, Takhisis, launched their assault on the High Clerist’s Tower.

			

			“The gods help us,” Dalamar murmured. “The Third Dragon War has begun.”

			“And our friends are in it,” said Tanis.
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