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This novel has been composed from text copied tlmcomputer game
Planescape: Torment by Black Isle Studios. It wasetd into a novel by Rhyss
Hess, and typeset by Lucian Wischik. (There ispaste novel called just
“Torment”, based on the plot and characters ofcthraputer game, and written by
Ray and Valerie Vallesse). Rhyss writes:

“Even after playing Planescape: Torment severaginhfound | was still
interested in going back and replaying some scguststo read through the
excellent dialog again. What | really would have=i would have been a listing
of the dialogs in the game, which brought aboutpttegect you are reading here.”

“I decided not to literally pull the dialog treewin the game, since in a linear
format like this it would have made for very awkdaeading. Instead, | followed
one path through the game, creating a written gtory the source material. The

quoted speech, along with much of the other matésigaken directly from the

game and only lightly edited.”

“It is possible to read the entire, continuous \stbhave suppressed much of the
combat in the game to concentrate on the stontlenéhteraction with the
characters, and some sections and characters baweshtirely omitted. Even so,
the entire document runs to over 150,000 words.dtso possible to skip to
certain sections, re-reading selected portiorthettory, hopefully allowing you
a new chance to appreciate the writing, or perliggzovering a dialog option you
had not investigated before.”

“If by chance you are reading this without firsvtmy played Planescape:
Torment, and what you read is of any interestlagat the game and play it; the
actual game, including excellent voice-acting, rapyart and game system, is a
much richer experience.”

“I would ask that if this document is distributedany form that it be kept intact

and unchanged, and that no fee be charged in aisacwith such distribution.

Thanks to the entire team at Black Isle which wdrke Planescape: Torment,
especially those responsible for the story andbdiél
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The Mortuary 1

THE MORTUARY

A Dream: Lying on a slab, in a mortuary. A pillasvered with
names. Racks of skulls. A symbol. A woman. A ghost.

| awoke, on a slab, in what was obviously a mostués |
levered myself up, | caught movement from the cowfemy
eye. A floating skull. No, | realized as it spoke:floating,
talking, skull.

“Hey, chief. You okay? You playing corpse or youtmg
the blinds on the Dusties? | thought you were aldetor sure.”
I was confused, and had trouble focusing on whaiskull was
saying.

“Wh...? Who are you?”

“Uh... who aml? How aboutyoustart? Who're you?”

“l... don’'t know. | can't remember.” | realized thadidn't
remember anything about myself.

“You can’'t remember youname?Heh. Well,next time you
spend a night in this berg, go easy on the bub.&&Morte.
I'm trapped in here, too.”

“Trapped?”

“Yeah, since you haven't had time to get your lggs,
here’s the chant: I've tried all the doors, and tbhiom is locked
tighter than a chastity belt.” | needed to orienyseif, and find
out from the skull where | was.

“We're locked in... where? What is this place?”

“It's called the ‘Mortuary'... it's a big black strture with
all the architectural charm of a pregnant spid@ould | have
died? Did that explain the lack of memories?

“‘The Mortuary?’ What... am | dead?”

“Not from where I'm standing. You got scars a-pyent
though... looks like some berk painted you with ae&nAll the
more reason to give this place the laugh beforeewtiocarved
you up comes back to finish the job.”

“Scars? How bad are they?”

“Well... the carvings on your chest aremdo bad... but the
ones on your back...” Morte paused. “Say, looks jike got a
whole tattoo gallery on your back, chief. Spellst ou
something...”
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| looked down at myself, and realized the truth wbthe
scarring. They covered every visible bit of skirhefe was a
tattoo on my arm as well, the same one from my rdrela
wondered what was on my back, though.

“Tattoos on my back? What do they say?”

“Heh! Looks like you come with directions...” Morte
cleared his throat. “Let’s see... it starts with..kflow you feel
like you've been drinking a few kegs of Styx wasii, you need
to center yourself. Among your possessions isoarnat that'll
shed some light on the dark of the matterrop can fill you in
on the rest of the chant, if he’s not in the deadkbalready.’ ”

“Pharod...? Does it say anything else?”

“Yeah, there’s a bit more...” Morte paused. “Let'®se it
goeson...”

‘Don't lose the journal or we'll be up the Styx agaAnd
whatever you dopo wnort tell anyonewHo you are OrwHar
happens to you, or they'll put you on a quick fiflgrge to the
crematorium. Do what | tell youweap the journal, thersno
Pharod.’

“No wonder my back hurts; there’s a damn novel temit
there. As for that journal I'm supposed to haveéhwite... was
there one with me while | was lying here?”

“No... you were stripped to the skins when you adive
here. ‘Sides, looks like you got enough of a joupenned on
your body.” The skull wasn'’t being that much help.

“What about Pharod? Do you know him?”

“Nobody | know... but then again, | don't know many
people. Still,some berk’'s got to know where to find Pharod...
uh, once we get out of here, that is.”

“How dowe get out of here?”

“Well, all the doors are locked, so we'll need tkey.
Chances are, one of the walking corpses in thigrbas it.”

“Walking corpses?” | queried.

“Yeah, the Mortuary keepers use dead bodies aspchea
labor. The corpses are dumb as stones, but thiegiraless, and
won't attack you unless you attack first.” The tghtof killing,
for some reason, made me uneasy.

“Is there some other way? | don’t want to kill théunst for
a key.”

“What, you think it's going to hurt their feelingshey’re
peap. But if you want a bright side to this: if you kihem, at
least they'll have a rest before their keeperser#iem up to
work again.”
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“Well, all right... I'll take one of them down and tgthe
key.”

| approached one of the zombies mindlessly movingua
the room. The corpse stopped and stared blankiyeatl could
see the number “782” carved into his forehead,hasdips were
stitched closed. The faint smell of formaldehydeapated from
the body.

“This looks like the lucky petitioner here, chidfook...
he’s got the key there in his hand.” | didn't néédrte’s help to
see that. It was holding the key tightly in itst leénd, its thumb
and forefinger locked around it in a death gripprbbably
needed to hack the corpse’s hand off to free tlye ke

I must have a weapon to get the key. | searchedrtgers
in the room | was in until | came up with a scalpdbrte, who
was following my every move, chimed in.

“All right, you found a scalpel! Now, go get those
corpses... and don't worry, I'll stay back and previdluable
tactical advice.”

“Maybe you coulchelpme, Morte.”

“I wiL be helping you. Good advice is hard to come by.”
felt sudden anger towards the jabbering skull.

“I meant help in attacking theorpse’

“Me? I'm a romantic, not a soldier. I'd just getlie way.”

“When | attack this corpse, you better be rightehgith me
or you'll be the next thing that | plunge this pedlin.”

“Eh... all right. I'll help you.” | approached the rmbie
again.

“I need that key, corpse... looks like you're notddiar this
world.” Several thrusts with the scalpel quicklyrrted the
creature into a now unmoving corpse, and | usedkéyel had
obtained to open one of the doors of the room.

“Some advice, chief: I'd keep it quiet from here-enno
need to put any more corpses in the dead bookritbegssary...
especially the femmes. Plus, kiling them might vdrshe
caretakers here.”

“l don't think you mentioned it before..who are these
caretakers?”

“They call themselves the ‘Dustmen.’ You can’t miem:
They have an obsession with black and rigor maoitithe face.
They're an addled bunch of ghoulish death-worshigpthey
believe everybody should die... sooner better thder.lal
wondered about the caretakers.

“I'm confused... why do these Dustmen care if | es®ap



4 The Mortuary

“Weren't you listening?! | said the Dusties believe
evervBopY'S got to die, sooner better than later. You thimd
corpses you've seen are happier in the dead baalaotlt of it?”
Once started, | found | was full of questions.

“The corpses here... where did they all come from?”

“Death visits the Planes every day, chief. Thesanhoxes
are all that's left of the poor sods who sold thHsdies to the
caretakers after death.”

“Before you said something about making sure | digiti
anyfemalecorpses. Why?”

“Wh — are youserious?Look, chief, these dead chits are
the last chance for a couple of hardy basheraulikéVe need to
be chivalrous.. no hacking them up for keys, no lopping their
limbs off, things like that.” | couldn’t understawhere Morte
was leading.

“Last Chance? What are ytaiking about?”

“Chief, tHev're dead,we're dead... see where I'm going?
Eh? Eh?” | could now understand, but | had diffigudelieving.

“You can'’t be serious.”

“Chief, we already got an opening line with theseping
ladies. We'vall died at least once: we'll have something to talk
about. They'll appreciate men with our kind of deat
experience.”

“But... wait... didn’t you say before that I'motdead?”

“Well... all right, you might not be dead, butam. And
from where I'm standing, | wouldn’t mind sharingaffin with
some of these fine, sinewy cadavers | see herertdvkiarted
clacking his teeth, as if in anticipation. “ ‘Coarghe caretakers
would have to part with them first, and that's hilegly...”

Morte continued, “Look, chief. You're still a ligl addled
after your kiss with death. So two bits of advioe you: one, if
you got questiongskme, all right?”

“All right... I'll... try to remember that.”

“Second, if you'rehalf as forgetful as you seem to be, start
writing stuff down — whenever you come across stingt
thatmightbe important, jot it down so you don't forget.”

“If I had that journal | wasupposedo have with me, I'd do
that.” | felt a touch of anger at whoever had restwhe
journal.

“Start a new one, then, chief. No loss. There'spleof
parchment and ink around here to last you.”

“Hmmmm. All right. It couldn’t hurt... I'll make a me one,
then.”
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“Use it to keep track of your movements. If you restrt to
get cloudy on important things, like who you are.t.ngore
importantly, wha am... use it to refresh your memory.”

The next room had more of the ... zombies. They were
wandering about, most obviously on tasks set byDthstmen.
One in particular, though, caught my attention. Triee corpse
was lumbering along a triangular path. Once it medcone of
the corners of the triangle, it paused, then tularedi staggered
towards the next corner. “965” was tattooed ondiae of its
skull. As | approached, it halted and stared at me.

“Heh. Looks like someone forgot to tell this sod simp
walking the Rule-of-Three,” Morte commented.

“What do you mean?”

“These corpses don't have much left in the atte tteey
can’'t do more than one task at a time... when thegldto do
something, they'll keep doing it until someonestdlhem to
stop. This poor sod probably finished some tas,thay forgot
to tell him.”

“The ‘Rule-of-Three.” What did you mean by that?”

“Eh? Well, the Rule-of-Three is one of those ‘lavesiout
the Planes, about things tending to happen in shreer
everything’s composed of three parts... or thereigmgs three
choices, and so on and so forth.”

“You don’t sound like you hold much faith in it.”

“Its a load of wash, if you ask me. If you lookrfa
number, any number, and try to attach some greahime to it,
you're going to find plenty of coincidences.”

| left the corpse tracing its triangular path andved into
the next room. In the center of the room was thst fiving
person | had seen, obviously one of the Dustmen.wde
writing in a huge book.

The scribe looked very old... his skin was wrinkleutl dad
a slight trace of yellow, like old parchment. Claakgray eyes
lay within an angular face, and a large white bédlanded down
the front of his robes like a waterfall. His braathwas ragged
and irregular, but even his occasional coughingndidsliow the
scratching of his quill pen. The book he was wgtmust have
contained thousands of names. As | approachedh@mdid not
look up from what he was doing.

Morte interrupted, “Whoa, chief! What are you dciig

“I was going to speak with this scribe. He mightokn
something about how | got here.”



6 The Mortuary

“Look, rattling your bone-box with Dusties shoule kthe
LasT thing —”

Before Morte could finish his rant, the scribe hega
coughing violently. After a moment or two, the chirg spell
died down, and the scribe’s breathing resumed digged
wheeze.

“And we especiallyshouldn’t be swapping the chant with
sick Dusties. C'mon, let's leave. The quicker weegihis place
the laugh, the bet —” Before Morte could finishe thcribe’s
gray eyes flickered to me.

“The weight of years hangs heavy upon me, ResOsss”
He placed down his quill. “...but | do not yet cowdgafness
among my ailments.” | wondered if he could help.

“‘restless One?’ Do you know me?”

“Know you? I...” There was a trace of bitterness e t
scribe’s voice as he spoke. “I hameverknown you, Restless
One. No more than you have known yourself.” He siksnt for
a moment. “For you have forgotten, have you not?”

“Who areyou?”

“As always, the question. And the wrong questios, a
always.” He bowed slightly, but the movement sudigesent
him into a bout of coughing. “I...” He paused for ament,
caught his breath. “I... am Dhall.”

“What is this place?”

“You are in the Mortuary, Restless One. Again yawéh..
come...” Before he could finish, Dhall broke into & 6f
coughing. After a moment, he calmed himself ancbhésathing
resumed its ragged wheeze. “...this is the waitingnraofor
those about to depart the shadow of this life.”

“This is where the dead are brought to be interoed
cremated. It is our responsibility as Dustmen teecar the
dead, those who have left this shadow of life aatkwthe path
to True Death.” Dhall's voice dropped in concerr¥olr
wounds must have exacted a heavy toll if you dorecbgnize
this place. It is almost your home.”

“Shadow of life?”

“Yes, a shadow. You see, Restless One, this lifeis mot
real. Your life, my life, they are shadows, flickegs of what
life once was. This ‘life’ is where we end after we die. And
here we remain... trapped. Caged. Until we can aehibe
True Death.”

“True Death?”
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“True Death is non-existence. A state devoid ofoea of
sensation, of passion.” Dhall coughed, then gaveagged
breath. “A state of purity.”

“Perhaps you can explain why the Dustmen want nagl.de

Dhall sighed. “It is said there are souls who canen attain
the True Death. Death has forsaken them, and tlaeies shall
never be penned in the Dead Book. To awake frorthdesayou
have done... suggests you are one of these soulsr You
existence is unacceptable to our faction.”

“ ‘Unacceptable?’ That doesn’t sound like it leavas in a
good position.”

“You must understand. Your existence is a blasphémny
them. Many of our faction would order you cremated.they
were aware of your affliction.”

“You’re a Dustman. But you don’t seem to be in fawd
killing me. Why not?”

“Because forcing our beliefs upon you is not jiYsiu must
give up this shadow of life on your own, not beeaug force
you to.” Dhall looked about to break into anotheughing jag,
but he managed to hold it in with some effort. “lasg as |
remain at my post, | will protect your right to sea for your
own truth.”

“You say that | have been here more than once. idoitv
that the Dustmen do not recognize me?”

“I am a scribe, a cataloger of all the shells ttw@ne to the
Mortuary.” Dhall broke into a fit of coughing, thesteadied
himself. “Only | see the faces of those that li@umur slabs.
The dark of your existence lies safe with me.”

“Do you know who | am?”

“I know scant little of you, Restless One. | knattlé more
of those that have journeyed with you and who nieninl our
keeping.” Dhall sighed. “I ask that you no longsk @thers to
join with you, Restless One — where you walk, soksa
misery. Let your burden be your own.”

“There are others who have journeyed with me? Ayt
are here?”

“Do you not know the woman’s corpse interred in the
memorial hall below? | had thought that she hadeled with
you in the past...” Dhall looked like he was about start
coughing again, then caught his breath. “Am | nhiste?

“Where is her body?” | asked, even as | wondered ho
knew her.
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“The northwest memorial hall on the floor below @Gheck
the biers there... her name should be on one of tmanial
plagues. Mayhap that will revive your memory.”

“Are any others interred here who journeyed witt?te

“Doubtless there are, but | know not their names,where
they lie. One such as you has left a path many haeed, and
few have survived.” Dhall gestured around me. ‘dd¢lad come
here. Some must have traveled with you once.

“How did | get here?”

“Your moldy chariot ferried you to the Mortuary, Rkess
One. You would think you were royalty based onrbenber of
loyal subjects that lay stinking and festering uploa cart that
carried you.”

“Your body was somewhere in the middle of the heap,
sharing its fluids with the rest of the mountain afrpses.”
Dhall broke into another violent fit of coughingndlly catching
his breath minutes later. “Your ‘seneschal’ Phamgas, as
always, pleased to accept a few moldy coppers napdihe lot
of you at the Mortuary gate.”

“Who is this Pharod?”

“He is a... collector of the dead.” Dhall drew a radg
breath, then continued. “We have such people incityrthat
scavenge the bodies of those that have walkeddtieqs True
Death and bring them to us so that they may berrade
properly.”

“Doesn’t sound like you like Pharod much.”

“There are some | respect, Restless One.” Dhalk tao
ragged breath and steadied himself. “Pharod i®onetof them.
He wears his ill repute like a badge of honor alas$ liberties
with the possessions of the dead. He is a knighthefpost,
cross-trading filth of the lowest sort.” He paussdnoment,
frowning at the thought of Pharod.

“All Pharod brings to our walls come stripped ditte less
of their dignity than they possessed in life. Pdartakes
whatever he may pry from their stiffening fingers.”

“Did this Pharod take anything frome?

Dhall paused, considering. “Most likely. Are youssing
anything... especially anything of value?” His vodipped as
he frowned. “Not that Pharod would take exceptiomything
that wasn’t physically grafted to your body, andhetimes even
that's not enough to give his greedy mind pause.”

“I am missing a journal.”
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“A journal? If it was of any value, then it is likeit lies in
Pharod’s hands.” | now had another reason to firglrhan.

“Where can | find this Pharod?”

“If events persist as they have, Restless One, haue a
much greater chance of Pharod finding you and brgngou to
us again before you find whatever ooze puddle hiéowsa in
this time.”

“Nevertheless, | must find him.” | said, annoyaresging
my voice.

A slight warning creeped into Dhall's tone. “Do nssek
out Pharod, Restless One. | am certain that it sintiply come
full circle again, with you none the wiser and Rithma few
coppers richer. Accept death, Restless One. D@enietuate
your circle of misery.”

“I haveto find him. Do you know where he is?”

Dhall was silent for a moment. When he finally spoke
seemed to do so reluctantly. “I do not know unddrictv
gutterstone Pharod lairs at the moment, but | imadhat he
can be found somewhere beyond the Mortuary gateshe
Hive. Perhaps someone there will know where you fiah
him.”

“Earlier you mentioned my wounds. What did you ni&an

“Yes, the wounds that decorate your body... they laskf
they would have sent a lesser man along the patheoflrue
Death, yet it seems as if many of them have healeghdy.”
Dhall coughed violently for a moment, then steadi@uself.
“But those are only the surface wounds.”

To my questioning look he replied, “I speak of theunds
of the mind. You have forgotten much, have you rdt®/hap
your true wounds run much deeper than the scatdtwrate
your surface...” Dhall coughed again. “...but that gsnething
that only you would know for certain.”

For the first time, | considered Dhall as an indial, rather
than as a talking information source. | felt a ¢ra€ concern.

“You sound ill. Are you not well?”

“I am close now to the True Death, Restless Onilllnot
be long before | pass beyond the Eternal Boundadyfiad the
peace | have been seeking. | tire of this morthesg...” Dhall
gave a ragged sigh. “The planes hold no more waeniderone
such as I.”

“I do not wish to live forever nor live again, Rlests One. |
could not bear it.”
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| stood for a moment, considering him and revelmghis
new found feeling of ‘concern.” But | needed todfia way out
of the Mortuary.

“So be it. Farewell, Dhall.” As | turned to leavBhall
spoke.

“Know this: | do not envy you, Restless One. Toréleorn
as you would be a curse that | could not bear. Mast come to
terms with it. At some point, your path will retuyou here...”
Dhall coughed, the sound rattling in his throat.islthe way of
all things flesh and bone.”

I moved towards an exit at the far side of the rpaearly
bowling over a female zombie.

This female corpse was making the rounds from teladtab
in the room. Her hair was knotted into a long bradl looped
around her neck like a noose. Someone had stentied
number “1096” onto her forehead, and her lips hagnb
stitched closed.

Surprised, | mumbled “Uh...nice braid.” The corpse dot
respond, doubtless not even knowing | was therd. rade to
move on, Morte spoke up.

“Psssst. You see the way she was looking at me? Mok
see that? The way she was following the curve ofoewipital
bone?” | tried a joke, as far as | could rememberfirst | might
ever have tried.

“You mean that blank-eyed beyond-the-grave stare?”

“Wha — are yousuno?! She was scouting me out! It was
shameless the way shentep me.”

“l think you and your imagination need some timeagw
from each other.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. When you've been dead agdesn
have, you know the signals. They may be doer.e for you to
pick up on, but that's why I'll be spendimg nights with some
luscious recently-dead chit while you're standimguad goin’
‘huh?’ ‘Whatzz goin’ on?’ ‘Where’'s my muh-muh-menes?’

“Whatever, Morte. Let's go.”

As | moved on into another room, | noticed anotbiethe
Dustmen busy at a bier. She was a slight young wowith
pale features. The sunken flesh around her chee#tsnack
made her appear as if she were starving. She seietead on
dissecting the corpse in front of her, prodding ¢thest with a
finger.

I moved up to her, and said “Greetings.”
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The woman did not respond... she seemed too intettieon
body in front of her. As | watched her work, | sedty noticed
her hands... her fingers were talons. They were raaiti and
out of the corpse’s chest cavity like knives, remgworgans.

“What's wrong with your hands?” | muttered, but Nor
must have heard me, because he replied.

“Eh... she’s atiefling, chief. They got fiend blood in their
veins, usually ‘cause some ancestor of theirs ghknéckers
with one demon or another. Makes some of ‘em adutietie
head... and addled-looking, too.”

Determined now, | tapped the woman, to get hentdte.

The woman jumped and whipped around to face me...
could now see her eyes, a rotting yellow, with $mange dots
for pupils. As she saw me, her expression changed $urprise
to irritation, and she frowned at me.

She didn't seem to hear my attempted greetingseads
leaning forward, squinting, as if she couldn’t guinake me
out... whatever was wrong with her eyes must haveenteet
terribly near-sighted.

“You —" She clacked her taloned fingers togethéent
made a strange motion with her hands. “Fingeao and ew-
balming juice, bringreg, to Ei-Vene. Go — Go — Go.”

I moved off, smiling to myself at her reactionriet to put
her out of my mind, but couldn’t shake the conwanotthat | had
by implication undertaken a task, a task | didaglfright about
ignoring. Fortunately, a quick search of the biengl tables in
the immediate area turned up the necessary itentenW
returned to Ei-Vene, she was still dissecting tbgpse’s chest
with her talons. Again, tapping her to get herratta, | gave
her the thread and embalming fluid.

Without missing a beat, Ei-Vene snapped the thfezmh
my hands and hooked it around one of her talorex thegan
sewing up the corpse’s chest. She then took theakenity
fluid, and began to apply a layer to the corpse.

Fascinated by her work, | stood and watched hethiwi
minutes, she was finished. She clicked her talives) turned to
face me. To my surprise, she extended her handragged her
talons along my arms and chest. | stiffened, payny part as a
zombie, ignoring Morte’s comment, “Looks like yoave a
new friend, chief. You two need some time togetber., ?”

As she traced my arms and chest, | suddenly notibed
seemed to be examining my scars. She withdrew dleng,
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clicking them twice, then bent forward and examisedne of
the tattoos on my chest.

“Hmmph. Who write on you? Hivers do that? No respec
for zomfies. Zomfies, not paintings.” She snifféaden poked
one of my scars. “This one bad shape, many scansraserfs.”

Her talons suddenly hooked into the thread | hamlignt
her, and lightning-like, she jabbed another taloto ithe skin
near one of my scars. The sensation was curioushigss as
Ei-Vene began to stitch up my scars.

When she was done, she sniffed me, frowned, treobstl
her fingers into the embalming fluid. Within minsteshe had
dabbed my body with the fluid... and strangely enqugimade
me feelbetter.Morte couldn’t resist a comment.

“This may be the second time in my life I'm tharlkfdon't
have a nose.”

Ei-Vene put the last touches on my body, gave nuthan
sniff, nodded, then made a shooing motion with tadons.
“Done. Go — go.”

| stumbled around a bit more, then found a stairdelvn
to the ground floor. | saw another of the Dustmemo |
approached. To my dismay, he regarded me with e, atony
gaze, saying “Are you lost?”

“No.” | quickly replied.

“If you are not lost, what is your business here?”

“l was here for an internment, but there seemsetdhave
been a mistake. “ For one brief, giddy moment, hied to
continue, to say the mistake was | was the intemymigut |
wasn’t quite dead.

“Who was interred? Perhaps the services are tabiage
somewhere else in the Mortuary.”

“That could be. Where are these other servicesngaki
place?”

“Several internment chambers line the perimeterthaf
Mortuary. They follow the curve of the wall on tfiest and
second floors. Do you know the name of the dec&dsed
Trapped by my own prevarication, | could only gieme
answer.

“Yes,” | replied. The Dustman was silent, obviouslgiting
for more. | had to make up something.

“The name is... uh, Adahn.”

“That name is not familiar to me. Check with onetloé
guides at the front gate... they may be able to tiyea better
than I.”
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“Very well. | will do that. Farewell.” | moved awayglad
that the Dustman seemed so eager to return tontésrupted
duties that no suspicions had been raised.
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DEIONARRA

I moved about the perimeter of the first floor, amothe
memorial biers placed along the wall. Unfortungtdbhall’'s
directions were of little use, since | had no idddch way was
northwest. | studied the name on each bier as lectmit,
hoping one would trigger a memory, carefully stgyfar away
from any other Dustmen.

| came to a bier with a plague which read, “Heres li
Deionarra.”

Shockingly, an insubstantial phantasm of a womareayed
before the bier. A strikingly beautiful ghostly for her arms
crossed, her eyes closed. She had long, flowing bad her
gown seemed stirred by some ethereal breeze. itedal had
seen her before. This ghost had appeared in myndbedore |
awoke in the Mortuary. As | watched, she stirraghsly, and
her eyes flickered.

Her eyes slowly opened, and she blinked in confuio a
moment, as if uncertain where she was. She lookednd
slowly, then saw me. Her tranquil face suddenlysted into a
snarl.

“You! What is it that bringsou here?! Have you come to
see first-hand the misery you have wrought? Perlmagdeath |
still hold some shred of use for you...?” Her voicepped to a
hiss. “...'my Love."”

Surprised by her venom, | plaintively asked, “Whe a
you?” In a sudden change of emotion, the spiriteradbegging
motion with her hands.

“How can it be that the thieves of the mind conéiria steal
my name from your memory? Do you n@membermme, my
Love?” The ghost stretched out her arms. “Think..€rNoice
became desperate again. “...the nabwonarra must evoke
some memory within you.”

“I think | feel the stirrings of memory... tell me more.
Perhaps your words shall chase the shadows fronming,
Deionarra.”

“Oh, at last the fates show mercy! Even death chohase
me from your mind, my Love! Do you not see? Yoummees
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shall return! Tell me how | can help you, and |I8h&here
was one main question on my mind.

“Do you know who | am?”

“You are one both blessed and cursed, my Love. yod
are one who is never far from my thoughts and Heart

“ ‘Blessed and cursed?’ What do you mean?”

“The nature of your curse should be apparent, myelLo
Look at you.” She pointed at me. “Death rejects.y¥our
memories have abandoned you. Do you not pause andew
why?”

“Memories aside... and assuming death has rejected me
why is that a curse?”

“I do not doubt your ability to rise from the deaddo
believe that every incarnation weakens your thaughnbd
memories. You claim you have lost your memory. Bpshit is
a side effect of countless deaths? If so, what mdlte/ou lose
in successive deaths? If you lose your mind, ydunet even
know enough to realize that you cannot die. Youlshay be
doomed.” | wondered how many times | had awokerhia
Mortuary.

“‘Countless deaths?’ How long has this been going’

“I do not truly know. Except that it has gone omdo
enough.”

“What else can you tell me about myself?”

“I know that you once claimed you loved me and i
would love me until death claimed us both. | bed@wthat,
never knowing the truth of who you were, what ycerev”

“And what am 1?”

“You... l... cannot...” She suddenly froze, and spoke
slowly, carefully, as if her voice frightened hé&Fhe truth is
this: you are one who dies many deaths. These sidatiie
given the knowing of all things mortal, and in ydiand lies the
spark of life... and death. Those that die near yauyca trace
of themselves that you can bring forth...”

As Deionarra spoke the words, a crawling sensatielted
up in the back of my skull... | suddenly felt compeellto look
at my hand. As | lifted it uppokedat it, | couldsee the blood
coursing sluggishly through my arm, pouring into myscles,
and in turn, giving strength to my bones...

And | knew Deionarra wasght. | suddenly remembered
how to coax the dimmest spark of life from a boalyd bring it
forth... the thought both horrified and intrigued me.

“Can you tell me where | am?” | asked.
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“Where are you? Why, you are here with me, my Lovas..
in the times when life was something both of ugethaNow it
is the Eternal Boundary that separates us.”

“ ‘Eternal Boundary?'”

Deionarra sounded saddened. “It is a barrier | yearshall
never cross, my Love. It is the barrier betweenrylifa and
what remains of mine...”

As | was about to ask Deionarra about escapingpthise, it
caught in my throat. It occurred to me that if Idther | was
looking for an escape route, she might feel | waandoning
her. | needed to be delicate about it.

“Deionarra, | am in danger. Can you guide me tdaaepof
safety? | shall return as soon as | can to speg@uagain.”

“In danger?” Deionarra looked concerned. “Of coursg
Love. | will aid you any way | can...” She closed legres for a
moment, and | watched an ethereal zephyr pass ghrier
body, stirring her hair. After a moment, the zeptiygd, and her
eyes slowly opened. “Perhaps there is a way.” $red about
her, as if seeking out hidden enemies.

“l sense that this place holds many doors shroudau
mortal eyes. Perhaps you could use one of thesalpas a
means of escape. Portals are holes in existenadijntg to
destinations in the inner and outer planes... if yould find the
proper key, you could escape through one of théeibnarra
paused for a moment, as if attempting to remember.

“Portals will reveal themselves when you have theppr
‘key.” Unfortunately, these keys can be almost himg... an
emotion, a piece of wood, a dagger of silveredsglasscrap of
cloth, a tune you hum to yourself... | fear that Bestmen are
the only ones who would know the keys you could tasieave
their halls, my Love.”

“Then | shall ask one of them. Farewell, Deiondrra.
turned away, too overcome with emotion to contitalking to
the spirit. Deionarra spoke again before | could/enaway.

“Hold a moment... | learned much when | traveled with
you, my Love, and what you have lost, | have reirl have
not divulged all that | know to you. My sight isealr... whilst
you fumble in the darkness for a spark of thought.”

“And what is it your sight sees that | do not?'sked.

“Time itself relaxes its hold as the chill of obitw slowly
claims us, my Love. Glimpses of things yet to coswearm
across my vision. | see you, my Love. | see yoycasare now,
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and...” Deionarra grew quiet. | felt apprehensior, the desire
to know what she saw was stronger.

“What is it? What do you see?”

“I see what lies ahead for you. It ripples throuigl planes,
stemming outward from this point. Shall | speakvbft | see?”

“Tell me.”

“First, | require a promise. Promise you will returThat
you will find some means to save me or join me.”

“I swear | will find some means to save you or jgou.” |
didn’t know what impulse had triggered this statatnéut | did
know | would be forced to attempt to fulfill my prise.

“This is what my eyes see, my Love, unfettered by t
shackles of time...”

“You shall meet enemies three, but none more danger
than yourself in your full glory. They are shaddsewil, of
good, and of neutrality given life and twisted bg taws of the
planes.”

“You shall come to a prison built of regrets andrew,
where the shadows themselves have gone mad. Therwill
be asked to make a terrible sacrifice, my Love.tRermatter to
be laid to rest, you must destroy that which kegpsalive and
be immortal no longer.”

“ ‘Destroy what keeps me alive?’ “ | asked.

“I know that you must die... while you still can. Thkecle
mustcome to a close, my Love. You were not meant fig th
life. You must find that which was taken from yondatravel
beyond, into the lands of the dead.”

“I shall wait for you in death’s halls, my Love.'h8 smiled,
but there was only sadness in it. She closed hes, end with
an ethereal whisper, she faded.

| turned away from Deionarra’s bier, still stunregdwhat |
had promised. Morte asked a question, in a conderoiee.

“You back with me, chief? You kind of drifted ouhane
there.”

“No, I'm fine. Do you know who that spirit was?” Me
was puzzled.

“Eh? Spirit?”

“That specter | was talking to. The woman.”

“You were rattling your bone-box with some woman?
Where?” Morte looked around, excited. “What did dbek
like?”

“She was right on top of the bier. Didn’t you ses?
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“Eh... no, you just kind of drifted out for a bit tlee just
stood there, statue-like. | was a little worriedigbgone addled
on me again.”

“I'm all right. Let's move on.”

| continued moving along the perimeter of the Marju
Too bad | didn't have any idea where any of thgsartals’
Deionarra had mentioned could be.

However, | did see something ahead almost as dooats,
which most likely led outside. Hoping | wouldn'tnfi them
locked, | moved towards them. Unfortunately, anottie@mned
Dustman had approached on silent feet, and wasltse for
me to pretend | didn’t see him.

He was a tired-looking man in a black robe. Higmarface
was extremely pale, and he didn't look as if he Hweedn
sleeping: his shoulders were slumped, and the feeiged
loosely beneath his bloodshot eyes. He looked ftariahought
he might not even have noticed me, but | couldatint on that.

“Greetings...”

“Greetings...” The man turned to face me and madights
bow. | suddenly noticed that his eyes weren’t bimd so
much as they had a red tinge to them. “I am Soklgev may
I...” He suddenly seemed to notice my scars, andctimeer of
his mouth twitched. “I'm sorry, sirrah, are yout®s

“No.”

“I do not recall admitting you.” Soego looked at me
suspiciously, and his eyes gleamed red in the lighthe
torches. “May | ask what you are doing here?”

“I was here for an internment, but there seemsat@been
a mistake.”

“Who was being interred? Perhaps the servicesakiag
place somewhere else in the Mortuary.”

“The name is... uh, Adahn.” The lie came easier tine.
Soego’s eyes narrowed, and the red tinge | salwemtbefore
seemed more pronounced.

“No one of that name resides within the Mortuaryisha
living or dead.” His mouth twitched, and to my susp, he
sniffed the air for a moment.

“Uh... then | must have misspoke.” | silently curgagself
for using that name. Of course the Dustmen wouldwkithe
names of their dead. | floundered, came up withtereexcuse,
“I am here to see Dhall.”

“Dhall? Dhall the Scrivener can be found in theefeing
room on the upper floor.” The corner of Soego’s thou



Deionarra 19

twitched briefly. “He is rather busy and his heai¢hfailing.
Unless you have pressing business, | would notirdigtim.”

“What's wrong with Dhall?”

“Oh, there is nothing wrong with him. Dhall is...” &go
clicked his teeth. “.old. His long devotion to cataloging the
dead has nearly run its course. Death will no dsebn follow
the wasting sickness he has contracted.”

“You know, | could do this another time. Can you thee
out now?” Soego nodded, and the corner of his mtwitbhhed.

“Why... of course, of course. Let me open the fraategfor
you.” He moved to the doors, and unlocked themad the
strong feeling that he knew | was lying, but foasens of his
own he didn’'t want to expose me, or didn’t care whelid. |
hurried to leave the building.

* k%

A slab in the Mortuary, where a short time befdre ¢orpse
of an immortal lay. The flickering light in the nopocast moving
shadows. A careful observer might have noted thetain
shadows didn’'t obey the motion of the light, butved on their
own, as if driven by a malign intelligence. The dvas moved
about the slab for a few moments, as if questirdgenTall was
as before; the only shadows present were thoseedans the
simple blockage by objects of the light.
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THE HIVE

| passed through the doors, glad to be free ofMbetuary at
last. | passed through a small courtyard in frdrthe building,
and walked out into a city. This must be the seckoown as
the Hive. My eyes traveled across the building&amt of me,
then up. And up. The city arced overhead. | redlittee city
must actually form a circle, and join with itselorte, noticing
my stunned expression, offered an explanation.

“The city is Sigil, the city of doors. Sigil’s ang-shaped
city that’'s squatting on top of an infinitely tapire in what
some claim to be in the center of the Planes... ofsmhowit
could be at the top of an infinitely tall spire,dahow the city
could everbeat the center of the Planes raises some questions.”

“Anything else?”

“Sigil's called the ‘City of Doors,” mostly becausieere’s a
Lot of invisible doors that lead in and out of it —sfabout any
arch, door frame, barrel hoop, book shelf, or opéndow
might be a portal under the right conditions. ltddpends on if
you have the key to open it.”

“See, | guess the best way to explain it is — npustals
are ‘sleeping,’ right? You could walk through thdmy,them, on
top of them, and nothing would happen. Now, evasgtgd has
something that ‘wakes it up.’ That could be a tyna hum to
yourself, a loaf of week-old Bytopian bread, remenng what
your first kiss was like, and then sam — the portal gets its
juices flowing, and you can jump through it, to wéhaer's on
the other side.”

“Like where?”

“Anywhere, chief. Literally. Any place you can tkirof,
there’s a portal there. That's why Sigil's so p@suhcross the
Planes.” As | started to walk away from the cowdya passing
woman started upon seeing me. She seemed to reeogm@
instantly; she stepped back in horror, and crigd ou

“After all this time... yebastard May all th’ fiends in
Baator take ye! One day ye'll be sorry fer whatdid ta
Aerin... by all the Powersdwearst!” She turned and fled.

| just let her go. | realized | might run into maimythe city
who recognized me, and | would have to be on mydyuBut it
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was critical that | gain as much information ascgly as
possible, and | resolved to ask anyone | met attmutity, and
particularly about this Pharod.

| ran into a few others that day who would not talkme,
who just made a sign against evil and ignored me.

A harlot was particularly helpful, after acceptiag few
coins, that is jink. She told me the collectors gregated in a
section of the Hive not too far away, in an areawkm as
Ragpicker’'s Square. Morte spoke up as | finishetth Wwer. He
was becoming predictable on certain subjects, lizezh

“Chief, can you sport me some jink... it's... eh... been
long time, it has.”

“I'm not even going to ask how you intend to acctishp
this.”

The woman broke in, “It's twice the cost fer themi... or
any other degenerate.”

At my questioning look, Morte replied, “Mimir's alking
encyclopedia. That's me, chief.” | motioned to Motb forget
his idea.

“Don’t sweat it, Morte. From the looks of her, limobably
saving you from dying twice.” At this the woman sed at us.

“May a pox shrivel yer innards! Ye have the stinkda
fashion sense of a goatherd, and ye're twice ag!"'u@he
continued cursing us for several moments. Morteredta
hypnotized, as the harlot let loose this streamabscenities. At
the end of the verbal avalanche, Morte was silenafmoment,
then turned to me.

“Wow, chief. Got a few more taunts for the ol’ arak” He
turned back to the harlot, who was catching heathbreI'm also
in love.”

Chuckling at Morte despite myself, | moved off.

| decided that although | now knew a general acebbak
for this Pharod, it would be better to learn somareanabout
Sigil, and maybe fill in a few of the holes of magp, before
searching him out.

I continued questioning those | met. Some of theallo
toughs must have taken my questions as a sign easyrmark,
because they drew knives and attacked. As | drewbtade |
had found forgotten in a drawer in the Mortuarsgdlized that |
had used a blade before, and knew it well. Althousgiffered a
few shallow cuts, soon | was standing over the boflpne
tough as the rest fled. | also realized | must Hélled before,
perhaps many times.
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The next Hive dweller | talked to was frightened, doubt
from the scars and the blood of my recent fight.hdd little to
say | hadn't already heard, but | felt sorry famhiand gave him
a few coppers. He glanced around to see if anyame the
exchange, then tucked the jink in the folds ofrbise.

“Thank ye kindly, cutter! May the Lady’s shadow pae
by!” This piqued my interest.

“Wait a minute... Lady? What do you mean?”

“The mistress o’ Sigil? Ye've néieardo’ her? Ye must be
blessed or more cluel... eh, know little about Siigileed.” He
laughed weakly. “Lady’s word’s law here in SigiHe thought
for a moment. “ ‘Cept she don't say much. Deadnsikhe is,
actually.” He looked at me warily.

“Don’t want ta be talkin’ too much about her, cutteye
don’t want ta cross her shadow nor be singing haises, all
right? Now, let's say no more about it. Rattlin’ryigone-box
about the lady is dim, dim indeed.”

I came across a small Dustmen memorial not far ftien
Mortuary, just four walls around a central plinflustmen stood
outside, chanting about their ‘True Death.” Curiolstepped
through an arch in one of the walls, and saw thexiriterior and
the plinth were covered with thousands and thousahdames.
| recognized the plinth from the dream or memoryatl had
before awakening in the Mortuary. | asked a mamditey
staring at the central plinth what it was.

“It's a tombstone for the Planes.” He scoffed. “Grgards
of names are scratched on that rock. Can only hopeame’s
the one that'll split this stone in ‘twain.” He pted at the base
of the monolith. “ ‘Quentin,’ right there, hammeradjust hard
enough to send the damned thing crashing down.”

“The Dusties scratch the names of the dead on this
monument here...” He gestured around him. “And onwaés
of this place. Not enough space by my reckonind, i
matter... they do their best. Can barely read hafrthmes.” |
asked why he was here, especially since he wadehtstthe
Dustmen. His reply was illuminating.

“Reading the new arrivals. Try and find a new orerg
day, try and remember if | knew ‘em, nothing more.”

“The Dustmen record the names of all that have diethis
monument?”

“Aye, they scratch ‘em on this rock... and scratcim ‘en
the walls in this place, too.” Quentin scowled.dtbn’t know
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why they take the trouble to take a counting of diead... the
Dusties have more care for the living.”

“The living?”

“Aye... y'know about the Dustmen mourners that come t
this place? They aren't mourning the dead, seey'rthe
mourning the living. You can barely get a word imem
edgewise without ‘em asking to mourn some pldong berk
for ye.”

“Seems to me the dead are thrice-worth the pitgnyfpoor
sod living in this pit.” He nodded at the monumetiEvery
name on there is blest in my book, it is.” He read to his
brooding, ignoring me.

As | was leaving, on a whim | stopped and spokerte of
the Dustmen mourners. | told her that my ‘frienéidahn, was
feeling anguish over a person who had died. Shmigeal to
mourn his pain. A smile quirked my lips as | walkaday, as |
heard the name Adahn mixed in among their chanting.

| continued questioning those | met in the stresdtghe
Hive. One in particular had an interesting storyhaggard
woman wrapped in rags. Her hair was disheveleddamy] and
her complexion was extremely dark. Burns coveredanms,
and her right hand was a fused lump of flesh...akém melted,
like wax exposed to a great heat. | greeted hergeb her
attention.

“What issit y'wanta me?” The woman’s accent waskthi
and | had difficulty making out what she was sayif{gwanta
me t'leavedor leaving this city, so I'm not. | can't, tried, st’
not a city, it's a prison t'everywhere.”

“Everywhere?” | asked.

“There’s Worlds, there's...” Her eyes gleamed matily.
planes that be sinking sands, fields thirsty nettle, sightless
worlds where ylimbs are given life and hate, sitief dust
whose people are dust and whisper ash, the hous®ui
doors, the Twilit Lands, the singing winds, the gy
winds...” She started to sob quietly, but she seealkedut of
tears. “And shadows... the terrible shadows there be.

“Where are these places?”

“Where'z? Where'z them places?” She flung the lofriper
right hand in an arc, gesturing at the cityscap@ey'z allHere
be. Doors, doors, here éverywhere.

“Doors?”

“You! You're not knowing this?!” She squinted at yrend
her teeth started chattering. “Tell you, | will: \Bare every
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space you walk through or touch in this thrice-edrgity...
Doors, gates, arches, windows, picture framespgen mouth
of a statue, the spaces ‘tween shelves... Beware space
bounded on all sides.L these're doors t'other places.”

“Every door has aey it does, and with this key, they show
their true nature... an arch becomes a portal, aigicirame
becomes a portal, a window becomes a portal... gkrettake
y'someplaceLse. They steal you away...” She raised the lump
of her right hand. “And sometimes what's on th'otbide takes
part of you as arHe.”

“What are these keys?”

“The keys, the keys number as many as the doothi®f
city. Every door, a key, every key, a door.” Heette started
chattering again, as if she were cold. “And a ly.? A key is
anything. It may be an emotion, an iron nail held ‘tween
y'second and fifth fingers, a thought thought thieges, then
thought once in reverse, or it may be a glass'r&ee clenched
her mouth closed to try and still her chatteringthe and
squinted her eyes. “Can’t leave... can't leave...”

“How did you get here?”

“From...” She seemed to calm slightly, and her eysxt
on a thousand-league stare. “Came from a placefrelsehere,
almost a life-ago, hummed a tune by a glade with dead trees
that had fallen together. A brilliant door opened th'space
‘tween the crossed trees, showed me this city ootiier side...
I'z stepped through, ended here.”

“Why can’t you go back?”

“Tried! AL doors here lead torHer places.” She shuddered
and gripped her melted right hand. “Went throughc#iten
portals, some a-purpose, some a-accident, nonena-tight.
Can't find way back...”

“There must be a portal that can take you back.”

“Can’t even leave here! This square! And therglgice of
death behind th’ gate waits for me!” She pointed tla¢
Mortuary behind the gate, then turned back to ne, face
desperate. “Can’t go anywhere in this city!”

“Anythin’ could be a door. Any arch there, any ddwre,
could be a portal, don't know the key, could geseat t'another
horrible place...” Her teeth started chattering agdin.got
t'stay way from the closed spaces, all could begjamuld have
a key on me, an’ | not be knowing it...” | found thigrd to
credit.
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“You... you're afraid to go throughawy door or arch
because imightbe a portal?”

She nodded, her teeth chattering.

“How long have you been afraid of this?” She scednt
pondering.

“Since the last time | walked through th’ last @brtth’
place where m'hand...” She stops. “Since m'tenthifgen I'm
in me fourth tenth Turning that, now.” Her teethgime
chattering again.

“Thirty years? You've haven’t walked throughy doorfor
thirty years?”

Her vision seemed to clear slightly. She lookedatime,
her teeth still chattering.

“If you got here, there must be a portal that caletyou
back. It's only a matter of finding it —"

She smiled. Her teeth weren’t chattering becausevgis
cold... they were moving around inside her mouth, gnems
twisting as the teeth shifted about. They rose raoegded as |
watched, chattering as they rattled against eatierotShe
hissed at me.

“Only takesone portal you steps through a-accident, t'drive
th’ rear into you. | went through thrice-ten, lost m'habdrned
m'flesh, and lost m'sense.” She looked at her fé¢more,
n'more.”

“I'm sorry... if 1 can find some means to help youwill.
Farewell.” |1 hoped | didn't promise to help evergohmet in
the Hive. | suspected the city generated unforesmédster than
anyone, even if he were immortal, could hope t@.hel

| passed by the Gathering Dust bar, but it was atiben
hangout. | had had enough of them, so | didn’'trgo i

“Looks like the Dusties lost one of their deaders...”

| realized the comment was referring to me. Theakpe
was a striking red-haired girl dressed in leatharaa. Her right
arm was covered with a series of interlocking gatet looked
as if they were taken from the skin of some cregtand a
horned shoulder piece protected her left arm. Oddbugh, she
had a tail... that was flicking back and forth asdtehed. She
noticed my interest.

“Pike off.”

Ignoring the comment, | greeted her, asking who \shs.
The girl sneered, then made an obscene gesturédaiittail.

“Pike off, yeh clueless sod.”
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The girl herself was well worth looking at, but dide know
she had a tail? | realized | must have actuallytetliout what |
was thinking when she replied.

“Do | now?” The girl looked at her tail. “So | do! Arere |
was thinking that it was a trick of me eye. My, rateyeh a
sharp cutter?” She bared her teeth. “Why don't pils off ta
whatever hole yeh crawled out of and leave me b&?hor me
tail is for trade, jig?” As | fumbled for a replyMorte
interposed,

“It’s just as well neither you nor your tail arerfsale. You
couldn’t squeak out a living with ‘em, anyway.” Ramately, his
voice was too low pitched for her to make him auigl she just
looked questioningly at Morte. I'd already made ol fof
myself. Might as well try to satisfy me curiosity.

“He didn’t say anything... but I'm still curious.why do
you have a tail?”

“Are yeh daft? Can it be that yer dumber than stone, or
mayhap yer the Power o’ ignorance? May the dabigk lgeh
over and make yeh a street!” Morte answered mytiures

“She’s a tiefling, chief. They got some demon’sduloin
‘em, and that makes ‘em paranoid and defensive. e tad,
though. Shame it's plastered on such an ugly bodgried to
interpose a comment, uselessly, as she replied.

“Yeh better latch yer bonebox, yeh foul-mouthed mim
‘fore | splits it from yer jaw, jig?”

“Why don't youtry and split my jaw, chit?! All I'm hearing
is a lotta chatter from some Hive trash! Throw aghl | dare
you! I'll bite your legs off!”

“Enough!” | finally got out.

“Aye, that's right. Leash yer mimir, ‘tard, or I'Bury him
with his body, jig?” | figured | wouldn’t get anyitig more out
of this one.

“Farewell, then.”

“Aye, pike off ta wherever yeh came from, then.”

I wondered on. A street vendor caught my eye. Tdug-
looking man was quick to notice he'd caught mynditb@; in
moments he was upon me, hawking his ‘wares.’ Heiezhra
long wooden pole; dozens of skinned and cookeddaisgjled
from it. As he spoke, he gestured to them with @abyr filth-
encrusted hand, smiling a yellowed, snaggle-toogredall the
while.

“Oye, cutter, ‘ow ye doin’ there? Wot sorta deee®us
ratsies is ye interested in this fine day?”
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| examined the ‘ratsies.” Each rat had been skinaed
gutted, their feet and tails removed; they dandledh the pole
by hooks punched though their necks. As | examittesl
various manners in which they'd been preparedallzed their
heads were slightly misshapen — a bulbous knot afeb
protruded from each cranium, covered in whorls faate it the
appearance of brain tissue.

“Those are strange-looking rats.”

“Ah, ye've got a keen eye there, cutter! All | sellbrain
vermin, | do... I'm sure ye'll find they've got a rhudcher
flavor than yer usual rat. Quite nice, really!” doffered them
to me once more, waving the pole before my faceiegty...
the rats swayed to and fro, hooked like tiny siofeseef.

“Brain vermin?”

“Aye, cutter, brain vermin. Foul creatures, theg.dxow,
yer normal rats, they just eat stored goods antipiy] spread
disease an’ all that... a nuisance, really, no mgeg.cranium
rat, though — brain vermin, wdt go after — they're just
trouble. When ye get more than a ‘andful a’' thdelipikers
together, they start to get smart on ye... someti@gismart.”

“They become more intelligent?”

“Sure as I'm standin’ here before ye, they do! i across
any more than two score of ‘em, I'd flee for meecilee that...”

He snapped, to emphasize the point. “...| would! ¥ that
many of ‘em in a pack, why... why, they gets smartasan,
they do!”

“Here’s my best advice for ye, cutter... if ye're bem
catchin’ brain vermin, stick to small packs. A dozer so, at
most. But I'll tell ye...” He stepped close, his liretetid in my
face, and spoke in a hushed tone: “Ye run into rtimaa that...
more than a couple dozen... ye run like ye're inghadow of
the Lady!” He backed away from me again.

“Sorcery, cutter... sorcery! Ye gets enough of th&ise
fiends in a space, they gain all sorts a’ odd peWbtake a
basher's brain pour out ‘is ears, they willl Dovgir
frightenin'... it's just wrong, | tell ye.”

“Who are you?”

“Wot, me? Why, I'm Creeden, sometimes called Creed
the Butcherer-of-Rats!” He smiled grandiosely, esipg ill-
matched rows of yellowed, broken and crooked teeth.

“You certainly seem... friendlier... than most arouredén”

“Well, cutter, | try. Result @’ my business, | tk@.. most
folks around ‘ere are a peery an’ downright unfdigriot, but |
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want every cutter to know that Creeden’s always ajatarm
smile an’ a pipin’ ‘ot, fresh-cooked ratsie for ‘Entie winked
at me, and touched my arm.

“I see ye're leavin', cutter, but a'fore ye go, Vst ye like
a nice, deee-liscious ratsie? One for the roadnigat say?”

“Why not...”

“Good, cutter, good! Wot sort wouldst ye like?” Heinted
to each in turn with a grimy fingernail. “I got timebaked,
spiced, boiled, an’ charred! All fresh, all scruiops... and
only three coppers for two!”

“Charred,” | replied. That should hide any nasstea

I handed over my coppers and, in one swift motienran a
pair of charred rats through with a wooden skewehooked
them, and placed them in my hand. He winked at me.

“Enjoy, cutter!”

The rat was burnt and crispy outside, but tender jaity
within. It was a bit greasy and rather rich, tagtiof some...
other... meat | was sure I'd had before. The manddak me
expectantly.

“Did ye like? Wouldst ye like another?” Motioningat |
didn't, | continued on.
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| felt it was time | learned a little more about & | asked
him to tell me about himself. He chattered so lasgwve were
walking | was afraid he would never stop.

“Of course you got questions about me — you propabl
have questions abont. sorts of things. Let me boil it down for
you: when you've been as dead as long as | havethouwti
arms, legs, or anything else, you spend a lotroé tthinking,
y'know? | figure it's been a few hundred years siricgot
penned in the dead book, but time doesn't really 1@ the
way it used to... without that mortality thing pressidown on
you, all the days and nights kind of blend togeti8eryou think
about this, and you think about that... and the niogiortant
piece of wisdom I've learned over the past hundreso years
is this:”

“There’s aLor more obscene gestures you can make with
your eyes and your jaw than most people think. @itheven
resorting to insults or taunting, you can reallyhti a bonfire
under someone just with the right combination ofe ey
movements and jaw clicking. Drives them barmy! duyever
get beheaded and your skin flayed from your sHilllshow
you how it's done. | got some real gems, chief -eytth drive a
deva to murder, they would.”

“I know what you're thinking: I'm dead. I've lost snuch. It
should have sobered me up to all that joy | missdidthose
loves I've lost. Some people get all depressed tatbeath —
they haven'trriep it, of course — but one thing they never seem
to realize is how it changes your perspective amgt it really
makes you take a second look at life, broaden yauwizons.
For me, it's pretty much made me realize how maegddchits
are in this berg and how few sharp-tongued men tikeself
there are to go around — you spin the wheel right] your
years of spending nights alone are over!”

“Shallow? I'm not shallow. | just don’t get caugiy in all
that philosophy and faith and belief wash that y\ssrk from
Arborea to the Gray Waste rattle their jaws ab@viho cares?
The Planes are what they are, you're what you amd, if it
changes, fine, but things aren’t bad the way they-a and |
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should know. Go on, ask me some questions abouPltrees,
or the chant, or the people, or the cultures — wymnend up
like me — without eyelids, that is — you end upisgea lot of
things, and | can tell you almost everything yoed& know.”

“It's like this: We're in this together, chief. Uhtthis is
over, | stick like your leg.”
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HIVE MARKET

| realized | had come into a market area in theeHivwas
passing an old woman standing silently by the waliring off
into the distance. She seemed to be unconcernédthgtflow
of traffic around her, and clutched a wooden pobenf which
dozens of small fish were dangling. | moved in frof her,
catching her attention.

“ ‘Lo, sir, care to purchase some...” She squintethatfor
a moment, trying to discern my identity. “Oh my!ré&El was,
thinkin’ ye one o’ me regular customers. Hrmm...” Heouth
pressed down into a tight-lipped frown, and sheesta@ff over
my shoulder.

| looked behind me, trying to see what she wasrgaat. |
could see nothing of interest behind me. As | tdrback to her,
| caught her looking at me... she looked away quickly
resuming her staring off into the distance onceemor

“What? Do | look familiar to you?”

“Goodness, no!” She paused for a moment. “Aye, geld
think... ye, or a man with yer very likeness, sirw@s so long
ago.”

“Tell me...”

“Well, sir, ye see... me sight's not so good nowatwt
back then, neither. But | thought | saw ye walkiaist with a
small group trailin’ along behind ye. It's t'was lemg ago, and
ye walked by so quick-like. But | remember, nowe thay ye
held yer head up... there was a woman followin’ ygint to
stop ye. To get ye to turn around, speak to hertybpushed
her away.”

“Beautiful woman, she was... looked so sad, so arahat
once. She stood there for a moment, then follovieagabehind
ye just the same, hustlin’ to catch up. There wakeast two
other gentlemen with ye, sir... the only one | rememtoo
clearly, though, was tall, thin. Reeked of bubdia | smelled
him from across the way. Looked like he hadn’t bdtin ages,
too. He followed ye close, he did, an’ never saidoad. Acted
like the woman wasn't even there, even when shepledm
against him, tryin’ to stop ye. That's all | remesnjsir.”
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Another incident from my past. | gave the womanew f
coppers, walking on and straining vainly for anynmoey that
would connect with this incident.

An area of the market ahead was filled with debAs.
broad-shouldered woman was shuffling about amathgshuge
beams lying on the street. She kicked at the beitisiron-
shod boots; every once in a while, she bent dovdwvaenched
a nail from one of the boards with her bare haBtie held each
one up, appraising it, then dropped it into a leatsling bag.
She straightened up, hearing my approach. Shedimdktely,
but from her stance and the way her hand restes# ¢tothe hilt
of her weapon, | could tell she was ready for tteubnoticed
one of her eyes had a milky film over it.

“That's close enough there, cutter... what do ye rfeaoeh
me?”

“Who are you?” She pulled three nails from herglbag,
tossing them spinning into the air and catchingrthia her
palm.

“Iron Nalls, they call me.” She dropped them bagctoithe
bag with a mufflectlink. “I sell 'em to a man, name a’ Hamrys,
in the Lower Ward. Maker of coffins, he is.”

“Where's the Lower Ward?”

“Eh... | used to know the way, | did, but the dabwawé
changed the streets ‘round again. Don’t know howgebthere,
now — I'll need to chart a new path — but | figuihe dabus'll
straighten things out eventually.” | had heard tieam before,
and wondered at it.

“Dabus?”

“Aye, dabus — the Lady’'s servants.” She looked & m
puzzled. “Ye must be new to Sigil. They work alleothe city,
doin’ the Lady’'s will. Always buildin’ an’rebuildin they are,
usin’ what's fallen or torn down to make somettiew.”

“The wood come from here an’ there. Sometimes dabus
drop the stuff off, an’ | go through it before anet pack comes
to fetch it away. Probably rubble from buildin’swalls they're
puttin’ up or tearin’ down.”

Dabus — | realized | now had a name for the mysteri
floating creatures | had seen performing work alibatcity. |
noticed a stench about this time. The smell likeewer was
getting worse as | moved forward, rising above tisual
miasma | had already associated with the Hive,vamdh | was
learning to ignore.
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A man was looking at me with a strange, bug-eyedest
His eyes weréwuge.. so huge they looked ready to pop out of
his sockets and roll across the cobblestones. lddatbeagerly
as | approached, bobbing his head like a bird...antineared
him, | suddenly noticed the smell of urine and feserrounded
him. The man sniffled, wiping his nose on his sk&ethen
opened his mouth to reveal blackened, rotted gums.

“Stories-for-coin, sirrah?” His breath reeked;medled like
this man had been keeping rotten meat stored img&glmouth.
“Stories-for-coin?”

“Who are you?” The man snorted, thick with phlegm.

“Names, names... who you are, who you are...” His head
did a slight twitch every time he repeated hims&fames...
dangerous, dangerous.” He glanced at the groundtaned the
dirt with his foot. “Knowing a name or bein’ stuekith one,
both’s a mess of trouble.” He looked back up at fiMy
name’s a given name, not one asked for. Reekwimhte
again | became conscious of his reeking breathtlzmdmell of
urine and feces that surrounded him. “A given namgjven
name.”

“An... appropriate name.”

“Not my true name, true name.” Reekwind mumbledhis,
head twitching every time he saithme. ‘A true name’s a
dangerous thing, gives others power.” He staredetvith his
huge eyes and wagged his finger. “Keep your nameseeep
it close, never let it out.”

“Names are like smells... things can track you witar.”
Reekwind coughed, his eyes almost popping out o&kill as
he did so. His cough seemed to loosen his bowaihd broke
wind loudly, as if to accentuate his point. “If seame knows a
true name, it gives them power.” He licked his lifthe power
to hurt.”

“I don’t know my true name.” Reekwind’s eyes widdrst
this; seeing his eyeballs bulge even larger madeneasy.

“Then you are blessed, blessed. Remain nameledsyan
shall be as a spirit on the Planes, untraceableaakable,
unseen, undiscovered.” He smacked his gums wellyndme
chosen, a name given... it allows others to find wod hurt
you.”

“Have you been hurt?” Reekwind gave a twitching ,nod
then scratched himself.

“Let my name slip once, once, only once, only chéés
eyes filmed over as if the memory was painful, tgeanced at
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me uneasily. “Tell you the story | can, | will, biltree coppers
must | see.” His face split into a smile as he ghie word
coppersand his reeking breath hit me like a hammer.

| passed him the jink. Reekwind got into a starceked
left, looked right, then faced me. His face clemthben with a
grunt, he broke wind again. The smell nearly ledete, but he
took no notice.

“Cursed, I! Walked the wards in splendor...” He staga
stiffy, nose high in the air. He sauntered bacld dorth,
nodding to invisible passers-by. Reekwind frozes hrms
akimbo.

“Crossed paths with a crossed one. Had the looking
pumpkin, his seeds, curses!” Reekwind then thrissbélly out
so as to appear fat, slicked back his hair withfittlsy palm so
he looked almost bald, and began drumming his fsga his
‘fat’ belly. He then walked about, circling the spehere his
‘stuffy, upper class persona’ used to be. “All-aajple with
curses, this one was.” With a sneer and a caraesture,
Reekwind tossed an invisible curse at the ‘stuéfyspna.’

“Knew my name, let it slip | had, | had, all it tqotook it
all” He stiffened up again, inhaling deeply anaguming his
‘upper class’ persona. The persona suddenly crummed
Reekwind broke wind violently, then exhaled, fitlirthe air
with his foul, reeking breath. “Cursed with stenghemells,
excrement! Came here to tell tales, all good ftirgeod for
now. Now Reekwind is the name, given name, givenena”

“The Hive, the Hive... a tale | can tell, a tale Inceell, |
will, but three coppers must | see.” He smacked duisns
together and snorted like a pig. Intrigued to he@other of his
tales, | passed over more jink.

“Spireward, spireward...” He pointed to his left, tite
charred alley in the distance. “An Alley Blangerous Angles.
He bent his limbs in a twisted parody of one of #keletal
buildings. “Not always angled, not always burned a&harred,
once alive, no longer.”

“Flames, fire!” He flung his hands up in the alreh waved
them to simulate flames. “The alley burned, greablke, ash
everywhere... in the end, ongkeleton®f buildings left, bones
of dead buildings, bones of dead buildings. Angles...
everywhere, angles.” He hunched forward, his veisghisper.
Again, the stench from his body hit me like a wave.

“Dangerous, now, bad men have set up their kipethidp
there.” He bowed, then broke wind in quick spuitg a bugle
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blowing. “That is the tale of how a street becoraasAlley of
Dangerous Angles.” He made a semi-circle over a&th

“A man made it so. A beast made it so. A man wheene
fiendsadmire. A sorcerer’s tale, filled with madness, reess,
burning, yearning...” He hissed, then cackled in ay what
reminded me of a fire burning. “A dangerous talelaagerous
tale.”

“A sorcerer there was, no simple hedge wizard thig, a
mage of power’ Reekwind brought his hands together
reverently, then smiled evilly. “He burned with tAe, and the
Art burned him.”

“The name given him was Ignus, a name respectesh th
feared, then hated, then punished.” Reekwind gavatthng
wheeze, then clawed the air and hissed, apparénttating
‘lgnus.’

“Taught by one of the last great magi Ignus was, @ an
apprentice, Ignus learned much, much... and nothinth&
same time.” Reekwind shook his head sadly. “InHgart, his
coal-black heart, a fire blazed. It burned, it ladnand it
hungered. Reekwind clawed at his chest, as if pain. “As it
hungered, Ignus hungered. It was his wish to seePlanes
burn”

“In the night...” Reekwind hunched down and began to
slowly stalk in the direction of the alley, a mathgon his face.
“Ignus came to the Alley that was to be the AlléyAagles, and
the fire in his eyes, the fire in his heart, both let out.”
Reekwind pointed at the Alley, then flung his arimghe air,
silently screaming and laughing at the same time.

“Flesh ran like wax, people like candles, and Iglaughed,
laughed...” Reekwind crumpled to the ground, his body
wracked with imagined pain. “An evil, an evil wasn#, and
forgotten not, forgotten not.” He stood up, themé¢hed over,
looked left, looked right, then started mumblingifassecretly in
a conference with someone. “Something was to bes,dbe
done...” He stood up, stiffly, his face resolute.

“A punishment was decided, all the hedge wizards,
midwives, rune-tellers, copper-pinching witches,nadnner of
magelings... they came, all, even those with the lestatrace
of the Art, to punish Ignus. Separately, they wiies...” He
made a buzzing noise between his rotten gums. ‘thege
dangerous, dangerous.” He hummed, then raisedahidsh..

“Caught Ignus, granted his wish...” He swirled histis,
as if casting a spell. “He wished to burn, theynged it, using
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his own desire to fuel the casting. They made bityta door to
the Plane of Fire — they intended to kill him, Kim...”

“Failed, failed...” Reekwind broke wind again, as td
accentuate the failure of the wizards. “Ignus livigghus lived,
only slept, blanket of flames, flames, turned is kieep as he
burned, never happier, never happier...” He shut dyiss,
wrapped his arms around himself and turned slowly.
“Burning... ever-burning...” His eyes suddenly snapmgen.
“One day he will wake, and then, then the Planed barn!”

This Reekwind seemed to know much. Perhaps his
knowledge extended to the one | sought.

“Can you tell me where | could find someone named
Pharod?” As | thought would be the case, thistelice demand
for more copper to hear a story. | agreed.

“Once a man of respect, Pharod was, a man, a mgoads,
and position. All became nothing, nothing, turned to air.”
Reekwind squinted, then broke wind, filling the aith a gut-
churning smell. “Turned to air... and stink.”

“A liar, a cheater, a man who twisted law, PharaswHe
hunched over, as if writing at a desk. He ‘wro’ &§ moment,
then suddenly stopped, afraid. “Then one day, bedahat he
had twisted himself!”

“Such a liar he had become, that when he died,d®ta go
to a horrible place...” Reekwind shook his head sattgn
hunched over again and looked wildly in all diren8. “Pharod
would not accept it, would not, would not! He hakeated
others, he would cheat his fate, too!”

“He read, dug in books, and consulted seers...” Ragkw
stalked back and forth, his hand over his eyed afaiing off
into the distance. “...and they told him that onlytiash could
he find that which would let him cheat his fate.edkwind
broke wind again, then gave a reeking cough. “Rexhthey
lied...”

Reekwind stood up stiffly, then began to fling mffaginary
clothes. With every piece of ‘clothing’ he threw aw he
became more hunched.

“Pharod threw away his position, his goals, andktap a
new title...” Reekwind stopped, then leered at mechkwed at
his rags, shaking them. “And became a King of Rétgsivould
rule the trash, have his subjects search it adl,favd that which
he needed.” He shook his head. “He looks even rexen
now...”
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“Uh... do you know where | could find him?” Reekwind
shook his head.

“He lives amongst rags and trash. There, you witl him,
find him...”

No real help then. | continued walking, leaving tharket
area.

| was curious about this Alley of Dangerous Angles
Reekwind had mentioned. It was nearby, and we edtdhere
were numerous burnt shells of buildings, and twngga who
charged us a toll to enter the area. In a ruinadathl met a
man who named himself Aola, who seemed eager kddahe,
immediately coming over to greet me as soon agdred the
building.

“Welcome to the cathedral of Aoskar. Have you came
worship Aoskar with me? You can be his second plisci

“Tell me more about Aoskar.” Aola’s voice took ortame
of adulation.

“Aoskar is the Keeper of Gateways. Within Aoskaslihe
power of portals, doorways and opportunity. Sigiso known
as the City of Doors, used to be the home of Agsiatil he
was ‘cast’ out by that accursed Lady. Now there faw
worshippers of Aoskar here because the Lady forhid§hat
will soon change, however, as | help the peoplesde the
greatness of Aoskar. She cannot stand against ith@fvthe
people!” Aoskar, huh? | didn't see how it could thto have a
deity on my side. Even if this priest’s god didhglp me, he
himself might be useful.

“I wish to become a disciple of Aoskar.”

“Wonderful! It's been so long since the last persshked.”
Aola made me perform a series of complex rituatstaen said,
“You are now a disciple of Aoskar; go now and sgrtree word
to the denizens of Sigil, so that all may know tiery of
Aoskar!” Belatedly, | grew worried.

“Why are there no other disciples of Aoskar?”

“Over the years | have had many disciples. Unfately,
they have all disappeared. It's quite frustratiagtually. As
soon as they become initiates | never see themm.agately,
there has been a rumor going around that the Ladsel is the
cause. Now no one comes by any more. You are tsiesioul
I've seen stop by in a long while.”
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| left the ruined building, troubled. | took a stepand found
myself elsewhere. | was alone. My surroundings wetally

different. | was standing on stone, formed intoaantric rings.

There were gaps between the rings, although stoitgds

connected the rings at irregular intervals. Thgsithemselves
also had gaps in them.

When | looked down between the stones, all | saw wa
gray nothingness. There were only a limited nunddeings as
well. Beyond the outer ring was more of the grajhimgness,
as though the space | now occupied was somehowdedun
Arches were placed regularly along the next to roubst ring,
each arch | soon learned contained a portal. Honvethe
portals only transported me across the rings; rsgemed to
lead out.

As | was verifying this, | noticed a place that wadare
rock, where rubbish was piled. | moved to investgaand
found someone before me had camped here. | foundiaus
object at the camp site.

It appeared to be some sort of journal. Sheets rigidd
human skin had been stretched across a framewdrénsf, and
strangely enough, it appeared the sheets of skih Hemled
together at the seams, forming the spine of a nhafkdmok. It
looked like the outer sheets of skin formed a cduera series
of other skin sheets locked inside the bone frame.

A series of symbols had been written in blood arite
exterior of the sheets of skin, but | couldn’t malkem out; they
appeared to be some form of writing, but they sekemoebe
written upside down, right to left, and at odd asgthat made
my eyes hurt.

Despite the crudity of the writing, | had to adhie design
of the bone frame was actually quite intricate; bomes had
been carved so that they snapped neatly togetheoked like
the bones could be unhooked from each other, allpvihe
book to be opened and read.

| unlocked the bone frame, which unfolded with aatne
snap.| opened the book, and studied the pages... they were
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filled with the same strange series of symbols asewon the
exterior cover, and they didn’t seem to make amgee

Much as | tried, | couldn’'t make sense of the sylabb
despaired, and decided to put the journal downl rsshooked
the bone frame, | was suddenly struck with a steahgught —
that the pages of the interior werestipposedto make any
sense. |... whoever | was at the time... put the symtiwre to
deceive anyone looking to read the real contentsctwwere
hidden somewhere else in the journal frame.

| examined the edge of the frame, and noticed dhat of
the bones had a hairline fracture around one oéntés; | put
my hand over the edge and twisted off the top ef tone,
revealing a hollow space. Inside the space wasadl,srolled-
up scrap of skin.

It was difficult to read, but | could make out mostt.

TRAPPed TraPpediwy'Swie be done DODge her gaze...
toomany | kiL'd, toomany strangle and kill and stop tleeatn
in their throats... there's aavy out | know it then I'll give the
BLADed one the laugh...

.. one of thearcHez holds way Outpne of them doespne
has the way out, can't just keepine through them one at a
time, maybe — maybe | should go through omeyn walk back
to the same portal without...

The entry trailed off into indecipherable scrawk®r some
reason, | had a feeling that was the last entrytheeithe
incarnation died in the maze or escaped somehow.

| found that if | entered the portal in one of #rehes on the
periphery, then went back to that same portal withemtering
any other, | was transported to an arch | couldreath before.
The portal in that arch allowed me to leave, rahgrto the
Hive at the spot where | left. | felt | now knew erke Aola’s
disciples had disappeared.

| briefly explained to Morte what had happened. ifethe
Alley of Dangerous Angles on its other side, nai far from
the Mortuary if my reckoning was right. | continuegploring
the Hive, heading towards a section | had notedskiefore.

I heard a howling up ahead. What strange animal was
producing the sound? Then | saw it was actuallyild-ayed
man, hunched over, snarling and giving low groutidooked
like he hadn’'t trimmed his hair in years... it was Isag it
formed a veil over his eyes. He had a long, stringpustache
caked with grease and sweat, and the tips of thestache
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drooped so much that they had become tangled imakiged
beard.

| greeted him. The man stopped in mid-snarl, and he
reached up to part the curtain of hair that covdrisdeyes. As
his withered hand pulled away his dirty locks, salstrange,
puce-colored bugs fell from his hair and scatteaetbss the
cobbles. Behind the cloak of hair, the man’s flests moon-
pale and creased with wrinkles. His thick, bushybegws
formed a 'V’ as he stared at me.

“Hand, my take th’ moon fly, toooo?” | had diffiay/ but
thought | could puzzle out his meaning.

“ ‘Take your hand and fly to the moon?’ Not todagy
friend.”

The man frowned, but his eyebrows tilted upwardsain
reverse ‘V,’ creating a bizarre expression. | haddea how he
accomplished the facial expression, but it made me
uncomfortable watching the muscles beneath his $ade into
the new pattern. | couldn’t tell whether he wasrgngurious,
both or neither.

“Singed kisssspeak a man, answersss pre-fur a wood
woman heart.”

“‘A single kiss speaks a woman'’s heart, but a mamswer
is what you would prefer?’ Very well, then, but kmohis: my
answer is a question, and an answer from you i¢ Whauld
prefer.” The man seemed mesmerized by my voiceh \&liery
word | spoke, a light flickered in his eyes.

“Barking Wilder Am-1, I-Am! A-Wanting, Asking-A, Mg-
You, You-May?” | was starting to get a feel for lasguage.

“You may, and | will: Who... or what... are you?”

“Kay-osh!” He stuttered out the word, as if havitifficulty
getting his tongue around it. “Some say Xaositdctay S-tect-
I-soax.cHaos-men. Men no. Nem no, men yes, three nose make
a yes.” He hunched down on his knees and begamctolrack
and forth, singing in a child-like soprano. “Chanan, chaos-
man, hop-a-long home, a faction-it-is, yet we-do#a.” Not
having anything to lose, | asked another question.

“I'm looking for a lost journal. Do you know whetanight
find one?” He frowned, squinted his eyes shut, tbhpened
them back up. When he spoke again, his voice wasd bnd
straightforward... it was like a different, sanerrqmn was
speaking. The effect was eerie.

“More than one lost, more than one must you findche
part of you had one, so more than one must you."firig
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blinked and shook his head for a moment, as if rieeg at
himself, then chuckled uneasily. | asked if he dotéll me
where at least one of them was. He looked like ag about to
object, then suddenly his left fist came up andckad him in
the temple. He howled in response, then sudderdppsd,
blinking.

“One is in a cupboard in your guest room in thd bhthe
Sensates, and another is on the walls of a tomledsekeep
beneath the city where the stones weep. The ot@eys.”
Before he could finish, his right fist came up amashed him
in the face, causing him to yowl again. He blinkedl shook
his head for a moment, as if surprised at himsk#n smiled
uneasily.

That was his last moment of clarity. No matter howch |
questioned him, | got no more answers. In factdida’t even
seem to remember what he had already told me athaut
journals.

Rather than spend the rest of the day in pointless
conversation, | turned away. Morte commented onkiBgr
Wilder.

“Well, that's one tree with a snapped branch tomyia
Morte rolled his eyes. “No sense in chatting withoXitects,
chief. They're a barmy bunch.” | asked him to expam the
Xaositects.

“They're a ‘faction’ who don’t have any rules... exte
don’t keep one thought in their head for too lofitney’re
sometimes called ‘Chaosmen.” No need to explain.\ilfhey
just seem to attract members like flies... well, memstthat are
crazy or chaotic enough, | suppose. | don't thimkythave any
recruiters... though you really can’t say anythinguttthem for
sure.”
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SMOLDERING CORPSE

A tout was calling out to passerbys as we meanddosth a
street.

“Step right up, come see the burning man! Try to lgm
out, buy him a drink. He's thirsty. He's on fireeld red hot.
Come on in. Come on in, see what | mean!” | paugkhcing
at the building behind the tout. Seeing me stopdiled to me.

“Come on in cutter! Come on in cutter, you're gdia’love
this!” The building was evidently a bar; this seehfike a good
place to gather information. | entered. To my sismrthere was
in fact a flaming corpse, twisting in mid-air abanesl hot grills
set in the floor.

There was a woman standing nearby, with fadingskesion
her face and arms and a look of despairing longmder
sunken eyes. She might have been pretty oncehbse tdays
were long ago. She turned slowly to face me. Lid@rpd into
her features, and the spark of sardonic light tizatced in her
eyes now made me wonder if my eyes were deceiving m

“Welcome to the Smoldering Corpse, scarred man.”

“Who are you?”

“I? | am Drusilla. And you must be clueless. Doagk me
how | know that. It just shines off you.” Ignorinthe
interjection, | asked a question.

“What can you tell me about this place?”

“Here? This is the Smoldering Corpse, though thesqre
smoldering ain’t dead yet. He’s just keepin’ hinfisgive ‘til
someone comes along to help him out. Sods whottikeee
people in pain come here. Fiends like it. Folks wlba’'t much
care for bein’ bothered come here too... the nameeakeeps
out most of the berks.”

“Who is that burning by the entryway?” That despasaw
on her face before flitted across it again like lack-winged
shadow before she mastered herself.

“That's Ignus, one of the greatest wizards evecdme out
of this slummy excuse for a cesspool. They caughtamd they
opened a channel to the plane of Fire through &imd,now he’s
just a doorway for it, keepin’ himself alive by éar o’ will
alone. If someone could douse him for a few mometidsgive
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him his life back again — but they don’t make enowgter to
do that.” | considered the burning corpse a momiergeemed
to me there should be some way... never mind.

“What's your connection to him?” Her voice in reply
practically throbbed with a deep ache.

“I was Ignus’ lover and he, my beloved. He loved flame
more than me and now he has become the flame —begalise
| love him, | love the flame... but that's all doné&kvnow. Now
I wait for him to douse himself. | sell what littldhave just so |
can be near him.”

| turned away from her sorrow, heading over to the
bartender. | saw a leather-skinned man with jusinaof ashen
color to his face. His teeth seemed sharper thamadpand his
eyes were filled with the boredom that comes wilihg seen
too much. His voice was nasal and clipped.

“You again, eh? Whaddya want this time?”

“ ‘You again? What do you mean?” | spoke with
resignation, since | had been recognized yet again.

“Yeah, ‘you again'. You got a hearing problem or
something now? You was in here ‘bout fifteen yeags, got all
bubbed up, smashed up the place, and left a pileoio’ that
wasn’t enough to pay for the damages. So you pticke your
own bleedin’ eyeball and tells me you'll be backr¢claim it
when you got two hundred coins together. With éifteyears of
interest, you got about five hundred coins. Youtetjink, pal,
| got your eye.”

“Five hundred? That's ridiculous!” He paused for a
moment, considering.

“That it is. Tell you what. Give me three hundredd the
eye’s yours.” Something prompted me to agree.

“It's a deal. Here’s your money.”

“It's a deal.” He produced a darkened, wax-stopgpengéde-
mouth bottle from his pocket. | heard the soundligfid
sloshing around inside it, along with a heavienisigjer noise.
Opening it, the stench of some sort of preservayent nearly
made me gag. Floating in the viscid muck was arbaje
“You'd better figure out what you want to do witmat... now
you've exposed it to the air, you might as well pytickled egg
in the jar for all the good it'll do you. Make upw mind,
cutter... pickled egg or not?”

For a moment | stared at the eyeball, unable tewel had
spent nearly all my remaining money for it. Theacted, before
| could think myself into inaction.
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| reached into my socket and popped my eye intgp#im
of my hand. The bartender helpfully severed thecoperve,
and directed my hand to the jar of goo that sathenbar. |
deposited my eye in the preservative, wrapped mygefis
around the old one, and slid it into my empty sockée pain
of this entire operation was incredible. After amamt, though,
I could feel the optic nerve reattaching itselfthiis new eye...
and suddenly, | was hit by a flash of memory!

Memory flash: A vast expanse of chaotic, ever-ciramg
wasteland stretching before me, a group of humanoitlires
plummeting toward me, cruel weapons ready to stidkel my
own shining blade clutched tight in my fist...

Memory flash: Three toughs surrounded me, in thersof
an enemy | couldn’t quite place. Long daggers gfist in their
hands, and the light glinted cruelly from their egpd teeth. |
glanced at my scarred hands, and knew that sognatbeld be
covered in blood...

Memory flash: An enormous frog-like creature came
bounding over/through/under chaos-stuff, headedrferwith a
mouth full of teeth. | hurled my javelin throughettshifting
matter and pinned the creature to a sudden stamtt pl

| realized | had recalled some of my lost fightsidgils.

| asked more questions of the barkeep, who was chame
Barkis. There were numerous customers in the halyding a
couple of fiends, and | asked him who might help He gave
me a short list of the patrons who might be abléelp, and |
moved out to talk to them.

| saw a slightly stooped old man with a full greselbd and a
lion’s mane of grey hair. He wore a couple of skheulguards
as armor, and he kept a helmet nearby. He smolggdeaand
carried a pouch of tobacco around his waist. H&ddopretty
strong, but he was a little plump and also appetrésve some
sort of breathing trouble.

“Well, now, aren’tyou a sight, lad! Never have | seen so
many scars blanketing a fella — like a scar cloakeywearing!
Where you been — hanging out in a grain threshek’
laughed. “Oh, I'm just jesting with ye, lad, noesfse meant and
I hope no offense taken. I'm Ebb.” He extendechhisd.

“Greetings, Ebb.” His handshake was firm.

“Now, | hereby tender my apologies for the unfastjng,
lad. Hope no hard feelings; can | buy you a tanl@ardwo of
something to smooth any ruffled feathers?” | hadaken any
offense, and nodded agreement.
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“That's the spirit, lad! Bide a moment.” He rosehis feet
and headed to the bar. After a moment, he retutmduds seat
with a pair of tankards. “Here you go, lad. Drink’uHe took a
massive swallow from his own tankard, puffed onpife, and
said, “What can ol’ Ebb do for you on this fine iBday?”

“I had some questions about this place.”

“Oh, well | gathered that, jest to look at you. eam, you
don't look like you're from around these parts,.lagjou look a
little too out of sorts to be a seasoned nativadb EEhuckled,
then took another drink. “So what can | help yothwiad? You
need to know the lay of the land?” Ebb winked.

“Who are you, and what are you doing?”

“Ebb Creakknees, Third Measure of the Harmoniumw no
retired and being a tout with one’s voice sinceoh’tl step as
lightly as | might these past two or three decddds! chuckled.

“Third Measure of the Harmonium?” Ebb puffed ugktly
in pride and got a semi-stern look on his face.

“Aye, Third Measure of the Harmonium...” He relaxed a
little. “Though | haven’t served a tour of dutyrimany a decade.
Pushing a quill wasn’t quite up my alley after thié fights and
skirmishes | been in, so | just bide my time kegptabs on
things down here in the Hive and helping out delitthere |
can. An’ you look like someone who might need achanare
you in some kind of trouble, lad?”

“What fights and skirmishes have you been in?” keds
refusing to be deflected.

“More than | can remember, lad!” Ebb rolled his gye
“Well... almostmore than | can remember, leastwhys. | did an
all too-long tour in the Blood War, that infernalok-up War
of Lies on Terras, far too many years in the Bl@snturies
War...” Ebb began to tick off the wars on his fingand
counted silently to himself. “...eh, then there whs Three-
Planes War, and many others, | even took part i@ th
Harmonium War of Liberation. Oh, towards the enetéh | was
also in the Sigil City Watch... some could argue thas the
most dangerous of them all!” He laughed loudly. Thention
of the Blood War felt like a cold dagger slippimgd my heart. |
asked him to tell me more of the Blood War.

“Aye... the Blood War: The most dangerous family feud
this side of the primordial soup. A mean-spiritedinof fiends
on one side, a batch of war-monger fiends on therott’s the
war that creation sparked, and they've been diggitg each
other ever since.”
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“The tanar'’ri, vicious killers who care for none tbu
themselves, and the baatezu war machine, all foralad order
under their infernal rules. The whole mess spills iato other
planes from time to time, and it's made the mutdeea less-
pleasant place to live.” | thought he might knownsthing of
the man | sought.

“What do you know of a collector named Pharod?”

“Well, now | don’t know everything there is to knaabout
ol’ Pharod, but | know some of the dark surroundirign. If
you're determined to track down that spider and hian to a
wall, then | suppose | could spill some of the ¢ramyou know
what you're tangling with.” He paused to tamp hipep
“Pharod dug his nest deep into Ragpicker's Squaté¢awn long
ago, got a bunch of collectors and gangs togethérstarted
what one could almost consider a collecting factiobe that as
it may be...”

“Where can | find him?”

“Well, lad, if you're looking for Pharod, which leuld say
is pretty barmy of you, you're a little off the iea path. You
want to be finding Ragpicker’'s Square. Chant ig ®Plaarod’s
set up his kip somewhere in the Square. Even afeltd like
me who's been around the ring a few times don'tvkexactly
where. | figure that Pharod wants to keep the damkhis
location dark. If you're all bound and determinedl find
Pharod, go to Ragpicker's Square, and try and di¢larod’s
location from some of the locals. Try and be cdrefout it,
since there’s plenty in the Square that would malgut-harp
outta you as soon as look atcha.” | then askedestmun | had
been wondering about the city.

“Tell me of Sigil’s layout.”

“Whew. Let me wet my tongue.” He took a pull froris h
tankard. “The city floats above an infinitely tapire — the
Spire. It lies on its side like a discarded wagoheeal, but
there’s no spokes that connect it to the Spirs. divided into
six wards, each of them with its own function. Rigiow,
you're in the Hive. | think the purpose of the Hiieto be
squalor to the rest of the city’'s grandeur!” He dhed.
“Factions — philosophical clubs, or gangs if yowefer —
divide up the running of the city between ‘em.”

“Were you in a faction?” Ebb raised his hand a®iktop
me and laughed slightly.

“Oh, now, hold on, lad — I'm no has-been faction
member... they say, and they're right, that onceeyetie of the
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Harmonium, ye're a Harmonium for life. We're theobtls that
try and make sure Sigil stays outta trouble. N&irggthe spire,
no folks getting too over-enthusiastic about hgrtéach other,
keeping the city down to a low roar. We try andgkéiee peace,
lad, and most times, we do a decent job.” Anothagstjon
bubbled to the surface of my mind.

“Tell me of the Lady.”

“Well, now, not many know much about her, lad, dma
figuring even those that know more than a littley'td@&now too
much more. She’s a mystery, she is, and even shauldun
across her... Powers forbid... she’s silent and de&Hhg’'s not
evil, far's | can tell, but she keeps the dark abloerself and
Sigil pretty tight. None’s been able to penetrateand if they
have, they've been mazed.” | asked him about mawhgh |
had already experienced for myself.

“Aye. Sometimes bloods will be packed off to a plachere
they can’t do no harm. The Lady, see, she'll takit af Sigil,
and make a little dimensional pocket out of it, azem She
places those that have crossed her in there asdelet rot.”
Ebb puffed his pipe. “Now... you can't escape gettimgzed
once the Lady sets her gaze on you, lad. She'll yget
eventually, no matter how hard you try and dodge Yieu'll be
walking down an alley, or about to step througlogdd, or take
a left turn down a street you've gone manyfold sirbefore, and
suddenly you're someplace you don't recognize. Nowzes
aren’t escape-proof. There’'s always a way out cheme... a
portal the Lady places there. You just have taréguut where it
is and how to use it.”

“Getting back to the Lady, chances are you won'etieer
unless ya do something really bad... Hurting a lopebple,
killing a dabus, challenging her rule, worshippiher... She
hates that, we figure, or interfering with a dabwsrk (which
may as well be the Lady's work)... If you're luckyst the
Mercykillers will come for you, but if she comegwil be dead
as soon as her shadow falls on you.”

“Now, the Lady can do almost anything in Sigil, |agar as
we can figure. Make it bigger or smaller, make mmstals, seal
off old ones, make sure the Blood War don't breakio the
streets, keep folks from teleporting into the cikgeping the
Powers out.”

“Powers. It's another way of saying Gods, lad. Ahdre’s
a great horde of them across the Planes.” Ebb aoplff from
his pipe. “They can’t come to Sigil, though... thediahas a
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way of keeping them out that she hasn't spilleddin@nt to yet.
Be that as it may, it's kept Sigil from being seizgy outside
interests.”

I now turned to another who had been sharing Etabte,
silent up to now. | saw a soft-looking man with tienfar-
staring eyes. He dressed in supple leather clotling carried
various implements of use and destruction aboubddy, such
as ropes, spikes, tinderboxes, and empty vialsroHa looked
half-gone — literally. There was an insubstanyalitb his
existence, as if his essence had been partialihéstaway. He
focused those eyes on me, and suddenly | found tirgaping
and determined.

“Greetings to you, o seeker,” he said. He carefsdiydown
the mug he was holding, and gave me all his attenti

“I have seen the far reaches of the multiverse ratatned
to tell the tale. | have walked upon the bodiesledd gods and
spun moonbeams in the Astral ahead of a thousariekisiy
githyanki knights. | have passed the edges of ext# and
watched my essence shiver away before me. What h do
for you?”

“Who are you?”

“I am Candrian lllborne, traveler, dreamer, talesgr, and
so forth.”

| talked to him for a long while about the diffetguianes.
The Inner Planes of matter, substance, true pHitgicdhe
Ethereal Plane, through which the Inner Planes fikeeed, to
form the elements of the Prime Material, the woddisnortals.
In the Prime Material belief was born, from whidietspirits
that created the Outer Planes were born. When naited,
their spirits passed through the Astral Plane.

The Outer Planes and the beings which inhabitem there
created by and of belief and thought and faith. Oléer Planes
were divided by travelers into the Great Ring, dfich Sigil
was a part. This Great Ring was of immediate istete me,
and | questioned Candrian closely on the planestwimake it.

The lawful Upper Planes. Candrian gave a small dbud
when describing them. “I am not the best persaosptak of the
planes of law,” he said, “for the innate structared ultimate
patterns they impose frighten me. | steer cleghemm, because
| value my individuality more than | value the knledge they'll
bring me. They include regimented Arcadia, neaséste good
planes to the unbending order of Mechanus, and Moun
Celestia, home of the archons, an island in theeBBea.”
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The neutral Lower Planes. “The neutral planes,&ed're
vile and barely understandable, and they’re mosiious on
their own than you could ever imagine. Take Geherioa
example: Four volcanoes in stages of dormancyifigah an
infinite void, each of them somehoalive, and each of them
wanting your soul by whatever means they can gé&dpulate
it with yugoloths — the worst of the fiends, in rapinion, and
you've got the place. The plane of ultimate evibtHeast, that's
what they call it — is the Gray Waste, a no-plaeat tdrains
color from your body and spirit, stealing away eyenr apathy
— and it's the site of the worst battlegroundstie tvar down
there. Don't get me started...Then you've got Caroerithe
chaotic side...”

“Ah, Carceri and its poisonous jungles, acid swamps
destructive waters, strung like a string of rotpearls nestled
within one another...” He paused and looked at mefaly,
again fixing me in place with his eyes. “Rememibes,tseeker:
Carceri is a prison, home to the gehreleths, on¢ghefmost
dangerous types of fiends there is. The strengtheprison is
the strength of the captor, as strong as the mistets it be.
Destroy the prisonkeeper, and a body can escapeRéte
Prison. There is almost no other way out, not wtten gates
close themselves against you and watch you spinntdf the
vast space surrounding the orbs. Be wary of Carteveler,
for its bonds can be greater than flesh.”

The lawful Lower Planes. “As much as | detest ttaeo of
the lawful Upper Planes, at least they present dicuom of
goodness. Their lower planar counterparts, thougkcheron’s
a place of ricocheting cubes that never see anteruhttle,
swarming with the souls of dead humanoids. Baatorhe”
shivered involuntarily. “Baator is a place best ided. Those
fiends you see over there are but the merest esipresf the
deviant corruption embodied in that soulless mazhifiorder.
All that is bad about bureaucracy and order origimafrom
Baator, and it spreads like a stain across thetheamortals.
Though there is some knowledge to be found théiis, rarely
worth the spiritual rape the plane inflicts.”

The chaotic Lower Planes. “The Abyss isn't somephaau
should consider going. Where Baator’s all ordetthg Abyss is
full of chaos and change, and none of it's pleas#fien it
becomes something that approximates normality, sthahen
you should be most wary of it. It's home to theaidn, what
most primes call ‘demons’, and they've got that endor a
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reason. They are unpredictable and murderous,renféw you

can trust are few and far between. The few | hagewmo I'd

trust, | still don't trust entirely — they are cteees of chaos
and evil incarnate, and if they're putting on eeffidly face,
who's to say it's not part of a larger agenda?”

The Boundary Planes. “There are two Boundary Plames
my mind, and they are diametrically opposed. Ondheimn,
Mechanus, is the very essence of law, a place wharefs fit
together, interlocking, turning, in a massive maehthat is the
entire plane. Some folks'd have it that the geaMerhanus are
the engine that drives the planes. The other piarémbo, a
swirling morass of Chaos that follows no rules, eyoand just
when a body thinks he’s classified its behaviorgdtes and
changes on him — or it doesn’t. You just can't.télivas in
Limbo not too long ago...”

He closed his eyes, remembering: “| had a githzguaie
with me, an anarch who could shape the illogicattenaf the
plane into forms of his desire. We had fought b# harrying of
the slaadi, the chaos-creatures who call that plome. It
seemed there were more than usual, but then, oneeseer tell
what's ‘usual’ in Limbo... but | digress. In the midsf all this
chaos, we came across a series of huge, metatlookieg
cubes, like some sort of puzzle box. It wasn't sibring we had
shaped, consciously or not, and we couldn’t fimdaa inside. It
was like... like a bastion of order within the comfin of
disorder, a seed of law. That is the best | catedxt.”

The Outlands. “The Outlands are absolute neutrality
Probably the best place for a body to visit in @ter Planes,
outside of Sigil, if you don't want to have a planenorality
forced into your heart. Everything balances outhim Outlands
— as it should be, for the plane that sits at taeter of the
Outer Planes. Powers'realms are scattered aboey &ied there
are handfuls of ‘gate towns’ that open into the céghe Outer
Planes. The gate towns usually mirror the philogoph the
plane their gates open on to — and if the balarfideelef isn't
kept in the town, the town slips into the nearbgngl. It's a bad
situation for everyone, because few of the folkghie towns
reallywantthat change.”

He had also just come back from the Negative Malteri
Plane. When | asked him of it, his eyes clouded.dVevent to
the Inner Planes to discover my true essence. ertiemistake
of visiting the Negative Material Plane in orderunderstand
my body’s urge to decay and the cycle of deatfifén I thought
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myself protected against the ill effects of thenplavith my
magic, but | was wrong. The blackness of infinitething
pressed on my soul, and | was beset by shadowsdight to
snuff out my very soul. | lost my way for a time fer an
eternity — and nearly lost my existence. | coulel fay essence
falling away from me, and am even now half-goneveédewill |
return.”

“How did you survive?”

“How did | survive?” He smiled tightly. “With a poe of
nothing that held back the nothing. Nothing carp stothing,
you know, and so | carried nothing in my hand totgct me.
Do you plan to journey to the ultimate negation ngalf? You
have the smell of desperation about you, and sakienyou this
gift. Hold it in your hand when the shadows prassand it
should protect you and your friends somewhat, shdhbey
remain close to you. Heh.” He passed me a smaltkbloken
that looked as if it had no dimensionality to it al
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DAK’KON, PART |

This exhausted the short list | had gotten fromtbgender of
those who might help, but | approached anotheretabl
something drawing me. The man before me wias His dry,
yellow skin had the scars of one who had traveleshyavhere
and never rested long in any one place. His pindhed was
inhumanly angular, and his ears swept out from dkall,
tapering to points. He wore a loose-fitting orangeic, and a
strange, shimmering blade was strapped acrossduis. The
blade looked to be a two-pronged glaive, made afesmetal
whose surface swirled like a film of oil on a pond.

The man turned to me, his eyes like polished déalstared
through me, and for a moment, | wondered if he migghblind.
The weapon suddenly turned a dead, flat black,omirg the
man’s eyes.

“Are you all right?” | asked. He said nothing fom@oment,
merely searched my face with his eyes, then héegepl

“Hail... traveler.” His voice was quiet and sombekel a
wind whispering through the branches of a grea. tfdve man
met my gaze, his eyes burrowing into mine. His vegaghrained
of its black color, resuming its shimmering | neticbefore |
spoke to him. “Your eyes have the weight of one wias
traveled far to be in this place.” The man’s gaikrbt waver
from mine.

“I am knownas Dak'kon.” The emphasis he placed on the
word knownstruck me as odd... yet familiar at the same time.
“You... are notknownto me.”

“I do not know myself. “ | replied honestly.

“That is for the best. Iiknowingyourself, there would be
little in the Planes left wortlknowing! He fell silent for a
moment, still studying me with his coal-black ey8iswould
knowwhy you have come to this city.”

“I'm looking for answers... | have many questions.”

“Speak your questions. | will hear you.”

“Your features are... unfamiliar to me. What are you?

“A githzerai.” When he said no more, | repeated his
statement, as a question.

“A githzerai?”
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“A githzerai is one of the People.” Again | had gmmpt
him.

“One of the People?”

“A githzerai.” Wondering if he wasn’t as humorleas he
appeared, | asked my question again.

“Yes, but what is a githzerai, exactly? “ Dak'koasasilent
for a moment, then spoke.

“Our history does not need to be maddewnto you. We
would bleed to death on time’s blade before | eeti fraction
of the histories of our People.”

“I don't need to know your histories... but | woulddw of
your people as they are now.”

“Know this and accept it as an answer: We are the People
who make our home upon the shifting plane of Lifibith a
deft motion, Dak'kon slipped the blade from hiskband held it
before him.

“There, we mold the matter of Limbo with our mind8e
forge cities with our thoughts.” As | watched, arieg of
rippling waves of metal began to roll forth frometleenter of
the blade. The pitch and crest of the waves matcthed
inflections in Dak'kon’s voice. “In its chaos we elly with only
ourknowingto preserve us. We are the githzerai.”

“What is that blade you have... it moved, shifted in
response to your voice.”

“It is a karachblade. It is an object that lets oth&rsowthe
rank of the wielder.”

“What rank does the blade signify?”

“The blade is a symbol carried by therth.A zerthis one
who knowsthe words of Zerthimon. Iknowingthe words of
Zerthimon, theknowthemselves.”

“Zerthimon?” | prompted again.

“Zerthimon founded our race. Henewthe githzerai before
theyknewthemselves. He defined the People. He gave them one
mind.”

“You seem to place a special emphasis on ‘knowi¢hat
do you mean?”

“All things, whether structure or flesh — their stance is
defined by theiknowingof themselves.”

“And if a man does not know himself?”

“When a mind does ndtnow itself, it is flawed. When a
mind is flawed, the man is flawed. When a manasvéld, that
which he touches is flawed.” Dak'kon paused. “lis&@d that
what a flawed man sees, his hands make broken.”
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“Do you know yourself?”

Dak'kon fell silent. His coal black eyes took orm thsame
distance that | noticed when | first spoke. | senthés question
was important, so | pressed him.

“l ask again: Do you know yourself?” When Dak'kqoke
again, his voice had changed; his words echoed, dilgreat
stone dropped into a chasm. It looked like he vaasiiig the
words from his chest.

“It is not my will that youknowthis.” | was now sure his
answer, or refusal to answer, would tell me much.

“Perhaps | was being too kind phrasing it as a tipresTell
me.” The answering words came out of Dak'kon slowly if
they were being carried one by one.

“It... has come to pass that | do n&how myself.”
Dak’'kon’s voice dropped to a whisper, like sandidinotknow
why. | knowit has happened, butkhow not the how, nor the
when... nor how t&knowmyself once more.” | felt a sadness at
these words, which | was careful to keep on th&éd@msaway
from Dak'kon, for it was obvious he would not appate it. |
turned to a more neutral subject.

“Can you tell me about this city?”

“It is knownby the name ‘Sigil.” Among the People, it is
knownas the city that does nkhowitself.”

“It doesn’t know itself? What do you mean?”

“The city exists, but it does n&nowitself. In notknowing
itself, its existence is flawed.”

“The city exists in opposition to itself. It hast stself apart
from the planes, yet it seeks to be everywherenat olts walls
are doors, yet it keeps these doors locked. Suchxetence
tells of a thing that does nkhowitself. In notknowingitself, it
is flawed.” | considered his statement, and fornadaa
counter-argument, displaying a suppleness of mihithwl felt
sure | could not have managed a short time before.

“What if the city isnot flawed? A thing does not need to be
ordered and have a purpose to know itself. Whathése
contradictions are strengths that you cannot see?”

“To your question, a question: What if the cityflawed,
and you see its contradictions all around you?”

“To your question, a question: You claim this city's
existence is flawed. You have accepted this ratier explore
the possibility that something greater may existatTsuggests
you are flawed... and that you do not search for kedge, but
only for a convenient answer.” Dak'kon fell silent.
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“There is noknowingthe answer to the questions we have
asked. Yet the city exists. That is all.” | was neady to let the
subject drop.

“Yet | would maintain that weknow ourselves by the
questions we ask and the ones we do not. If weecasking
guestions and accept only what we can perceive...”

“Then we will cease t&now ourselves.” Dak'kon’s voice
had changed slightly, become heavier. “Such worlg theen
spoken before. | have heard them &ndwthem.”

“Where have you heard them?”

“The words are mine. Once,knewthem andknew their
meaning. | had forgotten them until you spoke.” Rak’s gaze
traveled through me, and his blade stopped shinmgeri
bleeding of all color until it was translucent. Thewas a
moment of silence, then Dak'’kon looked up at mewbtiuld
travel your path with you.”

| sat, stunned yet again this day. | looked at kak' and
realized | could not refuse him. | felt a connestisomehow, to
him.

As | agreed, he said “Your path is mine.” Strangatpugh,
his voice seemed distant, and it echoed, as if ére wpeaking
from across a great distance.

| decided | had had enough for one day, and hebdekl to
a small inn | had passed earlier. Along the wayenmwbak'kon
had fallen a little behind, Morte hurried up aloidgs and
commented to me in a low-voice.

“Ah... | don't trust the gith. | say we leave him ledh.”

| was surprised at his words. What could Morte fidbgs
know about Dak'kon, anyway? | ignored him, and icargd on.
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RAGPICKERS’ SQUARE

We spent the night at the inn, sharing a commomraadth a
Bariaur, a centaur-like creature, and a crazed mho kept
muttering about his fork.

Early next morning | set out for Ragpicker's Squavbere
| thought for sure | would find some word of Pharod
miserable place it was, full of piles of trash, @dken down
buildings that looked as though they would soorapske and
add new piles.

As | entered the square, | noticed several figaireped in
filthy, tattered brown robes, a long hood conceplimost of the
face from view. This costume | had learned to daseavith
collectors. | approached one. | saw his eyes nalremeath his
hood, and he took a step back.

“What do ye want?”

“What are you doing?” | asked.

“I'm lookin’ for some damned bodies is what I'mitryta
do, but ye'd think the Dead Powers had packed eip kip an’
left the Planes, the way people are stayin’ healhy all.”
There was a sudden gleam in his eye: “We had a lgsix
month, an’ it was a glorious time, it was... boditislén’ ta the
high heavens, an’ plenty of jink ta be had, too.”

“Why are you looking for bodies?” He looked surpds

“Well, y'haul the blighters ta the Mortuary. Theye, talk ta
the Dusties, haggle a little, an’ get a few bitsjiok. The
Dustmen, they gather the dead... it's their job. Thay us ta
cover more area an’ bring any bodies we find ta. ‘€hen they
make sure that the blighter's body goes ta its @rggace or
gets cremated. They're all serious about it, thearmy
philosophy, but it just means more jink for me.” Wimnked.

“I'm looking for a man named Pharod.” | knew whas h
next question was going to be, and before he casidl threw
him several coppers. He narrowed his eyes suddenly.

“Pharod... what about ‘im?” Despite the jink, he Istil
seemed hesitant.

“You seem suddenly wary... why?”

“Pharod, hmph!” He spat, sneering contemptuously.
“Ragpicker’'s Square is Sharegrave’s — me boss’ rittey,
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ye see. Pharod an’ his dogs came in a whiles backied ta
oust us. We fought ‘em off, we did, so’s they'ré ial hidin’
somewhere, now. We still catch one a’ his lads rmmwthen
‘round the Square. Usually we turn ‘em inta a quspkt a’ jink
at the Mortuary, the pikin’ sods.”

“Tell me about Sharegrave.”

“He’'s me boss... casts his shadow o'er a whole mess a
Collectors, he does. I'd stay away from him unigsgotsright
good cause ta talk ta the man... I've never spokeh kim
personally, meself.”

“Do you know where Pharod is?”

“I know where the rat-bastard isn't... he ain't whenest a’
the Collectors call kip, in Ragpicker's Square, llat he's
close by there somewhere’s the chant.” PerhapsSthesegrave
could help me, assuming he was easier to find Bierod. As |
moved off the collector called out.

“Well, keep yerself safe, cutter. If | find ye ohet streets,
I'll be kind ta yer corpse.”

A weasely-looking fellow was skulking about the lggge
like a tattered shadow. Seeing me and Morte, h&dmea to
me.

“Hsssssst... ey! Th'skull. Where ye get the skull? ée
skull, it is! Give it backta me.” Morte turned toet Hiver.

“Pike off.” | was more curious about this fellow.

“Who are you?” He ignored me, still staring at Mort

“Skull’s mine, mine, ey! Give it ta me, I'll forgite stole it.”
He mumbled, his narrowed eyes darting. | was ggttather
annoyed with this fellow, and decided to let himdfiout for
himself.

“Go on, take the skull.” As if there was any charw
would be able to.

He chuckled dryly and smiled. As he reached for tilor
there was @&nap!and the man’s hand whipped back. The man
began screaming. “Aiggghhhh! Aighhh!!! IKill ye! Kill ye!”
Morte was holding one of the man’s fingers betwhenteeth
like some macabre cigar. He spoke around the finger

“Touch me again, and yer hand’s gonna join yer ding
berk.”

“Morte! Give the man back his finger.” Morte spdtet
finger at the man. It bounced off his chest anbtéethe ground.
No need to waste any more time here.

“That's a hard lesson learned. Farewell.” The niaiting
his lip from the pain, glared at me. Suddenly, ttacked! He
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was no match for Morte and myself, and folded almos
immediately with a wound from my knife in his bellynoticed
Dak'kon, who had been silently watching, had joiriedmy
defense.

| considered asking Dak'kon what he thought of itjoas,
but | was... apprehensive that | might find he dit aygprove. |
noted for later consideration that his mere presesgemed to
be having an effect on me.

Another man had been watching the fight. He was now
whistling a cheerful tune and playing with a weligt fighting
knife. As | approached him, he stopped whistlind gave me a
curious look.

“Hm? Wot ye want?” He continued, “Me name’s Rathone
cutter. I'm a thief-fer-hire in the employ o’ Shgrave, the boss
o' the Collectors ye see ‘round this square. Hespag mostly
ta learn his lads ta be real quiet-like, an’ howfigdt if they
runs inta a spot o’ trouble. That's likely the omjyestions I'll
answer fer ye, cutter.” He sniffed and shrugged.

“Where’s this Sharegrave fellow?” He nodded towattts
large, dilapidated house beside him.

“Careful though, cutter. He don't like visitors. deright
suspicious o’ everyone. Sharegrave’s not evendakmame...
just what me and some o’ the others calls him.”

“I'm looking for a man named Pharod. Do you knoweveh
he is?” Ratbone shook his head.

“Nay, | don’t. Hear he’s nearby, though. Some & lads
come runnin’ though at times, makin’ fer some hitheje that's
who-knows-where. Somewhere up around those elevated
platforms, I'll bet, but it's none o’ me businessié shrugged
and spat on the ground. “Live an’ let live, saystiRae.”

| waited a moment, since | thought he might haveeno
say, but he remained silent. | decided | might a#f go in and
visit his boss, and see what he had to say.

There were three men in the main room of the hassé
entered. Two were obviously low level collectorsdirty robes.
The third was different. Tall and lanky, this pajgim-looking
man exuded authority despite his gangly and somewha
awkward frame. A good portion of his left ear wagssimg;
what little that was left was a ragged mess of sisaue, as if
the ear was bitten off, rather than cut. His narrshifting eyes
— almost mere slits — looked clever... and dangerdins
must be Sharegrave. | greeted him. He spat ouilg re
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“l don’t know you, berk.” He glared at me. “What gou
want? Answer quick, before | call in some men tdkenguick
work of you.” | suspected he did not suffer foolsiéy, and |
had had enough of appearing foolish yesterdayt figbt to the
point.

“I'm looking for a man named Pharod.” The tensiorthe
room suddenly rose.

“Now, what a funny thing to be asking about. Whatydu
want to know about old blood Pharod for?” | knewitéethan
to appear friendly with Pharod.

“He has some things of mine, and | want them batké
man was silent for a moment, then cracked a smile.

“He steals from us all, doesn’t he, whether weiving or
dead?” He chuckled.

“What do you mean?”

“Our main source of... living... around here is the dlea
You follow?”

“You're a Collector.”

“Aye, that's right.” He looked at me as if he was
considering something. “Now, there’s only so maegaders at
any one time. My bloods and | can only gather saymaf
somebody else is gathering deaders, that's thahness jink
that goes into our pockets.”

“Pharod is taking bodies, too?”

“Aye. The rub is that that he’s foundheother-lodeof them.
Now, | haven't heard of any massacres in Sigil.” frlavned,
tapping at his chin. “So I'm quite interested irolWing where
all the deaders are coming from.”

“I could find out for you, if you'd like.”

“Oh, aye? And how would you do that?”

“All I need to do is find him. Let me worry aboute rest.” |
left unstated that, if | found Pharod, | would Hee tone
determining when and how | would fulfill this progei

“Hmm. Heh. You got it; Il even give you one huedr
copper commons for your trouble. Go up on the piatf,
follow them to the North and West, and you'll cotnea gate
that leads to Pharod’s bolt-hole. Getting in andtigg the
information is your deal. And if anyone asks, yan'dl know
me, and we never had this talk, hear?”

| left Sharegrave disgruntled. | still had no clesga of how
to get to Pharod. | might as well inspect the arethe Square
that had been described to me, but | still kepega out for
anyone else who might be questioned.
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| ignored the collectors about the square. It wasbdful
they knew anything more than their boss. There vasever, a
wooden hut ahead. It didn’t look as far gone astrobthe other
wooden structures about, so | determined to seayibne was
inside.

There was one occupant. The squat old woman lobked
she had had all the color bled out of her — evéngtlirom her
hair, to her shawl, to her robe — all were shadegray. The
only splotches of color on her came from severalngte herbs,
which were tied to her belt by their stalks. Thebsemade a
strangeswsshhiwhen she moved, like a broom.

The elderly woman turned and stared at me... andid¢et
the gray shades blanketing her body extended téehéures as
well. Her hair was a wispy gray, and her eyes \ikeechips of
granite. She frowned when she saw me.

“And who might ye be, hmmmn?” Once again caught by
the embarrassment of not having a name, | fell lmeckny all-
purpose lie.

“The name’s Adahn. Who are you?” With a sly cackleg
wagged her eyebrows.

“Have ye not heard of OI' Mebbeth then, the midwifehe
Square? Have ye not now?” She narrowed her eyeshan
voice dropped. “Well, now ye have, febe Mebbeth.”

“You’re a midwife? What do you do?”

“I set bones right, drive the cough outta the sigkk out
squealing, stubborn babes, mend cloaks or a ragamrmake
cures and herbs and other such.” She squinted astomying
my scars. “Be needin’ a cure or three, do ye then?”

“Aye, ye be needin’ some cures ta lookatcha. D'aatwia
buy some, do ye...?” She glanced at the scars cavernnbody
again, then shrugged. “Too late ta be askin’ fenthl think.”

“Do you know someone named Pharod?”

“Pharod?! That — that — pah!” | watched as Mebbsiht
once... twice... three times, then followed it by makan semi-
circle over her heart. “That gull tird! Whatcha Wwantin’ with
the likes of him?”

“I need to find him. Do you know where he is?”

“He’s notin Ragpicker's Square, that much | ken tell ye...
ye need ta find a waynderthe Square ta get ta that tird spider’s
kip.” She spat again. “Even talkin’ ‘bout him leava foul taste,
it does.”

“He’s under the Square?”
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She jabbed her finger at the floor. “Aye, he’s bdrbeneath
these piles of trash, him and his boys, and a tdirgh ye'd
have diggin’ him out of his nest.” She shook heachée'Let be,
let be, child.”

“l need to find him. How do | get down there?” Melbip
frowned, then sighed.

“Hear tell, Pharod's got a gate that leads to héstn
somewhere here in the Square... it's jist a mattefinafin’ it.
Ye might want to ask some of the others, some wdnelt a bit
more than OI' Mebbeth.”

| had a curious impression looking at Mebbeth.duiht |
could see a faint glow about her body. | had airfgel should
know what that meant. More, | had a feeling it wamething |
could once do — and needed to do again. | triednipty my
mind, to somehow reach what | couldn’t consciousiyember.
To my surprise, it worked. Out of the darkness pap@
question.

“Are you a witch, Mebbeth?” Mebbeth scrutinized me.

“l say naught as to what | am and isn’t, but whatde
wantin’ ta know so fool bad for that ye hound at’veoman,
barkin’ and sniffin’ fer a juicy bit of gossip?” Gfourse, that
was where | was headed — magic.

“I want to learn about magic. Could you teach me?”
Mebbeth laughed.

“Pah! I'm no teacher, no school-mistress all setaufeach
like them in the big Festhall! There’s others somexe I'm sure
that'd spill the dark of it... ye'd be wastin’ yemg with ol’
Mebbeth, so ye would.”

“l don't agree. | think you'd have a lot to teaciM&bbeth
looked at me intently.

“Oh, aye2Whydo ye want to learn such things?”

“Because | may need it to solve the mystery of wiam.”
After a moment, Mebbeth nodded.

“The Art may help, it may not, and ye must not retyit ta
solve all o’ yer problems.” She sighed. “Childsittnost like
only going to add another chip to yer pile 0’ qumss...”

“l understand. Will you teach me?”

“Pah!” Mebbeth shook her head. “One should makegson
rather than make magick. Songs have more beautgickla
been made dull, common-place, soiled by the molpemiple
that have tromped through it... hmpppph.” She sqdirtieme.
“I'll teach ye... but first ye'll need to do someripgs forme,ye
hear?”
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Mebbeth set me a series of tasks before she wellldhe
any more. | eagerly rushed to fulfill them, the eurtp find
Pharod temporarily forgotten. | vaguely recognitteel tasks set
me as tedious jobs often given to test the dedicaif someone
just apprenticing in the art.

| spent the rest of the day running about the Hiestly
going between Mebbeth’s and the market. From ngnelis she
ended up with a crude frame made from a barbed, ptaer-
starched rags and a container of fish ink. Sheespomkne when
all was done.

“Ye've done well, child. All I've asked. Now, | agk again:
after all ye've seen, do ye still want to learnahe”

“Yes. After all, the guiding goal of your errandaswvto test
my persistence, was it not?” Mebbeth smiled, thedded.

“Yes... mayhap, child, mayhap.”

“And that's not all; you knew who | had to see to
accomplish each errand, didn’t you?” Mebbeth noddgdin,
slower this time.

“Mayhap, child, mayhap... iffen so, what did yer sensell
ye about them?” | reflected on what | had learrmedhfthose |
had talked to while running my errands.

“Mourns-for-Trees showed me that my beliefs affdu
world around me, Giscorl taught me that ritual isasted effort
if the purpose of the ritual is ignored, Meir'araght me that no
matter how much | think | know, there is still muchan learn
from another’s eyes.”

Mebbeth was silent for a moment, then she walkedlgl
over to me and touched me on the cheek. “Oh, chil&he
sighed. “Ye will be a master sorcerer one day, ile We have
the knowin’ of it, yet... ye've come to OI' Mebbetbr fhelp, ye
have. What could a midwife teach such a one?”

“Much, Mebbeth. | want to learn all you have todied

“So ye'll walk the path then...” Mebbeth paused. “Wel
first things firstly: jest havin’ the knack for thgt isn’t enough.
Ye need some means of givin' it focus: usually lEpeThe
spells are usually in a book. So the Art demandsaye a spell
book or its like a-fore ye ken cast spells. Kerrgad?”

“Yes.” | had no trouble reading inscriptions whewas in
the Mortuary.

“Then let’s test it, ken ye read this?” Mebbethvdrferth a
small tattered card... it looked like a recipe.

| examined it. The writing on the recipe swam befany
eyes, each symbol twisting out of focus wheneueed to read
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it. Almost instinctively, | relaxed my eyes, allawg them to
take in the page all at once... and the symbols sugdsed
together: the recipe listed measurements, ingrédienit
appeared to be some minor divination.

“This is a minor divination, isn't it? It looks l&it's a spell
that allows the user to see the ‘nature’ of an iterto see
whether it's enchanted or not.” Mebbeth’s eyes wate

“Who are ye to test OI' Mebbeth so?! Are ye someadi?”

“No... well, not to my knowledge. What's wrong?”

“Well... not expectin’ it, was I...” She nodded at trezipe,
then plucked it out of my hand. “What ye see,\itiitten in the
language of thart. If ye're not a mageling yet, it should be all-
a-swirl-jumble of mish-mash.” She snapped her fing¥et,
clear as crystal, ye pluck the sense of it rightMpyhap ye tell
OI' Mebbeth why that is?”

“I think 1 may have known once, but forgot... seeitg
symbols just jarred my memory.”

“Or else a natural gift, ye may have... no matterjmaiter,
ye've just shaved seasons off of yer learning,axe i Mebbeth
harumphed. An I'd been lookin’ fer someone to handle the
chores around here, | had...”

“If you need help with anything around here, you il
ask... it's the least | can do in exchange for yaciegng me.” |
cursed my run away mouth. | still wasn’t sure wingdcted so
favorably to Mebbeth, but | couldn’t afford to wadbo much
time here. Fortunately, her answer allayed my conce

“No, no, don't worry yerself about that...” She froath
“Well, ye ken read spells well enough, but spetis@o good to
ye without a book to put them in...”

“Do you have one?”

Mebbeth glanced around the hut, and then she casimjftt
of the black-barbed picture frame | made. She pickeup
carefully and studied it. “This'll do.”

“That thing? It's just a frame.”

“Ah, but so are ye, child...” Still holding the framshe
picked up one of the starched rags | got from Glsdith a
yank, she pulled off the greenish starched-surféice; it
fluttered in the air like a wispy bit of cloth. “Vdkever Giscorl
uses in the wash, it works better than curing,tcitie’ and
stonin’ does on a normal rag. Can't afford parchinecan't...”

She took the starchy film and pulled it over theckt
barbed frame, latching the rag’s edges onto the&k)@wound
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the frame until it looked like a small greenishdigpainter’s
canvas. “It's missin’ something...”

“It needs something written on it...” She took thekard of
ink | had given her and set it down next to here Sipped one
of her fingernails into the tankard, then drew tit,anumbling
to herself. She began to scratch symbols ontortimed, one by
one, still mumbling to herself. Some time passedfoie
Mebbeth looked up at me.

“All's done.” She stood, drying her ink-staineddernail on
her robe. She tilted her head, regarding the sésdingmed page
in front of her. “A page fer yer spell book, it"i§he indicated |
should pick it up.

| realized | was familiar with the purpose of alspeok. |
could copy spells into it in from scrolls | mightroe across,
and then memorize and cast those spells drawingipmwn
control of magical forces. | could feel my knowledgf these
magical forces strengthening, and knew | would tide & learn
in days what would take others years of study tetaral could
see that Mebbeth knew | didn’t need her help angéo.

“All right child — don't tarry here any longer. Orseich as
ye has other ways to spend one’s time rather tlaag laround
OI' Mebbeth.”

“You're not so old.”

“Pah, ye flatterer! Yer tongue is so lined withvsil it'd
shame a Baatezu! Get ye hince!”

“Thanks for everything, Mebbeth.”

“Pah! Ye ken thank me by not playin’ the addle-covith
what've learned. The Art's damned many a fool whiaght to
bend it in ways the Art weren’t meant to bend. Ngst along
with ye!”

The was still enough time in the day to investigtie
entrance to Pharod’s Lair. | found a wooden walkveagling in
the general direction | had been told of, and fe#d it, careful
to avoid the planks that looked too rotted.

The causeway ended in an archway, which led ordhas
into a small building before becoming blocked bgadid wall
of refuse. The rubbish was packed so tightly it rmayvell have
been stones and mortar. Morte was staring at samgeth

“Hold up, chief... look at this.” Peering down, | ic#d a
number of dirty footprints that led into the arclywa and did
not turn around. “There must be a portal throughe her
something.”

“A portal? How do we open it?”
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“Haven't the slightest, chief. It's got to be a amon key,
though — look at all the traffic that's gone thrdlidglaybe one
of the low-lives around here will know...”

“I'll ask around, then. Let's go.” | rememberedligarwhen
| thought Ratbone might have something more to lsasturned
to him, to question him further.

‘Do you know how to get through that trash-packed
archway northwest of here?”

“Eh? Nay, | don't. Say... ye could ask Creeden, tta- R
Catcher. Sometimes he goes pokin’ about up there an
disappears for an odd while. Creeden’s usuallénHive, right
outside the Office 0’ Vermin and’ Disease Control.”

| thanked him, and hurried back into the hive ndw
market where | had met Creeden before. He was thtite,
selling his ratsies. | asked him about the archindgagpicker’s
Square. He thought for a moment.

“Aye, | know wot ye're speakin’ of. There was adasame
o’ Nalls, who | saw walk through there, once, whilavas
lookin’ fer rats. Don’'t know how she did it, thoughe can
prob'ly find her northeast a' here, rootin’ aroundpile o’
lumber for nails an’ the like.”

My questioning of Hive inhabitants was paying aifice |
knew just where she was as well. | thanked Creeahehwent
off in search of her. She, too, was where | had e last,
pulling nails from old timbers. | asked about tmehavay. Nalls
nodded slowly.

“It's a portal, ye know. Stumbled on it quite byarice, |
did... alls ye need ta do is have a handful o’ junk/e when ye
walks up ta it, an’ ye'll be able ta pass righptlgh. There'’s a
small open space past the portal, an’ a gate leadderground,
but | figured no sense in askin’ fer trouble so’gust turned
around an’ went right back. Here...” She handed rharadful
of junk. “Use this, if ye likes. | was gonna tods away,
anyhow.”

I thanked her, and since it was rather late heddedhe
same inn to spend another night.
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The next day | headed back to the square, andafetiche path
to the trash-packed arch. The junk | was carryiity oh fact,
open a portal. | entered, and reappeared on tlez sitte of the
small building the arch was part of.

| followed the footprints in the dust a short waya door,
which led underground. | hurried forward, only talize there
were a group of collectors just inside the doorwiajooked
around for my companions, but | had distanced Manbel
Dak'kon. Figuring that an air of confidence was rgst
strategy, | moved forward, only to be blocked bye @f the
berks, who held a naked blade. The others closadound me,
all with drawn weapons. | drew my own weapon, eré¢ were
too many to guard against, and | quickly went dowalf a
dozen blades piercing me. My last thought was, tden'it end
this way.

| awoke on a blood-stained table. On one side Wioge
and Dak'kon. | realized | could recognize them. Ay
memories since wakening in the Mortuary seemecktmtact. |
didn’t doubt for a moment that | had died benehtisé blades.
But whatever had affected me in the past, this tiesth hadn't
erased what | had learned.

| got up from the table, and saw someone else wasby.
She was a blockish woman dressed in a heavy brotam She
lumbered about the room, her joints popping asb&im to pick
up objects from the various tables. Her hair wagnbloback
from her head with a bone hairpin, and she hadua, swrd-
faced expression. She was mumbling to herself $ihg-song
voice.

| attempted to get her attention. The woman didpjtear to
hear my greeting — instead, she stumbled back & afrthe
long tables and began picking at one of the corpses

“C'mon, now...” She clicked her teeth. “Don’t be all-
difficult on Marta... he’s bein’ difficult isn’t heMarta...? Yes,
yes he is...” From what | could see, it looked likee swas
digging teeth out of the corpse’s mouth... with ohbr hands
and fingernails. When that didn't work, she pulledt a
splintered wooden chisel and a mallet #mdackedat the gums
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until the tooth snapped free, then put it into g Baher waist. |
tried again.

“Uh... what are you doing?” At the sound of my voice,
Marta leaped away from the corpse, startled, ande ga
piercing shriek.

“Aighh!” She caught her breath, then hissed angrilyat
the corpse on the table. “If dead you were notmyghts have
said somethin’ earlier, false corpse, nasty corges! Haves
you noshame?

“I am the one who spoke, not the corpse.” Martairgqd
and turned.

“Eh? How's you get over there so fastus?” She menohid
herself. “Marta, how dids he do that? No glimmerglimmer.”

“This gravebait’s blind and near-deaf.” Morte conmiea.

Marta was still mumbling to herself, something abou
corpsesandgratitude,which | didn’t quite catch.

“Who are you? “ | asked her.

“Marta, dids this one asks whose | was? Aye, he dda
did...” She started humming. “Nobody but mine, | anark4,
Marta the Seamstress... hmnnnn... Mar-ta — the — Seam —
Stress... Mar-ta — the — Seam — Stress...” She turmey a
back to the corpse, singing her name to herself.

“What are you doing? “ Marta turned back to thepser
with a huff.

“I'm trying ta gets this berk to give up his stieeh and his
teethies, and he isn’t recoop-erating, no, no...” ®&hgged her
finger, as if lecturing a small child. “Stubbornsene, isn't he,
Marta?” She pouted. “Yes, yes, heis...”

“Stitchies... and teethies? What are you talking &®bu

“Gotta pulls the stitchies out, the teethies... eharts,
perhaps you could gives me a hand havebeens giving you a
hand, old battie... no needs to take that tone wigh. mpulling
out the stitchies and teethies, yes. And the thmgiside.”

“I think she means organs. | hope she means ofgslaste
said. Marta repeated, “Thingies.” Morte glancetatta. “Yes,
‘thingies.” “ He then turned to me. “It's all sentas.”

| asked her, “Marta, why are you pulling out thepse’'s
teeth and stitches?”

“Put ‘em aside, Marta, that's what | does here.”eSh
scratched her head. “Aye, Marta, we do... stitchyaldr and
teethies are precious, can be turned into jink-jit8¢rip the
corpses we bring ya,’” they tell Marta: ‘Pull outetigies,
stitchies, thingies inside the corpse, strip ‘erd @nd then we'll
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sell ‘em to the Dusties.” “ A peculiar thought engte my mind,
from behind that imagined wall which hid fragmeofsnemory
from past lives.

“You look for things inside the corpse? Can you aligund
in my body for anything?” Marta squinted at me.

“Hmnnn.” Then she nodded. “Marta can do that, canch
Marta? Yes, you can.” Morte eyed me.

“l am notgoing to watch this.”

“Where? Where...” Marta was studying me, as if logkin
for the best place to crack me open. | had a prémon

“Check the intestines... anything could be lodgethare.”

| lay down upon the table, and Marta stood over aneisty
knife at the ready. There was a stabbing pain asskbed into
my abdomen, then cut brutally downwards in a s&e-fotion,
exposing my innards. Despite the pain, | watchedsilant,
morbid fascination as she plundered my organs, homro
herself...

“Ah!” There was a wrenching pain as Marta lifted thye
ropy mass of my intestines, blood and other flstteaming
from it. “Look at this, Marta... look at this... | seksee, cut
there, cut there...” Marta made a small, deft incisio the side
of one of the intestines, and | hearthangas something small
and metallic struck the floor.

Marta dumped the soupy mass back into my torsm the
reached down, picking up the object... a ring, itegppd, and
she flicked it to me.

“Pretty, pretty, eh, Marta?” She nodded. “Yes, Maxne
shouldn’t swallow such a thing, no, no...”

“Th — thanks... was... there... anything... else...?”

“Nothing more, more nothing, eh, Marta? Should we t
someplace else, Marta?”

“Nuh — nuh — no, | had some other questions... Wlis te
you to remove these things?”

“Fat-faced gimme-pig Quint, n’ the other crutch-bte)
hobble-crutch Fair-odd Pharod, innit that right, rid&@” She
gave a queer smile, and nodded. “Aye, it is, Marta...

“Pharod? Where is he?” Marta shrugged.

“Where's Pharod, this one asks? He's heres, Méstat
he...?” She nods. “Aye, Pharod is heres, Marta. Ohéhe
buildings here, he is...”

| left her to her charnel work, exiting the roorhdd found
myself in. | discovered | was still undergroundt bua mostly
open area beneath Sigil. There were enough pedulet do
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constitute a small village, and as | soon leartieat, was close
to what it was called. Buried Village.

I moved about the village, noting things as | walké
nodded to myself when | saw only one building hadrds in
front of it. That must be Pharod’s lair.

| boldly walked in, ignoring the guards. The interi
although much larger than any of the other buildihpad seen
here, was as junk strewn as the village outsiderdwvas only
one person inside. Before me was an elderly maniriga
heavily upon a crutch; his left leg was twisted jfdse tried to
walk two directions at once and paid the price. misggoty-
colored skin was bunched heavily upon his skull avebs
flecked with liver spots. He was mumbling and sniegkhis
lips as his eyes made a circuit of the room.

| called out to him.

“Aha!” The man’s eyes lit up as he heard my voldésn’t
my steady crop of jink come to Pharod’s waiting siragain!
Greetings, corpse.” He smiled a wicked grin. “Hge& come
to ask Pharod for another jaunt into the Mortuaajis®”

“Pharod, I've come for information. I've been tdigit you
know something about me.”

“Know somethin’ ‘bout you...?"” The light in Pharodéyes
dimmed. He studied me, mumbling slightly as hisseffiekered
up and down my frame. “Corpse...? No? Yes?” His ayes
mine. “Ah! No...”

“Look closely... do you know who | am?” Pharod stutie
me with a dead-even gaze.

“Tisn’t a mummer’s fair, corpse. No time for gamem
time for Pharod to play the wheel... what are youraslsuch
questions for?” | didn’t trust this Pharod, and h@grs a lie
would have been a better a strategy. But this wasnportant,
and on the chance he would play me straight, | chsideat |
wanted straight out.

“I have forgotten myself, and | was told to seekuyaut.
That you would know something of me.”

“Eh...” Pharod licked his lips; they made a raspiogr,
like dry parchment on sand. “Now who told you s&ckhing,
corpse?”

“Well, no onetold me, exactly. There were these tattoos on
my back... they told me to seek you out, if | evergfu
myself.”

“Ah... so little said, so much told...” Pharod fell esiit, and
suddenly, | had a feeling that Pharod was dissgatie, like a
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corpse on a Mortuary slab. “I know much you woultbW.
Much, yes. Much, indeed...” Pharod smiled slowly, fibiels of
flesh on his face peeling back like a curtain.

“What do you know of me?” Pharod licked his lipbem
settled himself upon his crutch like a vulture.

“No, no... not free, the question you ask.” His pastyite
hands tapped the edge of his crutch. “Much | crnytel, but
the telling has a cost.” Pharod tapped the flagsgtonith his
crutch and sneered. “This village is not all thias | buried
beneath Ragpicker's Square.”

“Chambers, vaults, corridors... filled with the dead, a-
sleep in their coffins. Somewhere in those halenewhere
there, lies something miss-placed. Something mine.”

“What is it? “ | asked resignedly.

“A small thing, a trinket, such a trifle...” As Phatspoke,
his words started echoing, as if two people wersaking... |
knew I'd heard them before... from my own lips.

| finished his sentence, “...it's a sphere. Made ainze.
Ugly. Feels like an egg to the touch, and it smellgotten
custard. Am | right?” Pharod fell deathly silent @ moment,
then nodded.

“Yes... how much do you hide from me, corpse?” He
chuckled. “Did you return to see if | remember wiitats |
want?”

“Why don't you get one of your Collectors to seafehit?”

“Because the corridors need no more dead from this
village.” Pharodsked. ‘Strong, fast, clever... these are qualities
my villagers do not have. They go below — they doneturn.”
Pharod glanced at me. “Perhaps the dead will wedctimeir
own, hmmm? That is whathink, corpse.”

“Do you know where this sphere is?”

“Ah...” Pharod’s sigh was like shifting sand. “And wilo
you suppose | ask you to look for it, corpse? Indd know
whereit is. | know it is buried deep, far deeper thay silager
has ever gone.” Pharoked. it may be in the catacombs
where the waters run deep, deep...”

“Very well... I'll do it. But | want to know what I'nbuying
with this trinket.”

“There’s a lot of knowing rattlin’ around in my hinabox,
corpse.” He held up a withered finger. “One of thisnthis bit
of wisdom: everyon&vantssomething, whether they know it or
not. There is much | know about you... much that ymuld
wantto know...”



Buried Village 71

“Very well,” | agreed, “I will see about finding ith sphere
for you... in exchange for what you know.” | felt przed. He
knew something about me, and | could only hope beldvtell
it if I returned with his ‘trifle.’

“Very well, a deal struck, a deal made...” Phaarecked
his crutch sharply against the flagstones. “A spHer a peek
inside my brain box. Now, corpse — there is no timevaste.
Go to the gate at the south and east and tell thlosabering
fools to open it for you — make haste, make hagtstill had
questions, and ignored Pharod’s sudden desiret tadgef me.

“I once heard a tale of a man named Pharod. A kihg
rags.” Pharod’s left eye widened, though | couldelk whether
he was doing it, or whether the folds of skin jopstled back.

“That so? Sigil be a berg of tales, it is, but a®e
involving Pharod can’t be one these ears wouldréntwto
hear.” He looked at me with mock suspicion, themrged.
“Become a tale-teller have you, corpse?”

“The tale is a strange one. It tells of a man ddifian and
wealth who had everything, then discovered he hatlimg.”
Pharod’s grin froze on his face, and his eyes mola strange,
fiery gleam.

“Are you certain you wish to tell this tale, cor@sklay be
you won't like how it ends, eh?” | ignored the ingal threat.

“The man was such a liar, a cheat, that he twikiatbelf
into a corner. He discovered that when death waolte for
him, it would take him to a terrible place.”

Pharod’s grin died, and he licked his lips. He ledk.
frightened as | continued.

“He was determined to avoid such a fate, so heatatgy
looked for a way out of it. He would cheat fate tas had
cheated others.”

Pharod’s face twisted, as if he had swallowed shimgt
unpleasant.

“He found an answer... or he found a place to lookttie
answer. He was told to search the trash of Sigiltlat which
would let him escape his fate. Now, Pharod... perlyapscan
tell me how the story ends.” Pharod'’s face broke asnarl.

“It has no ending! Not for I!” | watched as blood filled his
features. “Now a tale do | have fasu, corpse!” Pharod’s finger
lashed out at me, bent like a herder’s crook.

“A corpse comes to Pharod’s Court, ripe with steacikl
promises, claiming he wouldno that which Pharod needed.
But will he keep his word? Promises too easily brgkcorpse!
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Do you deny it?! Say that you do, for it means y§wat've lied
to me, and | willdie because of it!”

“I will search for it, Pharod. When | find it, | Wibring it.
No promises have been broken.”

“Lies that lead to the death of another are thecKmst
thing...” Pharod tapped his crutch, wheezing slightlyou'd
best keep your word, corpse, else the Planes wifltig/ou like
a miller's wheel.”

I had another question | wanted answered by PHaetate
| left, although | suspected | already knew whatioeild say.

“l heard you have found a wealth of bodies, Phavdtere
do they come from?”

“Does a mage tell the secrets of his craft? Se with the
Collector...” Pharod frowned, studying me. “Perhapuill tell
you... but you must promise that it is for your eamsy.”

“What | hear is for my ears only.” | vowed, withetsilent
proviso that it would only be while Pharod yet livavhich by
his age did not look to be much longer.

“Very well...” Pharod tapped the flagstones with bistch
and sneered. “This village is not all that liesibdrbeneath
Ragpicker's Square.”

“Chambers, vaults, corridors...” Pharod gave thetéshof
smiles, and his eyes gleamed like gold. “Placesckohs pitch,
filled with weeping stones and the precious delica-aleep in
their coffins. Sleeping...”

“Where do all these dead come from?”

Pharod affixed me with a lopsided stare.

“Corpse, corpse... everything dies. Life is so shont
death lasts for so very, very long. Many peoplenyndeaths...”
His stare traveled past me. “Such a waste for thedths to be
useless in a Dustie’s arms, eh?” Pharod smilea&dijse

“Not all the dead that goes to the Mortuary gatiedsto the
furnace, corpse. The Dusties bury some of the @freditk city's
bowels. Under the village... so near, so close... thsuplace.
| would have been a fool not to see opportunities...”

“So you rob the catacombs of the dead the Dustrneoeg
there, sell them back to the Dustmen and they hbgm
again?” Pharod nodded, then chuckled lightly —sbend was
like shifting sand.

“These catacombs are as deep as a Dustie’s pdckets.

“And as deep as the greed of man.”
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“Oh, yes...” Pharod sheered. “And the greed of man is
something that shall always be counted upon wheighteelse
is left, eh?”

| still didn't know the dark on the Buried Villageand
decided to ask Pharod while he was being so exgauwsi any
subject that didn’t concern me.

“Well, now, there’s a story...” Pharod licked hisdipgain,
then shrugged. “But to tell true, the story bores ithe short of
it? It's a piece of the Hive that got bricked oware day, a
piece-o0-Sigil got penned in the dead book.”

“What do you mean?”

“Y'know them floating goat-heads that serve they.adem
dabuses? Well, no matter if you do or not — theyaljoround
fixing, breaking, burying, building all the time.y@u follow?” |
nodded, so he went on. “Well, as the chant goesd .aadusty
chant it is too, being so old... them dabuses jushrdavell
bricked over a section of the Hive one day andadlies just
forgot ‘bout it. Dump a lot a trash onnit, and spoabody even
knows it's here.” Pharod smiled. “Wicked, no? Agaeof Sigil
all-forgotten?”

“How did you find it?”

Pharodtsked. 1 still have my eyes, corpse, and | still have
my ears, and when you have enough sense to tigwbe
together, then finding the dark of any matter i$ a® hard as
some make it out to be.”

Having satisfied my curiosity on all points excépbse that
were of importance to me, | left Pharod in his siveeldd hall. |
decided to spend the night in the Buried Villageowing that
Marta would allow me to sleep in her hovel. Nexy das soon
enough to start on Pharod's quest. Besides, dysmgadt
something one recovers from in an afternoon.
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UNBROKEN CIRCLE OF
ZERTHIMON, PART |

Before sleeping that night, | saw Dak'kon examinagmall
round stone. To my surprise, it seemed to be camprof a
number of interlocking circles, cunningly attachéa one
another so the user could fold them back into apamihshape
when done. | wondered if this stone represente@®dk'kon
what my spell book did to me, and allowed him tommeze
githzerai magic. | asked him if he could teach his magic.

“Know," He replied, “that the way of the People is nat th
same as the Art you have comektmw.It is not the energy that
gives strength. It iknowingthe self that gives strength. The
teachings of Zerthimon speak of such things.”

“Would you teach me the Way of Zerthimon, Dak'’kon?”

“Do you know what you have asked?” The texture of
Dak'kon’s blade flowed, until it became as storko Walk the
path of Zerthimon you mugnowof the People. Th&nowing
of such things by one not of the People is a diffienatter.
There are those not of the People who have heartividy of
Zerthimon, but they do n&howthe Way.”

| was intrigued by my companion, and by this Zernibin he
had mentioned. | was anxious to learn more abowst hi
philosophy, and through it more about Dak'kon.

“Dak’kon, | want to know of the People andknow
Zerthimon's teachings. | believe there is wisdonbéolearned
in such things.”

“Knowthat | have heard your words, and | shall test them
To learn, you musknowthe People. Ti&nowthe People, you
mustknowthe Unbroken Circle of Zerthimon.” Dak'kon held up
the stone disk in his possession and his spider-ikgers
hooked into its sides. There waslick, and the plates of the
Circle slid into a new configuration. He reverség tmotion,
sealing the stone Khow the First Circle of Zerthimon is open
to you. Study it, then | will hear your words.”

| took the Unbroken Circle of Zerthimon from Dak'kd
mirrored the motions that Dak'’kon made upon thel€irand
the plates gave way at my touch, the rings slidiig a new



Unbroken Circle Of Zerthimon, Part | 75

configuration. Upon the rings were a series of syisibthe
script was like no writing | had ever seen: it wvaseries of
interlocking geometries, with circles pre-domingtinJust
looking at it, Iknewthe symbols an#&new! could read them.
Once again | had used knowledge | possessed, lold cmt
remember getting. | read the first circle.

“Knowthat we are the First People.”

“Once all was chaos. The First People were thodgivn
from chaos. When the First People cameriow themselves,
they were chaos no longer, and became flesh.”

“With their thoughts ancknowing of matter, the People
shaped the First World and dwelled there with tkawingto
sustain them.”

“Yet the flesh was new to the People and withhi¢ People
came not toknow themselves. The flesh gave rise to new
thoughts. Greed and hates, pains and joys, jeakuand
doubts. All of these fed on each other and the miofithe
People were divided. In their division, the Peoplere
punished.”

“The emotions of the flesh were strong. The gread a
hates, the pains and joys, the jealousies and sioaltof these
served as a guiding stone to enemies. In becondisl,fthe
First People became enslaved to those Wwiewnflesh only as
tools for their will. Knowthese beasts were tiighids.”

“The illithids were a race that had come not know
themselves. They had learned how to make othersrace
knowthemselves.”

“They were the tentacled ones. They lived in flaskl saw
flesh as tools for their will. Their blood was aster and they
shaped minds with their thoughts. When ithithids came upon
the People, the People were a people no more. EHopld
became slaves.”

“The illithids took the People from the First World and
brought them to the False Worlds. As the Peoplerkb upon
the False Worlds, thiflithids taught them the Way of the Flesh.
Through them, the People came kimow loss. They came to
knowsuffering. They came tknowdeath, both of the body and
mind. They came tknowwhat it is to be the herd of another
and have their flesh consumed. They camatiwthe horror of
being made to feel joy in such things.”

“The Unbroken Circle is thknowingof how the People lost
themselves. And how they camektiowthemselves again.”
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| talked to Dak'kon about what | had read. He askbdt |
had come tdknow.| knew he wasn't referring to the surface
story of how the lllithids enslaved his people, butat lay
behind it

“Strength lies in knowing oneself. | learned thaice
someone does nahowthemselves, they are lost. They become
tools for others.”

“You have come t&nowthe First Circle of Zerthimon. You
not only see the words of Zerthimon, you have coonknow
them.” Dak'kon held up the Circle and hooked hisgdirs
around the edges. There wasliak, and the plates of the Circle
slid into a new configuration. He reversed the omtisealing
the stone. Know the Second Circle of Zerthimon is open to
you. Study it, then | will hear your words.” | redide second
circle.

“Know that flesh cannot mark steé{now that steel may
mark flesh. Irknowingthis, Zerthimon became free.”

“Knowthat the tentacled ones were of flesh. They readied
the flesh and used it as tools for their will. Gafethe places
where flesh served their will was the Fields of kkusn the
False Worlds of thélithids.”

“The Fields were where the bodies of the Peopleveasst
after thelllithids had consumed their brains. When the brain had
been devoured, the husks came to be fertilizer roawghe
poison-stemmed grasses of ilighids. Zerthimon worked the
Fields with noknowingof himself or what he had become. He
was a tool of flesh, and the flesh was content.”

“It was upon these Fields that Zerthimon camé&riowthe
scripture of steel. During one of the turnings, Zesthimon
tilled the Fields with his hands, he came acro$sigsk whose
brain remained within it. It had not been used axf Yet it
was dead.”

“The thought that one of the husks had died a deitiout
serving as food for thélithids was a thought Zerthimon had
difficulty understanding. From that thought, camalesire to
knowwhat had happened to the husk.”

“Embedded in the skull of the husk was a steelél#dhad
pierced the bone. Zerthimon realized that was itaat killed
the husk. The steel had marked the flesh, butlésh fhad not
marked the steel.”

“Zerthimon took the blade and studied its surfdnoeit, he
saw his reflection. It was in the reflection of thteel that
Zerthimon firstknew himself. Its edge was sharp, its will the
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wearer's. It was the blade that would come to Eedaagainst
Gith when Zerthimon made the Pronouncement of TiiesS’

“Zerthimon kept the blade for many turnings, andngna
were the thoughts he had about it. He used itérfitids to aid
his work. In using it, he thought about how it wex used.”

“The illithids were powerful. Zerthimon had believed that
there was nothing that they did riatow.Yet theillithids never
carried tools of steel. They only used flesh adstdéverything
was done through flesh, for the tentacled ones weade of
flesh and theknewflesh. Yet steel was superior to flesh. When
the blade had killed the husk, it was the flesht tied been
weaker than the steel.”

“It was then that Zerthimon came kaowthat flesh yielded
to steel. Inknowing that, he came tdknow that steel was
stronger than thiflithids.”

“Steel became the scripture of the Peoldleowthat steel is
the scripture by which the People camé&riowfreedom.”

Again, when | was done Dak'kon asked me what | had
learned.

“l learned that noknowingsomething can be a tool, just
like flesh and steel, if upon encountering it, ytempt tcknow
its nature and how it came to be.”

“You have seen the words and you have seen beymmd. t
You have come t&nowthe Second Circle of Zerthimon.” He
took the Circle and with a deft motion, he twistewe of the
links so one of the plates slid forth — but strdpgmough, the
stone still appeared intact. He handed the plateeo“Meditate
upon this teaching, and thknowing of it shall give you
strength. When you have absorbed it, you skadiwmore.” |
realized he had given me the githzerai equivaldéra scroll,
that | would be able to copy into my spell book. Hiso
unlocked the third circle of Zerthimon for me. Mutifjue
forgotten, | settled down to study it.

“Zerthimon labored many turnings for thiéthid Arlathii
Twice-Deceased and his partnership in the caverheasens
of the False Worlds. His duties would have brokemhacks of
many others, but Zerthimon labored on, sufferingnent and
exhaustion.”

“It came to pass that thidlithid Arlathii Twice-Deceased
ordered Zerthimon before him in his many-veinedegi. He
claimed that Zerthimon had committed slights oftimtasice and
cowardice against his partnership. The claim hadvaight of
truth, for Arlathii only wished tdknow if flames raged within
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Zerthimon'’s heart. He wished kmowif Zerthimon’s heart was
one of a slave or of a rebel.”

“Zerthimon surrendered to thilithid punishment rather
than reveal his new-found strength. Keewthat were he to
show the hatred in his heart, it would serve nathiand it
would harm others that felt as he. He chose to rendoe
punishment and was placed within the Pillars oér8ie so he
might suffer for a turning.”

“Lashed upon the Pillars, Zerthimon moved his miadca
place where pain could not reach, leaving his boelyind. He
lasted a turning, and when he was brought beforathr
Twice-Deceased, he gave gratitude for his punishrterihe
illithid as was custom. In so doing, he proved himself\esia
theillithid eyes while his heart remained free.”

“By enduring and quenching the fires of his hatréd,
allowed Arlathii Twice-Deceased to think him we&khen the
time of the Rising came, Arlathii was the firsttbg illithid to
knowdeath by Zerthimon’s hand and die a third death.”

| considered the message of the third circle flamg while,
and realized its essence could be summed up iyiagsahad
heard Dak'kon use. | told him | had comekiwow the third
circle.

“Endure. In enduring, grow strong.”

The words | spoke seemed to strike Dak'kon strgngeds
| spoke them, his forehead creased, then resdattieds normal
passive expression. He gave me another githzegzll,’s
unlocked somehow from the circle. | wondered ifr¢hevas
more to learn.

“Very well... is there more you can teach me?”

As | asked the words, | suddenly noticed that Dak'k
wasn’t looking at me. He was holding the Unbrokercl€ in
his hands, studying it. His blade had taken onstmae texture
as the Unbroken Circle... and Dak'’kon suddenly seeoteer
somehow.

“Dak'kon?” | asked, concerned.

Dak'kon’s black eyes rose from the Circle and lab&tme.

“Know that | did not believe you would come kaowthe
teachings of the Circle. It is... a difficult pathwavill walk in
learning the Way of Zerthimon. Is your mind focussd this
matter?”

When | assured him it was, he unlocked the fouirttiecfor
me. | glanced at what was before me, which conceantaitor
to their people. But it was late, and | couldnesshat this
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traitor’s tale had to tell the githzerai. | decidedtake up its
study again, later.
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WEEPING STONE
CATACOMBS

The next day we entered the catacombs. Stone feeesinset
into the walls. Flowing water had left tracks behethe eyes of
these faces, so it did indeed appear that they weeping.

We started by examining tombs to the left of theraarce.
We first ran into ghouls, nasty eaters of fleshhaf dead. Then
we found cranium rats. It really is true that wéthough of them
in one place they can cast spells. We also camesscr
vargouilles, which are little more than two wingtaahed to a
human-like head.

We found some treasure in the tombs, but nothingnyf
real interest. By mid-day we had seen almost ekigrgtto the
left of the entrance, and | decided to try my luck the other
side.

We were walking down another of the damp stoneidans
when one of the twisted stone faces on the wallscc@ut to
me in a creaking stone voice that sounded likesttiting of
boulders.

“Immortal... regard me. | am... Glyve. | would have...
words with you. “ As shocking as being addressedtbgie was,
| was even more shocked at the knowledge displayed.

“How did you know I'm immortal?”

“l see... a burning purpose... within your shell. | see
many things in the falling... dust of these... tunné¥ou
lack... something essential... and that keeps you... fleath’s
sweet embrace.”

“What did you want to say to me?”

“Listen: This place holds... much danger for you.aieery
awaits you... on the surface... and your way is... long a
winding. At the end... you will find... what you haveught...
but you may not ... want it then.” | wondered howcduld
know this.

“Are you some sort of oracle?”

“Oracle? No... | observe. That is all.”

“In that case, perhaps you can answer some gqusstion
had...”
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“What... did you want... to know?”

“Tell me of yourself. How did you come to be in ghi
situation?”

“I was once... a respected leader... of my communityr.. i
the Lower Ward. A petty lord... sought to increase fower...
at the expense of my people... my friends... my retstiv. and
friends and | spoke... against him.”

“And then... he captured us... one by one... and boumd ou
spirits and senses... into these screaming faces..erutie
Ditch... where all filth in Sigil... comes eventuallfnd then...
he let the polluted waters above... flow through mauths...
and noses... and eyes.” | felt sorry for Glyve. Ftteyo alone,
doomed to unending existence. My offer came readily

“Is there anything | can do to help?”

“I am cursed to... remain here until... fresh waterseas
my lips... There is a ... magical flask of water... ireth..
Drowned Nations. Bring it to me... and give me adasitit...
and | shall tell you... of someone... who can help yalock...
its full potential... and you shall never... lack foratsr...
again.”

“Through the Dead Nations... where the dead walk .d an
rule... or through the Warrens of Thought... where Masy
One holds sway... Neither is without... its risks.”rderstood
him to be referring to an area the undead rulée, the ghouls
we had already run into, or a region | took to benthated by
cranium rats.

“What can you tell me of the catacombs around us?”

“The catacombs were carved... eons ago... to house the
dead of the city... who did not wish ... the tender istiations
of the Dustmen. They have become... the refuse grofiride
city... where dwell monsters barely seen... where hwman
prowl like... scavengers among the scavengers. Mar9+e
patrols these tunnels... and has turned many againgheir

natures. The Dead Nations... prowl as well... guarding
against... the depredations of ... the humans ... whoecom
among them.”

We left the stone face behind, continuing forwafthe
tomb at the end of this corridor contained littter than traps,
so we backtracked, and tried another way. We foamother
tomb full of traps, but a surprise was awaiting amethe body
of one of Pharod’s scavengers.

It was an arm...a severed arm... as hard as a woodbn cl
It looked like it was severed cleanly at the sheulgost likely
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by a scythe blade), and even though it looked naTades old,
it was more petrified than rotted. It had an untigagjray pallor
and was covered with scars. Intricate tattoos deedr its
surface, spiraling up from the wrist all the waythe remains of
the shoulder.

Upon closer inspection, | knew for a fact that #men was
mine. How long it had been lying around waiting foe was
anyone’s guess.

| remembered Barkis, barkeep at the Smoldering €orp
mentioning a tattoo parlor near the bar. He hadl ghe
proprietor dealt in special tattoos. He might kns@mething
about the tattoos on this arm. He might even hare dhem. |
thought it was important enough to interrupt Phareearch for
a while.

The tattoo parlor wasn't too hard to find, pradticaext to
the bar. | went inside alone. Memories stretchirgroonly a
few days, and already | had learned caution. | wasure |
trusted Morte, and if | was going to find out angmnabout my
past, | wanted to decide what to tell my companions

As | entered, | saw a tall creature with a shoclbite hair.
Its skin had a greenish cast, and a pair of goatshprotruded
from its forehead. It was dressed in long flowingpbes. |
realized | was looking at a Dabus, although this wee first
one | had seen which wasn't floating.

| greeted him. The dabus waited patiently, its Isatudked
into its sleeves. A series of symbols materialiabdve its head,
then dissipated and a question mark appearedlizedat was
talking in symbolic pictures, rebuses.

| asked the dabus several questions, trying tadeel for
the rebuses that appeared above its head. It wasnmty
patient throughout my ‘discussion,’ giving me easytences to
translate. After a few minutes, | started to getlilang of it... it
felt like | had done this before.

| was about to ask his name, but | suddenly redlize
already knew the dabus’ name — his name was ‘F&4.if in
response, the dabus inclined his head slightly, antbne
symbol appeared above its head. It was blurry rat, fthen
resolved into a white oval with a black lightningltathrough it.

“I feel like | know you, Fell.” Fell bowed reverdpt and a
stream of symbols swirled about his head, rotatlogkwise,
then counterclockwise. It took me a moment to etas

(This is the first time and not the first time ybave come
to this place.)
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| asked if he knew who | was. Another series of Isgin
materialized quickly and sharply into focus abowdl's head.
The translation came to me just as quickly and@has the
symbols themselves... as if | had translated the tegsame
string many times before.

(Yes. But | am not permitted to tell your story.)

Great. | asked why not. For a moment, there was no
response from Fell, then a stream of rebuses aggeas if
trickling out of Fell’'s mind.

(My apologies, | cannot. | cannot change the natfra
man.) | couldn’t explain why, but the last sentersmnt a
crawling sensation through my skull.

“ ‘Nature of a man?’ What does that mean?” The syisb
that appeared above Fell almost mirrored the pusvitream.

(My apologies. | cannot say.) So much for that.

“What is this place?” A slow train of symbols maatired
around Fell's head... the symbols took several moméat
resolve, starting with simple lines, then fleshthgmselves out
into breath-taking colors.

(This is where | tattoo color and life upon flestddone.)

“Can you tell me anything about these tattoos orbogy?”
Fell studied my body for a moment, walking around. rile
mirrored each symbol as he examined it, then retuto face
me.

(I know them. None are by my hand.) | asked if bald
tell me about any of them anyway. Fell nodded, ysb
appearing around him like fireflies.

(The ones upon your back were scribed with a chhefad
and are directions for a mind that forgets itsElfe symbol that
lies upon your left shoulder is the mark of tormgnt

“Torment?” The symbol sharpened, gaining edgeswieaé
almost painful to my eyes.

(It is torment.It is that which draws all tormented souls to
you.) Fell nodded at my left arm, at my shoulddhg flesh
knows it suffers even when the mind has forgotéerd so you
wear the rune always.) Now for what | had brougttiiwne.

“Did you do the tattoos on this dismembered arrmount,
Fell?” Fell examined it for a moment, tracing thegtprns with
his finger. He then looked up, and a series of sebuformed,
hazy at first, then came sharply into focus.

(The arm is yours. The tattoos are mine. One tap®Eaks
of a time when your path was shared by four others.
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“What four others?” Four strings of symbols swirledm
Fell's head, matching the pattern upon the dismeetbarm.

(They speak of four. Shall | tell you their heaytd?
motioned him to go on. The symbols swirled before and |
pieced them together.

(One unloved who loves one who does not love.)

(One who does not see what others see and seeothbet
do not.)

(One who is familiar and bound with duty.)

(One who is a slave and his chains are words.)

As | finished translaking, the four strings seentedorm
themselves into links, and they merged into a chathe chain
bent until it was a symbol | recognized, the symiifotorment
on my arm.

“You mentioned that there were other tattoos onéatra?
What others?” Fell examined the arm again, tradirey other
faded tattoos upon its surface. As he did, they eppeared as
a symbol above his head, hazy at first, then conitg focus
sharply. He turned to face me.

(Ones forgotten, now remembered. You may wear them
again if you wish.)

Fell's special talent allowed him to make magiatdos,
which could be worn or taken off at will. Besideis btock of
ready made tattoos, | found he could make newdsth@ased on
my experiences, and from the dismembered arm Ibnawight.
He showed me in his picture-language the tattoosdwéd
create based on the arm, and explained them to me.

A tattoo which he termed the Tattoo of the Lostaimation
told of the experiences of one of my past incaomst.. the
symbols and tales were unfamiliar to me, but itse to tell of
a time when | was lost and abandoned on the stoééte Hive,
barely able to make a living robbing and stealiranf others |
encountered. The crimes the lost incarnation cotathit
eventually drove him to seek shelter in the WeepBigne
catacombs, where he survived for almost a year.

Another, the Tattoo of Wasting Darkness, from taens
time, told of when | was seeking shelter beneaghstieets and
was forced to live as a shadow might, hiding frostedtion by
the Sigil authorities and trying to conceal myd$edin the more
dangerous inhabitants of the Weeping Stone catasomb

The last which told of this time was the Tattoo the
Weeping Stones, when the catacombs beneath Sgjikets
were my second home. It told of my travelling doimnto the
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tombs, living in darkness, and coming to learnrtheire of why
the stones beneath Sigil weep.

| examined his other tattoos for a while, and restlto
come back and make a purchase when | had moreatich@nk.
QOutside, | rejoined the others. Typically, Mortedita make a
joke.

“I knew you'd be back, chief! Finally realized yogeded
me, huh?” | remained silent on what | had learmeside, little
enough that it was.
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DEAD NATIONS

After another night at the inn, we made our waykbtx the
Buried Village and the catacombs. As we exploredbegan to
run into zombie warriors, and the bodies of skéletarriors,
that is, skeletons who had become warriors onbr dftey were
dried bone. | thought we might be getting close¢he ‘Dead
Nations’ the stone face had told us about, ancshed forward,
knowing we were entering an area Pharod hadn’ttpeted.

We pushed open one door, and stopped, surpriséarga
gathering of the undead were waiting for us. Ongkedeton in
robes with a fancy staff, spoke.

“Stop! Thou have come too far, traveler, and trespd into
the Dead Nations, realm of the Silent King! Willoth submit
peacefully?”

“Submit to what?”

“'Tis the will of the Silent King that all who paghe gates
into our Nation become prisoners of his lands. Wiilbu
submit?”

| wasn't at all sure of our chances against the remin
front of us. Besides, as long as the undead wékmda it was
possible | might learn something useful. | agreedubmit.

“Come, then... we shall show thee to the Chapel. Know
this: thou shall be free to wander these hallspbtto leave the
catacombs. Thou shall be a prisoner here untititfgth; should
thou later arise as we have, thou shall be fre@s®the Silent
King; his will be done.”

They took us through several passages, and annancie
chapel. From there, another passage led to a rGammy
surprise, the room they left us in contained arotheng
person. Someone | knew, who greeted me.

“Ah, another member of the living. Most are slaip the
ghouls, this far into the catacombs; you are fatari

“You're Soego, from the Mortuary. What are you dpin
here?”

“Your memory serves you well. | am no longer sta¢id in
the Mortuary... instead, | have become a missionarthese
parts.”

“Missionary?”
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“Yes, | came to these catacombs after hearing rsinobr
undead that weraware in these parts. | hope to save them.
Passion ties them to this false life. | hope | teach them to
forsake these passions and leave this false IHiinteand reach
the True Death.”

“You want them to die?”

“I wish them to transcend this plane of existerdigprce
themselves from passion. It can save them.” Asrle to find
somewhere to rest in the room, he stopped me.

“A moment of your time before you go. Do not attaaky
of the undead here in the catacombs; they willhasm you so
long as you remain peaceful. Should you prove leottey will
defend themselves, and there are... many of them.”

There was little in the way of furniture in the mponly a
metal table which | sat upon. | realized this mhstvere Soego
slept. Looking at the side of the table where mst fdangled |
saw a panel on the side which was slightly ajarn@iésing if
Soego might be using it to store his things, | kesibto check
in to it when he was not around. | remembered bgpisious
actions in the Mortuary, and questioned if whathad told me
of his reasons for being here were the full trathHis presence.

But enough of Soego for now. | left the room, laakifor
the skeleton who had talked to us when we entered.

| found the skeleton in the chapel we had passezlign
before. The skeleton wore what appeared to be rnpigest’s
robes, heavy and ornate. It carried a large, ingpresstave,
which was capped with intricately carved horns, gliag
pendants, and a gilded skull.

I moved in front of it, to get its attention. Thkeeton, its
eyes aglow like two burning embers, looked me oveout
made no reply. | asked if it was this Silent Kimgwhose name
we had been imprisoned.

It shook its head, turning with an eerie grace paihting
eastwards. It then turned to me once more.

| asked if | could speak to the Silent King.

It held up a bony palm. With a creaking groan anulifi of
dust, its jaws opened to speak: “No.” Its voicegmleand
resonant, echoed for a long while in the vaulteahaber.

“But why not?” Its voice boomed throughout the clem

“No living creature may pass the doors that leadhi®
throne room; nor would | allow thee an audiencenefsuch a
thing were possible. Thou shalbtsee him.”



88 Dead Nations

Seeing that this line of questioning was going rene, |
tried another tack, asking why | had been imprisornhe
skeleton replied in its resonant voice.

“ 'Tis the will of the Silent King. The Living whaare
caught here are made to languish in his halls timy join the
quiet ones.”

“Could he be convinced to allow otherwise?” Afteslzort
silence, its jaws creaked open.

“ 'Tis doubtful, but perhaps. Mysterious are theyweaof
Silent King.”

“What can | do to convince you?”

“Firstly, | would know why thou are here.” | answer
honestly, since | had no reason to think the séaletould care,
that | was searching for a bronze sphere, to whishook its
head.

“I have seen no such thing. Why dost thou seek this
object?” | explained it was for a man named Pharekich
caused a small problem.

The skeleton drew back. It looked up and away, fas i
peering at the surface.

“Blood still beats in his black, worm-ridden hearfhat
wheezing sack of flesh still sends his pack into lbomes to
raid and pillage.” It faced me once more. “Thou everong to
come here... we tolerate no such desecrators within o
borders.” | started to speak, reconsidered, theriraeed, not
making any excuses.

“Just what do you intend to do, then?”

“We shall execute thee, as per the law of the Sikéng.
No tomb-raider is to be allowed to live, here.eplied with the
first thought that came to mind, that indeed haenbeith me
since we were told we would remain here until cemttis.

“But | cannot die.” It stared into my eyes for ené before
replying.

“This presents no problem. Thou shall remain hieeaeath
the Silent King's gaze, for all eternity. Perhapwe alay thou
shall see the folly of thy ways, and make an efforbe of use
to our fair civilization.”

| decided to look around more of this Dead Natibafore
continuing this conversation, or in fact before idexgy how |
was going to leave.

| found three types of undead within the halls.

First were the skeletons, which although the lohgetheir
peculiar state, seemed to have best retained thdtiés they
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had when alive, if very few of the memories. One toé
skeletons | questioned was talkative when | askbgt Wwhad
been imprisoned. The skeleton touched its chitingilits skull
slightly upwards.

“The ghouls are permitted to feast upon all thosenél
robbing the catacombs. The Silent King felt it wbble best to
let other intruders — those caught wandering anddema
prisoners, such as thyself — languish here to lageeour care,
rather than be devoured by the ghouls. Thou makh tgdsask
Hargrimm, our high priest — it is he who speakghe Silent
King.”

Ah, so Hargrimm must be the spokesman who had
imprisoned us. At least now | had a name. | askbdua
Hargrimm and the Silent King.

“Hargrimm, our high priest. It is he who speakgtte Silent
King, giving us our lord’s word and law. He is heie the
antechamber of the Silent King's throne room.”

“Our lord and master is called the Silent King hessa he
speaks only in times of dire need.” The skeletastigelated as
it spoke, old joints creaking and popping as it d@ “Ask
Hargrimm, our high priest, of him. He can tell thmere.”

| asked about the types of undead in the halls.sKeteton
nodded.

“We are the oldest of the undead here, the most fife
flesh. We make an effort to serve as guides andoreto the
others, maintaining a healthy community here.”

“The zombies. Strong, but slow of mind and bodyyth
have retained more of their humanity — their emmie— than
we. They serve our community as workers, labonansler the
guidance of Stale Mary, the most caring and imgefit of
them.”

“Stale Mary is slow, but caring, and wise. She adsa
mother of sorts to the other zombies. She may beddn a
chamber west of where thou first entered the DeatibNs.”

“The ghouls are strong, violent, and ravenous areatled
by their ghastly matriarch, Acaste. They serve cbmmunity
— the Dead Nations — as guards... but are an unstable
element. Fear of the other undead’s numbers, arbeoSilent
King, keeps them in check. Without our great lavccommand
them, we... as well as our charges... might fall p@yhem,
one day.”

| asked him what he meant by his charges.
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“The silent ones... the dead who do naught but sléép.
protect them, watch over them as they rest.”

“Who would disturb them?”

“Many.” He ticked them off on yellowed, dust-covdre
finger-bones as he spoke. “Hungry, uncontrolleduighorats,
and most of all... the living. Those from the buridtlage —
servants of a man named Pharod — often descendtlieto
vaults of the Dead Nations, disturbing the silenés | do not
know why, nor do | care... my only concern is thatstep their
foul laboring.”

The zombies | could barely understand; apparehdy still
tried to make their physical, rotting vocal appasatvork, not
having learned the skeletons’ trick of speech withgalate or
larynx.

| approached a ghoul with hesitation. The drooliyejlow-
eyed ghoul reeked of blood and carrion. It pickedsacrooked
fangs with long, filthy talons, constantly snuffjithe air around
it. Its flesh had turned a sickly green color, avak covered in
rot and weeping sores.

“Eh... “ Morte commented as | got near, “don’t kndwou
want to be talking to that... thing.”

“Why not, Morte?”

“They were once humans... they, or their ancesteestéd
on corpses, and this is what they've become. Pmettyy stuff,
chief... they're little more than animals, reallibangerous
animals.”

| tried to talk to the ghoul, but Morte was proveght. It
would not answer, and seemed only barely capable of
preventing itself attacking me.

I continued talking to skeletons we met, since teegmed
to be the only ones who might be of help. | talkedne who
actually seemed to be considering Soego’s preachimdrue
Death. Here was an opportunity too good to waste.

| hurried back to tell Soego that | had met a dkelevho
was considering the true death. Soego headed setthim.

As soon as he left the room, | pried the panettodfside of
the metal slab. Inside | found a book. The bookvedoto be
Soego’s journal. It detailed his being attackedabyererat, his
eventual regression into lycanthropy, and his flifjlom the
Mortuary after unwittingly slaying and devouring faend.
Looking for a hiding place, he came upon the Waeasren
Thought and agreed to serve Many-As-One, hive noihthe
cranium rats gathered there. He was now here inDibad
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Nations in order to spy on the undead for Many-AseOwho
hoped to one day control this part of the catacombs

| replaced the journal and panel, and set out tam fi
Hargrimm. | told him what | had learned of Soegad ¢hat the
proof was contained in a journal in his quarters.
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THE FATE OF SOEGO

Hargrimm felt a stirring of fear. The stranger abdle right
about Soego. What if Soego had gotten some hinthei
greatest secret, and passed it to their enemy?ki@Qule
gathered a number of followers, found Soego, arey thll
returned to Soego’s quarters, where Hargrimm condéa
Soego

“Soego, what is this | hear of thee being in leaguith
Many-As-One?”

“What?! It is untrue! A cruel rumor! A lie!” he rdipd, but
he had broken into a sweat.

“Dare thou lie to the high priest of the Silent K#{

“No! No, Hargrimm, | would never presume...” He statt
but Hargrimm cut him off.

“Where is thy journal? Let me see it. Prove thydioence
before the eyes of the Silent King.” Realizing hasveaught, he
started pleading.

“I... l... | beg for your mercy, Hargrimm...”

“The Dead Truce shall protect thee here, Soego,thmu
shall never leave these catacombs. Thou shall remntthy
pursuit of thy precious ‘True Death’ here, aloneor. the rest of
thy days. Farewell.”

“But... you... can't... nnnnARAGH!" Soego, enraged,
transformed into a man-like rat.

“Mark my words, Living; only the Truce protects &heDo
not cast aside thy only shield so thoughtlesslyt Boego was
too far gone to listen.

The wererat cried, “I won't be caged! Die!” Hargrm
called forth a spell which killed the creature bref@ could take
a step. Hargrimm looked silently at the corpse anet.

“It is done, then. May the Silent King protect werfi such
filth in the future.”
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THE SILENT KING

| assumed after finding this spy for him, that Hargn might
be more inclined to let the three of us go. Howgvdrad no
desire to follow him in his confrontation with Saegand
decided to do a little more exploration of the Dékdions.

| found a puzzled skeleton, who was considerinigléle he
had been posed by another of the skeletons. Althddigought
the answer rather obvious, | forbore from tellinghhfiguring
he had little else to do to while away the time.

A little while later | came upon the one who hadewd the
riddle. It did not have the emotionless demeanothef other
skeletons. The skeleton was shaking its head aggling to
itself. It guffawed and snorted occasionally, kgtidown on its
bony hand to stop itself. It was old enough so titatneat was
left on its bones... only a few colored rags. | gedeit.

“I understand you've got a difficult riddle.” It dded,
giggling.

“Dost thou want to hear it?” | nodded in turn, ard
continued, “Ahem! Now, think of words which end ‘i&ry.’
Angry and hungry are two of them. There are bwgdhwords in
the Common Tongue... what is the third word? The wisrd
something that one uses every day. If thou hasenisd
carefully, | have already told thee what it is.”vijus.

“Of course you have. It's ‘tongue.” “ Even with fiesh, |
could tell the skeleton was upset.

“Gaaaah! How did thou know?!”

“The first two sentences are unrelated, only therérick
you. There are three words in ‘the — Common — Tengihe
third word is ‘tongue.’” ”

“Aw, troll's leavings! Oh, well. Just don't tell gone else
the answer. Will thou promise me that, at leasttew| asked
why should [, it replied, “Because | enjoy the ideaithem
standing about, trying to puzzle it out for allreigy.”

| looked about, and commented casually, “I supposeare
not as good at answering riddles as posing them.”

“What's this?” It cupped a bony hand to the sidé&®gkull.
“Do | hear... a challenge? Yes... yes... go ahead! Boukh
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thou lose, or leave half-way through, | shan't $péa thee
again!”

It waited for me to start. | realized that my caiefice in
answering its riddle didn’t extend to telling ortessed on only
a few day’s memories. | hastily made something up.

“Hmm. What is worth more? A pound of one-hundred-
common, pure gold coins, or half a pound of twodred-
common, pure gold coins?” It nodded eagerly.

“Easy, too easy! One pound of goldakvaysworth more
than one half pound! Foolish, foolish!” It giggletihe skeleton
crouched down and drew a simple face in the dushtiRg to
it, it spoke: “Uncles and brothers have | none, thatt man’s
father is my father’s son. Who is he, eh?”

“He is your son.” | replied.

“Bah! Your turn.” | stood silent a moment, then @amp
with another one.

“The maker doesn’t want it, the buyer does not itisthe
user does not see it. What is it?” The skeletaoargtd childishly.

“Not true, not true! The answer is ‘coffin,” andcértainly
see mine!” It was ready with its own riddle. “WHate letter
word does even the greatest of mortal sages praeonrong?”
Another obvious one.

“Hmm. ‘Wrong.” “ It shook its fist at me.

“0Oo00, curses! Go.”

“At night they come without being fetched, and laydhey
are lost without being stolen.”

“Eh... hmm. Ah... stars! Stars, hee-hee!” | silentlyrsad,
since it had been so long since the skeleton nast keen stars
| thought it would have more trouble.

The skeleton cracked its knuckles. “I never was,ahways
to be, no one ever saw me, nor will ever see. Agtd yam the
confidence of all, to live and breath in this haléml hall.” This
one was more trouble. What kind of specter? Nongnpath.

“The answer is... is... ah! “Tomorrow.” ”

“Waaah! Yes, tomorrow, indeed. Go, then.”

“I shall. What is the beginning of eternity, thedeof time
and space, the beginning of every end, and theoérevery
place?” The skeleton began to giggle derisivelyt, suddenly
stopped.

“Ah... er. Oh, dear.” The skeleton hung its head. “tlon’t
know.”
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| smiled, since the riddle | had come up with wassinilar
to its own riddle it was troubling the other skelet with. |
asked if it wanted the answer to my riddle. It nedld

“Very well. The letter ‘E.” “ | walked away.

I came to a corridor, and noticed only zombies vegoaind.
| asked one zombie for Stale Mary. | couldn’t urstend the
reply, but he pointed down the corridor. The caridvas
choked by rubble ahead. At the blockage was a grofup
zombies; from their stance, it was clear who SMéry must
be. The musty-smelling female zombie looked exoepgtiy
old, almost mummified. Her skin had the appearaonte
moldering, gray-green leather, and one of her dyaab fallen
out, leaving a dark pit in her face. Her voice \stsv and thick.

“Guh-guh-guhreeetingz.” She indicated herself apdke
again. “Suh-suh-stuhl Muhhhry.” It sounded as if wecal
cords were festering away in some soupy mess &tabe of her
throat. | wondered how she gave the other zombidars.

“How is it that you speak to these other zombiesarinot
understand them as | can you...”

The corpse took a step towards me, reaching heoatrto
touch me. | moved a little back.

“What are you doing?” She only moaned softly inlyep
reaching out once more to touch my arm. Despitedtiages of
time, there was still some vestige of humanity ilefher gaze. |
could see she meant me no harm.

| allowed her to touch me. Her nearly fleshless chan
brushed gently against my forearm, and she spoke,
“Luhhhssnnn.” (Listen.)

“How is it that | can understand you?” She touchexlonce
more.

“Spuhhhkkk tuuuh uhhh yuhhhh kuhnn. Buhuuhhh
mhuuusssst duhh uhhht puhhhpuhhleee.” (Speak yowsan.
But you must do it properly.)

“Can you teach me?” She smiled, the hardened dkireo
face creaking like thick leather.

“Yuhhh.” (Yes.)

Some time passed. She finished teaching me thés skil
required to speak with the dead, a process shedc&ltories-
Bones-Tell.” | asked if | could talk to any deadlyo

“Suhmmm. Uhhhhers tuh duhhhud. Muhhht yuhhhh
skuhhhh.” (Some. Others too dead. Must use skilvas sure
she would be more responsive than Hargrimm.
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“Mary, | need to speak with the Silent King. Caruyeelp
me?” She stared at me, and | understood she ndedatbw
why.

“l need to leave this place, Mary. I've so muchi¢o.. and
to be imprisoned here, simply for stumbling upoe thead
Nations... it isn't right. Please... | ask only for adicum of
compassion. Can you help me?” Stale Mary was doieta
time, then nodded. She pointed to the first ofttiree portals
along the northern wall.

“C-c-cluuhh ayyysss. Thuuuh uh Suhhhlunnh Kuh-
kuknnng. Wwhhhuuuhbh uuhhhnd nuuuheehhh ahhhlitk-ku
kuuuhh. Bhu-bhu-buhhh uhn suuuhhh |huuung ayyye
Ihhhuuuv.” (Close eyes. Think of Silent King. Watlkrough
northwest alcove. But only so long as | live.)

| thanked her, and walked to the indicated alcdw&osed
my eyes, thought of the Silent King, and stepped/dod.

| opened my eyes, and found | had portaled to gelar
chamber. It was dominated by a circular dais, daigeman’s
height above the floor. A throne was placed atcthrter of the
dais, a skeletal figure occupying it. | moved forekd saw that
Hargrimm was also in the room, and he cried out.

“Stop this heresy! Do not approach the Silent King!
ignored him, and continued forward, climbing theisd¢éo
confront the Silent King. Hargrimm moved forwarddonfront
me.

“So, thou have come.” The skeleton turned to ggmnuhe
massive throne. “What thou see here is the endiotuwlture.”
The figure on the throne did not move. | pointedhte throne’s
occupant.

“Is that the Silent King?”

“Yes. None must know that the King speaks onlynsi&e” |
asked another question, forcing Hargrimm to confiumat |
suspected.

“Why does he not speak?”

“He is silent because he has left this place. Hadbned us
for the True Death... and left only this husk in pliace.”

“How long has this gone on? “ A new voice answenesl
Stale Mary had entered the room.

“Luhnnngg.” (Long.) Hargrimm stared off into theagtows.

“He stopped speaking to us long ago — he himsedflag
for the thrice-damned True Death.” A trace of rapel despair
trickled into his voice. “He has abandoned us heresuffer
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amongst the Living! We have become... the prey... bftedt
lives.”

“Then who really rules?”

“Mary and | speak to the Silent King. We rule irs lstead.
We interpret the wishes of the Silent King basedwdrat he
said many long years ago. It has not been easy..tritam
sounded tired; he sagged beneath the weight ohwasible
burden. “Many questions, many questions do | havéiim.”

“Why don't you tell your people the truth?”

“I wish to preserve what we have created. | dowish to
die.” Stale Mary spoke, her voice ponderous.

“Nuh-nuh-nor I.” (Nor I.) Hargrimm told me more dfis
reasons.

“If our own people were to learn of this... or Acadtader
of the ghouls, were to discover this deception.. Mamny-As-
One, the hive mind of the cranium rats... all that have
created here would be destroyed. This husk idatl keeps the
inner and outer enemies at bay. If the truth wgreken, our
small civilization would become dust. | cannot ®ithee to be
silent. But | would ask thee to look beyond thys#df consider
what would happen if thou spoke of what thou haenshere.”

| briefly considered the opportunity presented ® mere. If
| offered myself as an immortal king to sit in ttheone before
me, | was sure the two of them were desperate éntmuaccept.
But the Dead Nations could only be a temporary campny
journey, not the destination.

“I only wish to leave, Hargrimm. Grant me this, apou
shall have my silence.” Hargrimm was silent for anmnent.

“Thou may leave this place. Go, now... and | begheafet
honor thy word.”
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DROWNED NATIONS

Hargrimm showed me an exit that led to another péarhe
underground complex. Before | left | decided to atheon
Soego, to see what had been his fate.

On the way to his room, | tried out my new ‘Stori&snes
Tell ability on a female zombie. The rotting, felmaorpse at
first seemed completely unaware of me. As | appredc
however, she turned and nodded slowly, as if grgethe.
Morte stared and her, and chimed in.

“Wow, chief... what a beauty, eh? Not everywhere yan
meet a sweet little chit like that, ya know.”

“Well, perhaps if you can get past the entire ‘steridden,
maggot-laden, rotting carcass’ thing...”

“Yeah, see, that's what I'm... hey!” Morte spun todame.
“Are you getting sarcastic on me?”

That was the first time | had succeeded in puttingthing
over on Morte. | questioned the zombie, and founcbuld
easily understand her, but her mind was as sloWweasody,
and | learned nothing new.

When | reached Soego’s room, | found his corpse. |
examined the body; however he had died, the cdnpgebeen
left mummified. | felt little sorrow for him, buthad the feeling
the Dustmen would want to have the corpse, evangtinbe had
abandoned them. The corpse was too awkward a alat
along, but perhaps just the head. In a moment & bagged,
and | was ready to go.

We came to the area Hargrimm had told me was krasvn
the Drowned Nations. The ghouls, acting as scautthe dead,
were prowling this area for eventual use by thedd¢ations.

Besides ghouls, the area was infested with morgowaites,
and trocopotocas, large white lizards. In one eactiafter
sloshing through ankle high water, and fighting afpack of
vargouilles, | found a flask on the floor, its gpap loosened. |
turned it upside down, to allow the water to rum. &hich ran,
and ran. The water did not stop coming. This mastehbeen
the magical flask of water the stone face Glyve imadtioned.

Further along, after killing two trocopotocas, Isvable to
reach the body of one of Pharod’s collectors. Hstrhave had
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a rare skill, for besides having penetrated sol fisund the
bronze sphere on his body! | examined it. The snipionze
sphere was about a foot across, but it was sunghsiight, as
if hollow inside. Although its basic appearance wawmal
enough, the sphere somehow managed to offend shefreny
senses. The texture of the sphere, just the ‘fafeit gave me
the impression it was an egg that was just abobititst open —
just touching it made my skin crawl. To make matteorse,
the faint smell of rotten custard emanated fronauigl it made
my eyes water.
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THE TOMB

Nearby was a gate in the wall. As | opened the, gat®ld wind
rushed forth. | began to shiver as | heard the dafra voice
whispering, although | could not make out whatatds In a
second, it was gone and all was silent.... | realited | had
been here before, and | had a strong feeling tlyatampanions
must not follow me in.

The gate led into a long room. | had entered along of
the long sides, and the only exit was on the opposall. |
wandered about the room, my only company a fewsgsmn
the floor, long since rotted away to skeletons.dbe wall was
an inscription, which | read

At last | have you. Never again will you torment,rf@ no
mortal man can escape these walls. Seek the kelysrahrace
death with each that you find. Only then shall hauree.

Apprehensive at what this could mean, | hurrieckiacthe
door | had entered by. It had closed itself andkdodc When |
turned around, | noticed something else. Inlaithim floor was
a symbol of torment, the same which adorned my arm.
Wondering at this, | entered the only other exitirthe room.

I walked forward, seeing ahead a square chambér avit
sarcophagus at its center. As | made to enter Hamber,
suddenly | was elsewhere. | was in a room, with atsn
sarcophagus. However, when | investigated, alluntbin the
sarcophagus was a key. The symbol of torment vesiired on
the floor of this room as well.

The only visible exit from the room led back towatte
same square chamber. As | moved forward, suddestiifted. |
was in the room | had just left. What was | to dowf? As |
thought | had begun to pace, and | stepped on dhaent
symbol. A bolt of lightning struck, and | knew nore.

I awoke from death in the room | had first enterdoen
going into the tomb. Having no better plan, | mdde the
square chamber again. Once again | was transpdrtésl time
to a new room, but it still contained a sarcophagusthe floor
a symbol of torment and a passage to the centgalars,
chamber.
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| had figured out the message in the original chemily
now, and knew these traps must be to prevent argpat from
me learning what this tomb held. After dying twonmdimes, |
was able to finally reach the central chamber.

Around the central sarcophagus were inscriptiomgechon
stone panels. The panels gave slightly under mghtodor
every one | pushed, a click came from the sarcaphaghe
inscriptions interested me greatly, plainly message me. |
started to read.

Fear names. Names have power in identity. Othersuse
names as weapons. Names are a hook that can béoutsadk
you across the planes. Remain nameless, and yduslsafe.

| am the Nameless One.

Nameless one. An appropriate name for myself. The
inscription, all the inscriptions, must have beeritten by an
earlier incarnation. | moved to the next panel.

So they said — You have been divided. You are dne o
many men. You bear many names, and each has déftsttars
on your flesh.

LOST ONE... IMMORTAL ONE... INCARNATION'S END... MAN OF A
THOUSAND DEATHS... THE ONE DOOMED TO LIFE... RESTLESSONE... ONE
OF MANY ... THE ONE WHOM LIFE HOLDS PRISONER.. THE BRINGER OF
SHADOWS... THE WOUNDED ONE... MISERY-BRINGER... YEMETH...

| grow weary.

The carvings on the next panel were crude, althoiigh
almost might have been the same hand which cahesd.t

There is nothing that can be done. Memories ares,gon
perhaps never to return. With every death | loparaof me.

How can one be immortal and still die?

He told me that my mind is weakening with everytde&
asked him how this could be, but he could not ansite was
of no use. | butchered him so that no other ind&navould
ever benefit from his uselessness.

Another panel told me | had an enemy, apparently as
immortal as myself.

I have lost lifetimes because of my Kkiller. | cahdeceive
him, so | must kill him. | tried to throw him ofhé scent. | left
false bodies, tailored in such a way to placate himmamed the
most outer planes, hoping to use distance as klshtauilt this
tomb filled with traps to try and kill the killet.hid.

All | bought was time. The attacks inevitably begigain,
with more fury than before. Deceptions are usel8ssnehow,
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the killer always knows that | live. And no mattehere on the
planes | hide, he finds me... eventually.

The speculations on the next panel before me ngidror
thoughts | had considered.

| suspect that we will continue to die and be rehantil we
finally get our liferight. I do not know what we have to do to
bring that about, though. And therein lies the thatson.

Is it some sort of karmic cycle? As | gather, some
incarnations have committed terrible crimes but éfere have
been a number of incarnations where we have labtwredb
nothing but good. Are these incarnations intendesl a
punishment? | don't know. And that is the only rgath | can
offer in these carvings: | do not know.

At what point does theget separated from tlvee?At what
point am | freed of the shackles of the actionghafse other
incarnations? At what point am | allowed to he,without the
weight of these past lives?

Moving on, the next panel commented on the impaeanf
journals; the walls | was gazing upon representgouenal as
well.

It is extremely important to record your journewgstisat you
might learn from them. The greater need, howeethat the
sources of information you use to uncover this emysheed to
be protected when they are found. If key figures;uinents or
oracles are somehow removed, either by death drudésn,
then you will never know who or what you are or hgau
came to be this way.

The next panel looked like the directions on mykbsiorte
read to me in the Mortuary.

I know you feel like you've been drinking a few kegf
Styx wash, but you need teenter yourself. Among your
possessions issaurnac that'll shed some light on the dark of the
matter.rHaroD can fill you in on the rest of the chant, if hast
in the dead-book already.

Don’t lose the journal or we'll be up the Styx agalnd
whatever you dopo not tell anyonewHo you are OrwHat
happens to you, or they'll put you on a quick filgrge to the
crematorium. Do what | tell youeap the journal, thensno
Pharod.

Don’t trust the skull.

Morte hadn’t read that last line to me. | readlds panel in
the room.



The Tomb 103

What little life there is in the world is drainirayt this hole
in my body. The world can burn, the planes can bjuist give
me life! | will destroy this life so badly, break smash it, and
stain it in blood and feces, so you cannot liveither! Let all
creation burn for | cannot die!

Pushing the panels had unlocked the sarcophagtiseat
center of the room, which contained only another. ké¢aving
gotten four keys from the four sarcophagi | hadoemtered, |
found myself in yet another chamber. A portal ogkireone
corner. Entering it, | appeared outside the tomimadtioned
Morte to one side, to talk to him. He floated oteme.

“What's eating you, chief?”

| asked him to read the inscription on my back agaie
hesitated, but | insisted | wanted to hear alltdhis time. He
rattled off the same shortened version as in thetldoy. |
asked him to continue.

“Go on. What does it say after that?”

“What are you talking about, chief? There isn’'t angre.”

“What about, ‘Don't trust the skull?’”

“Oh... that hit at the end? Well, | figured it was wash, so |
didn't read that line out loud.”

“Oh, really? And what do you think it means? Do ybink
it refers toyou?

“I doubt it. | mean, you can truste,right, chief?”

“Are you lying to me, Morte?”

“No! C'mon, what's your problem, chief? | haventesred
you wrong yet.”

“Yet.| don't like the fact you didn’t read me that ljnend
I'd like to know whatelse you've neglected to mention since
we've been traveling together.” Morte still main&d his usual,
casual manner.

“Nothing! I've told you everything... well, aLMosT
everything, but nothing, you knowangerous.

“If there’s anvTHiING else, | suggest you tell me now.”

“Chief, seriously, there’'s nothing else. | wouldhold out
on you.”

That was the last | could get him to say on thetenat was
sure he was lying, but | wasn't sure why.
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PHAROD

We retraced our path, headed back to the Buriddgél On the
way | stopped to talk to Glyve. The water from #rechanted
flask we had found dissipated the dirty taint titerdwater had
left, and it succeeded in freeing Glyve from hignst prison.
Before he faded entirely, he told me to seek oubman called
Nemelle in Sigil's Clerk’'s Ward for the command wareeded
to unlock all of the flask’s powers.

Back at the Buried Village | decided to rest foe thight,
seeing Pharod only when fresh the following morni@ne
more night waiting for his precious sphere wouldmirt him
after all this time.

The next day we entered his hall.

“Ah, corpse...” Pharod turned as | approached, higcbr
clacking on the cobbles of the Court. He licked his lips and
smiled expectantly. “Have you brought me what leasfor?”

“The bronze sphere? Here it is.” Pharod’s eyesngéehas |
handed him the bronze sphere — he touched it dingdmost
reverently.

“You...” He chuckled. “Ah, corpse, such a gamble you
were, and paid off handsomely, you have...” Pharadist his
reflection in the sphere antsked. ‘The years have been cruel to
me, | see...”

“I did what you asked, Pharod. Now | want some arsw
Pharod didn’'t even look at me as | spoke... his &tenwas
swallowed by the sphere he held.

“Yes, yes, ask your questions...” Pharod turned fiteese
in his hands. “Very important, your questions...”

“What do you know about me? Why was | told to sgek
out?” Pharod studied me with a critical eye.

“Stay your weapons for what I'm about to say, cerper it
could be your ears'll take offense...” Pharod smilédkedly.
“My ears no longer care, but yours are still frefsin the
burning, it seems.” | did not care about Pharodly ahe
information he held.

“You have my word that I'll stay my hand, Pharodit B
need to know what you know.”
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“The truth...” Pharod’s tone softened, as if cajolififhe
truth was stretched a bit from my mind to my tongueen we
first spoke, corpse — in all terrible honesty, blnlittle about
you.” He raised a withered finger. “Yet, hear met.ol |
impatiently motioned him to go ahead.

“You're a cutter who plays at being dead, as |"sBbarod
squinted at me. “Some time ago, you came to me,\ldu are
now, but not, just strolled right into Ill-Wind Cdwand said you
wanted an ‘audience’ with me.” After pausing a mainee
continued. “Aye, an ‘audience.” “ Pharod chucklelike
whispering sand. “Like | was royalty...” He seemeduaed,
but there was an edge in his voice. “You knew fightrthings
to say, you did, oh yes. You spoke the chant likusner, born
and true. And | listened.”

“But you were royalty... at least a man of positiamce,
were you not?” | interjected.

“Once.” Pharod hissed Once. Titles, only wordsnotHinG
in the end...” He lapsed into silence, thisked. ‘Knew that,
too, my history, | think you did...” Pharod gave ackdow,
his crutch creaking as he leaned against it. “ ‘Biarod, great
Collector King,’ you said. ‘I have come before ymurequest a
boon.” ‘A boon?’' | said. ‘What could | offer a maof such
obvious strength?’ “ Pharod wagged his crookedefing

“And you asked for a strange thing: You says, ‘Lord
Pharod, | ask focourtesy.Your Collectors roam throughout the
Hive. If they should find my body, | want it kepife. That is all
| ask.” “ Pharod shrugged. “A simple boon.”

| suddenly feel a prickling in my skull as Pharqubke the
word ‘boon’ and the smell of blood and fear rustie@dugh my
nostrils... Pharod was hiding something, somethingt th
happened in the past, involving me — and it scdmied The
boon he granted me was no simple matter.

“So you granted my boon just like that? There’'shimgg to
be gained from it, for you. Why did you even agteelo it?”
Pharod fell silent for a moment.

“A dead man can keep no promises, and promisesiead
man are easy enough to make, corpse.” | couldhelwas
prevaricating.

“You're a merchant, Pharod, not a Samaritan. Theust
have been another reason...”

“Aye...” Pharod’s face suddenly peeled back in funjs
skin flushing red. “After you'd strung up a scofeny blood on
the Hive walls t'oi, | hadenoughreason to promise you the
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pLanEs themselves. Then your butchering self comes teiony,
my kip, t0 bemanp a ‘boon’ of me...” Pharod calmed himself,
though his face was still flushed. “Aye, | agreed...”

| tried to tell myself that this other incarnatioms another
person, no relation to me at all. But | still fslhame at this
other’s actions.

“I'm sorry about your people, Pharod, for what ‘that
worth.” Pharodsked.

“No matter, them bodies served me well enough. The
Dusties pay the same for fresh deaders as for old...”

“Was that the only reason you agreed to my reqliest?

“You knew things about me... things only | knew. You
knew | was greedy for somethin’ beneath Sigil, od put a
name and picture to it: the bronze sphere, you. dadidn’t
think you would fetch it for me...” He chuckled. “Ydid you?
Aye. The Planes turn in strange ways...”

“And that'sall you know?”

“All 1 know? Nay... but it's all | know about you, cpse.”
Pharod replied.

“Fine. Next question... what did you take off my baafter
| died?”

“I?" Pharod licked his lips. “Why] took nothing, corpse.”
His face split in a grin. “Then, | wasn't the ormat found your
body...”

“Who did?” Pharod’s smile widened, pulling the pafstids
of flesh back from his face like a curtain.

“My daughter, the rose of my eye, the sweetest gf m
family, and the sharpest wit of them all...” He lickbis dry
lips and sighed in mock sadness. “Such a cruel usngn
her...”

“Your daughteraVho?”

“My darlin’ girl, Annah. She found you, dead as deacan
be, in a place where most Collectors wouldn't go &
mountainof coppers. Could be she plucked something off you,
could be not...?" He leaned in, shaking his head.u'lY¥dave
t'ask her, for it's not her Da’s place to say.” st#l was taking
me for a fool.

“Don't lie to me, Pharod. You're a merchant, anduyo
always take a cut from your workers. What did Angale you
from my body?”

“Ah... yes... my tribute...” Pharod folded his withered
hands over his crutch, almost protectively. “Therabd telling
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what was fromyou or not, corpse. Most like, there was
nothing.” I had had it with his skirting of the thu

“Pharod, my patience is at an end. If you don'tchaner
what was stolen from me, | will see to it the Dustrknow
where to find you.”

Pharod was silent for a moment. He tapped his finge
against his crutch... slowly. | waited, glaring athi

“Where has the decency of man gone...” Pharod grumble
shaking his head. “A courtesy | am doing for yoarpse...
such a courtesy. Phargmhrting with anything... it'd be the
dead-book for me if anyone heard... wait here, matearyard.
I shall return.”

After a long while, Pharod returned, his crutclacking
against the flagstones. In his hands, he held seuf items,
which he passed off to me.

“You will be silent on this and accept thielessingthat |
even remembered...”

Absently, | catalogued what he had given to meloud.
“A few hundred coppers, a scrap of paper, bandagesa ring?
Very well... it was Annah who found me? Where is $he?

“Where’s Annah?” Pharod shrugged. “She’s hidingthe
shadows here, | expect, listening to us trade tatc | called
for her after you went below... had to ask her if yeerereally
in the dead book when she found you or not...” Hecklad
dryly, then took a deep breath and called out & dhrkness.
“Annah! Stop mithering in those shadows and coneetgour
guest!”

| turned to see a striking red-haired girl dressetkather
armor... | hadn’t even heard her enter the chamber. right
arm was covered with a series of interlocking gdtat looked
as if they were taken from the skin of some cregtand a
horned shoulder piece protected her left arm. Oddiyugh, she
had a tail... that was flicking back and forth as dtehed. |
instantly recognized the tiefling girl.

“You're Annah? | met you in the Hive — outside the
Mortuary, correct?” The girl ignored me and turtedPharod.

“What's this about, then? I'm not playing the leasii with
this scarred dog, so I'm not. Get one of your othdlies to do
it.”

“Annah, rose of my eye — have | not taught youdspect
the dead?” A thin smile wormed across Pharod’s,face he
made a slight bow towards me. “This resourcefupserneeds
to know where you found him.”
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“Eh? What are yeh on about?” She squinted at mge’s
not a deader.”

“Ah! Yes, my mistake...” Pharod nodded, then his eoic
dropped dangerously. “Yet, my darlin’ Annah, thigt mnakes it
your mistake... for this one only had one foot in thecddbaok
when you brought him to me.” He tapped his crutghirmst the
flagstones with a light tap. “He woke up, sought oné —most
embarrassing.”

“So?” Annah glanced at me, then shrugged. “He shdul
be playing deader on the Hive while I'm about, @il vake up
in a Dustie’s arms, he will.” | was still angry Bharod, and
took some of it out on the girl.

“Maybe you could havereckep to see if | was alive before
dumping me off there.”

“Oh, aye, and maybe+ should have been more careful an’
maybe yeh wouldn’t have been lying face-down nhetstill on
the alley cobbles like a deader, aye?!” | calmddtarealizing
the unreasonableness of my complaint.

“Enough of this — where did you find my body?”

“Show him where you found his body, Annah.” Pharod
tapped his crutch again for emphasis. “Take hirthéohaunted
alley.” Pharod studied Annah for a moment, themrggd and
turned to me. “If yeh happen to lose my darlin’ Ahnon the
way to the alley, corpse, you come back and seeoBhdlll
guide you...”

“Tchhhh...” Annah sneered at Pharod, then threw agga
at me. “C’'mon, then. And keep yer steps quick, jige little
time tae waste on the likes of yeh.” | indicatedtth wasn't
ready yet, there were still a few things | wantednivestigate
here. Annah would have none of it.

“Oh, aye? Well, then, yeh can sniff out yer grave yer
own, eejit! I'm not wai—"

“Annah...” Pharod’s voice was quiet, but it cut thgbuthe
girl's speech like a knife. “Be his minder. Seettha comes to
no harm while in the village. Then guide him to whée
wishes to go.” Annah spat on the ground.

“Pox on yeh both...” However, she came with us ddgile
enough as we left the hall, where she stopped me.

“I got some things to say taH, | do.” | told her to go on.

“I seen the way yeh act, an’ yeh need to be toidesthings
if we're going to be travelin’ together... first — do go
flapping yer bone-box and locking eyes with evesoreh
meet. That's a sure street to trouble, it is. Aon'dl be takin’ no
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one’s name in vain or yeh'll be attracting the wasrt of
attention, and right quick, too.”

“An’ one last thing. Don'’t be thinkin’ yeh can tteae like
a cobblestone, neither — yeh start doin’ that, ldintake these
blades an’ carve yeh, | will.” | asked her abow tilades she
carried.

“Me blades? Aye, these dags are mine. | like thmsgch
dags, | do — yeh can keep yer axes n’ hammers utiscl—
these dags are more me style. Yeh jest behavelfyenseyeh
won't be wearing ‘em, aye?”

There were several items | wanted to check in tive H
before | went with Annah to where she had found We. left
the Buried Village, heading back to Ragpicker's &gu Before
we reached the square, | remembered the items dPhead
given me, especially the note. | pulled out theepahd read it.

- Beware SHADows

- Beware places where the night LIVEs.

- They wait

- There is no Natural Darknesss

- Only ShabOWS

| wondered what it could mean.

* k%

Pharod stood and fingered his prize, the bronzersplthe
item that would save him from his fate. He had celgrnoticed
when the others left, so intent was he on his flkdnotion! He
shook his head, it must only be a rat.

He returned to study of the sphere. After all thgsars, he
finally had it. It would take study, but he wastear he could
unlock whatever secret the sphere held, the sdcaétwould
protect him. Wait, someone was near him. But he Ieard
nothing. It must be Annah. He would flay her hidesobeying
him...

He froze, noticing what was actually nearby. It wasf the
darkness hiding in the corners of his hall had #dwtaken
shape as a dozen humanoid shadows surroundingeiroould
not even make a sound as they closed in, clawsngnand he
died.
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We left the Buried Village, traversing the Hive enagain. As
we walked Annah made a comment to me.

“Wal, | grew up here. Not a pleasant childhood, anyeh.”

| told her we were heading for the Mortuary, artchler take
the lead. | watched her tall; its twitching was asthypnotic.
And the swaying of her hips led my thoughts to ptreas...

She glanced back, and noticing my interest, stdtédh
like my wee tail? I'll wag it at ya.”

She had managed to make me feel foolish, againrriehl
forward, taking the lead without comment.

As we passed near the Hive market, | greeted IralisN
still searching out nails from the timbers surraagdher. She
straightened up and put her hands on her hips.

“Back again, eh? What need ye this —" She suddenly
noticed Annah beside me. “Well, cutter... who's yeswn
friend?”

“Her name’s Annah.”

“I can speak for meself, yeh know! I'm Annah, ag'# any
business of yers.” Annah crossed her arms witimah.Nalls
only smiled and turned her good eye back to memiles in
return, and took my leave.

| briefly looked at the stock of another merchavttjch was
tableware. As | began to move off, she tried torgetto stay.

“Oh, sir, but wait!” She put her hand on my foreatner
touch was light as a feather. “Are yesurethere’s nothing you
need? Surely something for your own home, or a.difAnnah
spoke up.

“Aye, he’s sure; didn’t yeh hear the man?” Annalebher
eyes. “Fer the love o’ the Powers, why don't yey yerself off
the sod fer a hit? Yeh're embarrasin’ yerself, yab.” The
merchant turned up her cute, button nose.

“Hmph! Are you so jealous that you'd rob a poor chant
of her sale? The good sir is a customer, o Planefied, not
some piece of meat to be owned or fought over.’h\igat, she
nodded at me. Annah looked horrified, then furious.

“Jealous?!Bar that! Watch yer tongue, woman, or I'll split
it from yer bone-box an’ bury it an’ yer corpse @pposite ends
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o’ Sigil, I willl” The merchant, clearly frightenedtepped back
a ways. “And yeh!” she turned to me, eyes flashirith rage,

and made a disgusted sneer. “Navad! Don't go gettin’ any
ideas from this addle-coved chit’s blatherin', ehyl be good
an’ sorry!”

I quickly moved away before Annah had any reason to
make good on her threat to the merchant. | had Hemy
considering Annah’s effect on me. | hadn’t consédemy effect
on her.

We reached the Mortuary, and entered with the extiiat
we needed to speak to Dhall. What | really wantedid was
use my new ability to reach the spirit that oncbalrited a
corpse, and see if there were any of the walkingddeho
remembered anything about me. | might even encouate
previous companion who had gotten penned into ¢ael dook.
Unfortunately, most of the walking dead were so tieir
spirits were beyond my reach, while the recent deah the
Hive could be expected to know no more than thiadiv had
questioned in the streets.

I found something of interest when | approached aem
corpse with the number “331” chiseled into his EkHis eyes
and lips were stitched closed, and there was angdmile torn
in his throat. He smelletbul. | used the ‘Stories Bones Tell’
ability on the corpse.

“Wh-wh...” The zombie was awkwardly getting his voice
back, and he sounded alarmed. “Who’s there?! Ansnet

“Can you not see me?” | asked.

“Blind | am, in death as | was in life... now answee.
Who are you?”

“Who are you?” | repeated the question back to him.

“l...” The zombie became silent. “...my name... has fled
me. ... can no longer remember who | am.”

| turned away in frustration, only to surprise aHKoof
concern on Dak'kon’s face. He quickly resumed Hipassive
expression as | glanced at Morte, but | could detething
unusual about the skull. Still, I had my suspicijarsd devised a
plan to test them.

| headed back to Fell's Tattoo Parlor, only thisdil took
my companions with me when | entered. Inside, Annah
stiffened when she caught sight of Fell.

“We'll draw the Lady’'s gaze if we stay here, wel¥il
asked her what was wrong...
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“Are yeh daft?!” Annah turned to me... and | suddenly
realized she waBightened. “Are yeh so pig-eager to dance in
the Lady's shadow yeh'll bandy words with this dnkeét's
give this place the laugh before we get pennedhé dead-
book!” | was surprised to see her usual canny rediince so
suddenly pierced, and asked again what was wrong.

“It's Fell.” Annah threw a fearful glance at Fell. “Let’s be
away, aye? No good'll come of being here, so it'thfon

“He’s a dabus who's not a dabus, aye? He walkshen t
ground...” Annah’s voice dropped to a whisper, ane started
trembling. “No more questions, let's give this @ate laugh,
aye?” When | didn’'t immediately move towards thedashe
continued, “Fell's a dabus who angere@r. It's said he's a
dabus who isn’t a dabus, and the time’s close wheriLady’'s
gaze'll fall on him, so it will.”

“You mean the Lady of Pain?” | realized what wag th
source of her fear.

“Aye... and heed yer tongue.” Annah made a semicirtle
the air in front of her as | mentioned the Ladyame. “The
dabus work for the Lady, an’ she protects them..ptdeell.”
She shuddered. “Let’s be away, aye?”

It was important | speak to Fell; | couldn’t stopsj for
Annah. | told her | just needed a few moments lottaFell.

Annah grabbed my arm. “Please, nay, nay! No goodfihe
of it — anyone speakin’ ta Fell could draw the Ladgaze. |
donnae want t'die, | don’t!”” To my surprise, Anrlabked close
to tears.

| hesitated, wanting to hold her, but afraid | wbue
rebuffed. | settled for trying to comfort her usiwgrds.

“Annah, no harm will come to you while I'm here — |
promise. | just want to speak to him for a momeridr a
minute, Annah just looked at me. Then, somethingijngaze
seemed to calm her, for she steeled herself.

“I donnae why I...” She shook her head. “Go on, thaik
ta him! | donnae care!” There was an undercurréfear in her
voice.

| pretended that the last time | was here | couddely
understand Fell, and asked Dak'kon to translatenfar| asked
Dak'’kon to ask Fell if he had done the tattoos be t
dismembered arm | had found.

Fell repeated what he had said before, that ot@otapoke
of a time when my path was shared by four othek'kon,
rather than translaking, remained silent. When é&sped
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Dak’kon, all he would say was that Fell said tha aras mine,
the tattoos his.

I pressed Dak'kon, asking if he had said anythilsg.e
Dak'kon was silent for a moment... and suddenlyjnostvely,
| knew Dak'kon wadying to me. He continued on with a dead-
level tone.

“The rest of the symbols are natownto me.”

For Dak'kon to lie to me hurt. | had thought | vggetting to
know something of him, of the honorable ways of githzerai;
more, | had trusted him. | saw this as a betragall asked,
bluntly, why he was lying to me. Dak'kon fell sitemgain; he
did not turn to look at me — he seemed to be gadh
something leagues away.

“The symbols... there is no good kmowingthe answer to
what you ask.”

“Since when hasiot knowing the truth of something ever
really helped anyone, Dak'kon? The counselor whoncits
ignorance betrays his station.”

“There is truth in your words. That truth... shouleldkmown
to me.” Dak'kon was silent for a moment, then heed to me,
his eyes hardened. “The symbols speak of four yaueh
traveled with in the past.”

The symbols swirling about Fell formed a pattehadl seen
before, describing the four who had travelled with. Dak'kon,
however, continued without looking at Fell.

“The tattoo speaks of four minds. One was a womadrg
loved a man wh&newher andknewnot love. The other was a
blind man, who saw things no mortal eye could ge®ther
was a familiar, a mage’s pet, bought and bound. fedlast
was a slave.”

“Why did you not want to tell me this?”

“The four are bound with a symbol thatkisownto me.” A
symbol of torment had appeared above Fell, whictk'koa
elaborated on, “The symbol is torment. He says yoat have
always worn it, for the flesknowsthat it suffers, even when the
mind does not.”

Dak'kon refused to say any more about the fougaat not
in front of those | hadn’t chosen as companions.

| consulted with Fell to purchase some tattoos, Autah
was still very nervous, her eyes darting abouf egpecting the
Lady to break through a wall at any moment, so t my
bargaining short.
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DAK’KON, PART I

| headed back to the Mortuary, stopping to enteraaisoleum
near there that appeared to have had no mournersther
visitors beyond rats, for ages. When we enteretliried to
Dak'kon, to continue the discussion we had staimeérell’'s
Tattoo Parlor.

“When Fell was describing the tattoo on my arm, gaid
you knew the symbols, they spoke of four who tregiekith me
in the past. What can you tell me of the four?”

“The woman was young. She worshipped time, for én h
blood, sheknewof things to come. The archer was a blind man,
and he could see things that no other one couldT$eepath of
his arrows always led to the heart of an enemy.fatmgliar and
the slave knowlittle of.”

“See things to come? The woman’s name wasn’'t Deiana
was it?”

“Knowthat Deionarra was the name she carried.”

“What do you know of the archer?”

“I know little of him. | knowhe was a soldier. knowthat
alcohol had taken a portion of his life. In blindee he had
come toknowa different sight. Irknowingthis, he had become
strong. Yet he did ndnowhis own strength.”

| asked Dak'kon what his name was, but before Dak'k
could respond, | suddenlknew the answer. There was a
crawling sensation in the back of my skull, an&lt the name
surfacing, as if from beneath a great muddy ocean.

| said, softly to myself, “His hame wa&chariah.. he was
blind, but in blindness, he had gained a secontt sibat
allowed him to see things hidden to others. He amsrcher,
and where his arrows flew, they found the heartsthafir
targets.” Dak'kon, meanwhile, replied to my questio

“Know that Xachariah was the name he carried. kndw
that his name pierced the heart of many enemies.”

“Do you know why | was travelling with these four?”

“The tattoo speaks nothing of their path, only gyenbol
that bound themkKnow that the path may have beknownto
only you.”
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| thought back to the two of the four he had nontimmed,
the familiar and the slave. | guessed Morte mughbdamiliar.

“And which of them was you, Dak'’kon? Were you the
slave?” Dak'kon was silent for a moment, and thréase of his
blade swam, as if in turmoil.

“Know that this one owed you a service. In owing this to
you, it became as slavery.”

“How did this come to be?”

“Know the tale is long. The matter is between me and the
other that was once yonowthat if you hear itknowit shall
be a long tale.”

“Upon the rolling Plane of Limbo, the People shajiees
from the chaos with their thoughténowthat there is no place
for a divided mind.” Dak'kon raised the blade frbia shoulder
and held it before him. As he stared at itsharpeneduntil it
was almost as thin as a piece of paper.

“A divided mind is an unfocused mind. A divided min
fractures walls and weakens stone.” As Dak'kon spdke
edges of the blade corroded slightly, the metaltingisand
melting along the edges. “Many divided minds nugstroya
city.”

“Long have Iknownthe words of Zerthimon. Through my
voice, many have come tmowthe words of Zerthimon. The
zerth protect the community from all threats, whetherthe
body or the mind. They are the guiding stones éndaos. So it
came to pass that | spoke the words of Zerthimothowt
knowing the words of Zerthimon. It came to pass that | no
longerknewmyself.”

“So... you doubted the words?”

“No.” Dak'kon’s voice was edged, and his bladarpened
in response. “knewthe words. Yet it came into my heart that
perhaps others did nkhowthe words as Zerthimoknewthem.
And so division formed. As my mind became as twe,nay
mind became divided, those that looked to me aslidirgy
stone became divided. Many scores of githzerai ynhamdreds
of scores of githzerai... doubted. Shra'kt'lor dieakt day.”

“The enemies of Zerthimon camiénowthat their hatred of
his words and the People lent their blades strengtbw that
they sensed the weakened city, and they broughttiarthem.
Many githzerai drowned in the chaos and beneattblédes of
our enemies.” Small beads of metal appeared omsulface of
the blade, as if it was blisteringKtow this happened long
ago.”
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“As | fell from the walls of Shra'kt'lorknowthat my self
was broken. My blade was mist, my mind divided.adsvadrift
upon Limbo’s seas, and | wished to drown. | dieddays, my
mind awash in division, when death finally camen®. It wore
your skin, and it had your voice.”

“Me?” | asked, wondering how | had been there.

Dak'kon replied, “You asked that | hear you.”

As Dak'kon said the words, my vision bled outwasats] a
crawling sensation began to worm its way up throtighback
of my skull... | felt nauseous for a moment, and rigion was
suddenly as chaos, smeared, twisted, and | waspsaceeelse,
someplace in thpast.. | surrendered to the memory.

Everything around me was in turmoil — my vision was
hazy, swirling, dizzying, all aince... there was mist, pockets of
fire, islands of mud, stone, and ice-covered rosk&mming
through the Plane like fish, impacting and dissadyidroplets
of water arcing through the howling air, and laghmy skin
like teeth — I choked back my nausea, and | steladigself;
this was the Plane oEimbo, all was chaos, nothing was
stable... | focused on the dying man that lay befoee It was
why | had come to this place.

| examined theerth,saw if he still lived. The ‘man’ was a
githzerai, his body embedded in an earthen potiatdwirled
around him — unconsciously, he had formed a graven fthe
elements, and though bits of fire and water lickedis face, he
did not respond. His hands were ashen, his coakbéyes
focusing on nothing — his emaciated frame spokstarfvation,
but | knew it was the least of his wounds. It waithf that dealt
him the mortal blow.

| looked for the blade he carried. In his limp leénd was a
twisted mass of metal, its surface having melteolad his
hand like a gauntlet. As | watched, it steamed lzinded, like a
diseased snake. The githzerai did not seem to leea®f it...
but it was that weapon that had brought me here.

“Dak’kon, zerthof Shra'kt'lor-Drowning, last wielder of the
karachblade, know that | have come to you with the wartls
Zerthimon, carved not in chaos, but in stone, chiwethe will
in an Unbroken Circle.”

At the word ‘Zerthimon,” Dak'kon’s eyes rolled imetr
sockets, and they attempted to focus upon me. fftirt, he
cracked his mouth to speak, but only a dry hissrgetk |
brought forth the stone from my pack and held foteehim so
he could see.
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“Know that the words of Zerthimon inscribed uporisth
stone are true, and know that your divided mindirteeedivided
no longer. All you must do is take the stone and sballknow
yourself again.”

Dak'kon’s eyes flickered over the Unbroken Circle o
Zerthimon, and for a moment, | thought he mightdmeclose to
death to recognize it. Then the right hand twitchadd he
pulled it slowly from its earthen prison, the clusnpf earth
streaming off it becoming water in Limbo’s chaotinds. His
skeletal hands clutched the stone, like a drowniag, and his
eyes flashed.

“Know that | have saved your life, Dak'komzerth of
Shra'kt'lor.”

Dak'kon’s eyes turned from the stone and flickereer me,
and he hissed again, too dry for a moment to mulseewords.
He blinked, slowly, then spoke, his voice barelyowb a
whisper, but the words were what | wanted to hear.

“My... life is yours... until yours is no more...” | clesl my
eyes, and returned to the present.

“So you got the Circle from me?”

“Yes. Inknowingits words, Iknewmyself.”

“Tell me about that other ‘me’... the incarnation yamew.
What was he like?”

Dak'kon'’s gaze travelled through me, and he fédhsi

“Dak’kon? “ | prompted.

“Knowthat he was differenKnowthat the differences were
not marked on the skin, nor in the Way of the wegpwr in
the attire that cloaked hinknow that he was different in the
way of thought and the means he acted upon higytiisuHis
wiLL became substandénowthat he saw others and didr see
them. Heknewonly how they could serve him. His heart was
treacherous, and it was cold, and never did itslreds burn
him.”

“Did it ever touch you, Dak'kon? Did he betray ybu?
Dak'kon’s blade began bleeding into a dull, flaadi, and |
watched as edges, like teeth, began sprouting fhemedge of
the blade. His face clenched, and he spoke thrhigyteeth.

“It is not mywill youknowof this.”

“Tell me, Dak'kon. Did he evéretrayyou?”

“I surrendered myvorp to him. | surrendered maecr.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The People do not allow themselves to be enslaeed
another in deed or chains. If we find ourselvestioh a cage,
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we act to free ourselves, even if it means we must endure
another cage for a time. You performed a greaticefor me.

In so doing, you enslaved me. | acted to free nfiyEglowthat

I surrendered my word and my self &ot in your name until
your death.” | felt a sense of horror.

“But... | can’t die.”

“That was notknownto this one. | surrendered myord to
him. | surrendered mgelf. Knowthat there is now nothing left
that | may surrender except my littnownow that | follow you
only so | might die.” Now | knew why he had beenrsluctant
to speak of this. | felt compassion for the torneeinbne in front
of me, searched for some way to ease his pain.

“Dak’kon, it doesn’t have to be that way... | caneesle
you. | no longer wish you to be a slave — consither debt
paid.”

“No...” Dak'kon’s forehead creased in pain, and hisse
stared through me. “It is not your word that carribe weight,
and your word will not free me. The word that clzaime is
mine. The torment is mine.knowin my heart that the chains
remain. Words will not free them.”

“Is there any way you can be freed?”

“You must die a final death. Yet your path is neath’s
path. There imo resolution to this matter.” | couldn’t accept
that.

“l swear | will find one, Dak'kon. | will find on¢hat sets
you free.” Dak'kon’s voice became ragged, as if heal
suddenly become sick.

“Know you have added other words to my words.” His
expression was pained, and his gaze met mine. “}awhave
chained us both.”

| was sorry to have caused him more pain, butllregant
to find a way to set him free.
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XACHARIAH, PART II

| left the mausoleum, and re-entered the Mortusegking out
the blind zombie again. | used my ‘Stories Bonel' aaility,
and asked if he was Xachariah.

“Wha... you!” The zombie seemed shocked, but gladdene
“By the Lady's Gaze...” His tone took on a sense ohder.
“Aren’t you dead,cutter?” | asked who he really was.

“So, it's hard to peel away this filthy shroudskin see ol’
Xachariah the Fool beneath? It is |, cutter. Bldsbe the
Powers, | thought never to see you again... but yochanged
too, as far as my ears can tell... have you beenngagoor
choices again?” Xachariah wheezed from his thrade.H'Be
you dead, too?”

“It's a long tale... but no, I'm not dead.”

“Well, cutter, | suppose being dead’s not somethimg
would doubt, though how can you talk to me? Youceads as
clear as a knife...”

“What are your doing here?”

“I am a stable hand in the most lifeless place IbfBe it
that | could pass beyond the Eternal Boundary awe la Plane
to call my home, but much of my soul was squandexed now
I am here.”

“What's it like being a zombie?”

“It's honest work...” The stitching came undone from
Xachariah’s mouth and the flesh around his lipdgzeback in
a smile. “...1 care little for it.”

“What led you to this state?”

His voice dropped, as if ashamed. “It's a hard path
following in your footsteps, cutter, and many teleithings did
| see. | took to drink, and became half-sodden vl stuff.
Once, when | was sodding drunk, | signed my bodytathe
Dusties. Fate decided ta kick me when | was dowd, ladied
shortly afterward.”

“What can you tell me about my previous life?”

“Why? Have you forgotten yourself?”

“In a manner of speaking... yes.”

“Well... you were a strange one, always suspicioud an
watching for something... reckon somebody like youd lgat
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enough enemies in yer lifetimes. And there was emyihg that
anybody who messed with you ended up in the blaclpters
of the dead book.”

“Anything else? Any specifics...”

“You could be damnably ruthless, too... like when you
made me sign that contract, or abandoned that ending chit
on Avernus. We had a Balor of a time, as well. Nohas ever
even entertained the notion to jump ship on youckjason.”

“At your core, you looked at what happened to yike |
taking territory in a war; everything was like dtleto you, and
you were the most ruthless bastard | ever near Natght else
mattered except for solving that goal. Poor Deimmavith her
sobbing and pleading with you didn't sway you nothe, gith
warning you about your strategies, and poor Xaehajust
trying to hold on when we hit the Planes. You weenegh like
you couldn’t die, but we were only human. Now | ggieve’re
all in the dead book... or in and out of it, so tea”

“You left something when you left us, cutter... yoeftl
Dak'kon without a master, and the skull withoutiarfd. Me?
You stabbed something so deep inside me, it neaecout
when | was alive. Caused my blood to run coldidt that thing
sitting like a lump of lead in my chest.” | askeiinhto tell me
about Deionarra.

“That feisty chit-who-would-be-a-soldier swore she'
follow you to Baator and back, and by the Powehg, was so
addled by the thought of you without her she dit that. Cared
little for me or the gith, and a bare little it waShe was wild
with heart poison for you, she was, proof she vasly. | don’t
understand what the womenfolk saw in yer scarred, rhut it
set their blood a-boil. She was some rich scut ftbenClerk’s
Ward, and you needed something from her, and the pite
was that she came with you.”

“What did | want from her?”

“One of the darks | never did bring to light, cuttBerhaps
you tell me?”

“What can you tell me of the gith?” After the dission |
just had with Dak'kon, | didn't fear that anythikgchariah said
would hurt him further.

“Grim-lookin’ gith... unfriendly and silent, like altheir
kind. Didn't trust that gith a lick, | didn't. Seeutter, them
spindly giths care only about two things: keeping af slavery
and killing them squid-headed illithids. Everythietse is just
lower down the slope, and he didn't give a damnualamy of
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us other than you.” | also asked about Morte, egtrd in his
perspective to see if he shared my suspicions.

“That filthy-talking skull was hankering for a baimg, so it
was! Always smarting off, it was, and making fun wiy
condition!”

“You... you were a... blind archer?”

“That | was. You truly have forgotten, haven't yoAH
men see with more than their eyes, cutter... sontkeevh better
than others. | sensed the hearts of my foegour foes — and
my arrows always struck true. Ah, those were sames...”

“Do you know what happened to my journal?”

“That scrapbook that you'd stitched together oyéaown
flesh and had more pages than | had years in ra9!liGood
fortune indeed if you've lost that ghoulish booklwAys
scribbling in it, you were, and it smelled a frightwas like you
were afraid that at any moment someone would takevay...
you wrote in it ‘til skin tore from your fingers dnl wondered if
you were trying to spill out your brain box througbur pen.
Sometimes we would hold up for days while you wroteated
that infernal book. It seemed to hold you by tharheand not in
a kind way. The last | saw of it, cutter, it was your
possession. If you don't carry it, | don’t know wheon the
Planes it could be.” Before | left, Xachariah askeda favor.
His voice dropped, as if ashamed.

“l made some mistakes, some damned bad ones taree s
and one of my biggest was signing that Dustmanraontlf |
hadn’'t been so sodden with bub, | never woulda dioneegret
it, and | was hoping you could set it aright.”

“Way | reckon, this body's gonna last a long timeand
every day’s too long to me. Couldja maybe gut mairgg
cutter... for old time’'s sake? The thought of spegdamother
batch of years here in the Mortuary with these efhaites is a
mighty cold one. Can you see fit to put me backhie Dead
Book where | belong?”

“If that is your wish...” | gutted him, and Xacharidéll to
the floor with a heavy thud. There was a faint Higsn the
body, and | saw the chest heave once, then withird fattle,
the corpse went silent.

“Rest in peace, Xachariah.”
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ANNAH, PART |

We headed back to the Buried Village. | wantedet®i§ | could
convince Pharod to remember anything else abougtlfnyand
we could rest the night there.

Once more we entered Pharod’s hall. At the far eed
found Pharod, lying on the floor, dead, worth nomlyoa few
coppers to a Dustman.

“Da! What happened? Whdid this to yeh?!” Annah cried
out upon seeing the body.

| took her aside, and asked her, “Annah, do yourkhow
Pharod died?”

“l...” She shook her head. ‘tlonnae.No one with half-a-
mind would — Pharod got a long shadow, he does. &ehs
him, an’ yeh end up getting th’ stick, yeh will.”

“You don’t have to accompany me anymore, Annalyolf
need to stay with the Buried Village, | —"

“Nay...” Annah interrupted me. “| don't need tae bethe
Village — an’ | was wonderin’ what I'd do if Phargdt penned
in the dead-book, | was.” She snorted. “Oh, wed{stprobably
mounting someone’s wall in the hells, he is.”

“But... he's your father. Don't y—"

“Not mereal Da, he wasn't.” Her eyes took on a hard look.
“He was greedy, an’ he was stupid, an’ he wassdelfan’ he
was weak.” She frowned. “An’ now ‘ee’s dead. Andtth all.”
| asked about something else that had puzzled me.

“Annah, when Pharod went to return the tribute bekt
from my body, he vanished for a while, then camekba but
he never left Ill-Wind Court. Do you know where Wwent?”

“Oh, aye — tae hear tell, ol stutter-crutch had gostash
pit somewhere close tae him. It's the only reasoan see why
he'd set up kip in that filthy, drafty hall, it islothing but stink
and shadows.”

“Really? And that's where he puts the tribute hesgeBut
where would he keep it all? If he’s been at thdagié for as
long as he says, he would have amassed quiteexitofi.”

“Well...” Annah was silent for a moment. “I know he’s
never left his hall to get his tribute when he rezkd.”
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“He wouldn’t want to walk far with that lame leg bfs,
though.”

“Aye, that's true — but only if yeh don’t watch higareful.
He isn’t lame, though he puts on a fair show altmin’ weak
in the leg.”

“So why does he carry that crutch?”

“I donnae.” She nodded at me. “Yeh might as wetl ahy
yeh have bones running around your waist, yeh do.”

“So that crutch of his... could be a portal key?” Ahn
frowned in thought for a moment, then slowly nodtied head.

“Aye... there’s a thought.” She shrugged. “I wouldkrtow
how yeh'd use it, though. Maybe yeh just needtaeit.”

Pharod was dead, but there might be information
concerning me in his stash. | went to Pharod'’s bétystill had
the bronze sphere, which | took. | also grabbedchisch, and
began walking about the hall.

In one corner the crutch triggered a portal. Weseds
through, into Pharod'’s vault.

| was staggered by what we saw. The vault was hilyere
were not just a few books. There were shelf uposlf sbf
volumes, in an order which Pharod had taken with to his
grave. Piles of rubbish, assorted junk. Pharod rhast had
help creating this storage space... | thought | kmévat had
been the fate of his helpers when he was done.

We searched until late in the night, although wel@d@over
only a tiny portion of what was there. We found mane
treasures, it is true, but nothing that shed l@htny past.

While Morte and Dak'kon were searching elsewhetepk
the opportunity to talk to Annah some more. She&éaobat me
questioningly when | indicated | wanted to speakdo

“Aye? What is it yeh want then?” | asked her td tak
about herself.

“Aye, now what yeh be wanting to know about me fare
yeh jest bored? It's not some grand tale, it isad,if yeh're
expecting some epic, yeh'd best go rattle yer lme-at
someone else, jig?” | encouraged her to tell meubler
background, which she took to mean her tail.

“l seen the way yeh look at me tail — if it'll kegpr eyes
to yerself, then I'll tell yeh where it came froitis a blessing
from me Grand Da... or me Grand Ma, whichever o’ theas
the fiend. I'm a tiefling, so | am, with just endugf the demon
blood in me to sprout this tail outta me back. Tilabd trickled
its way from me Grand Ma n’ Grand Da to me... aftasging
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through me own Ma an Da, whoever they were.” | ddker to
tell me more of Pharod.

“Ol’ stutter-crutch? He’s me Da... well, not meal Da. He
found me when | was a wee girl...” Annah shruggedEé
needed a Collector to crawl inta places the restiofat gullies
couldn’t squirm, so he took me under his crutch.”

“Don’t get him wrong by thinkin’ he had a kind boirehis
body... he wasn'’t shedding no tear for me bein’ @han — he
just needed someone to help him scarp deaderkefftteets of
the Hive, an’ I'm small enough so | can get intacpk his other
boys can't. Plus, most of the gullies in his pack aee boys
with the fear in ‘em, so | end up finding most bétdeaders in
places they're too a-scared to look. The Dustigsgoaice bit of
copper for the deaders | bring ‘em, and Pharod tdmke so
much off the top that it leaves me a beggar, se het so bad, |
s'pose.”

“Been at the Village longer than |. Came thereoasts age
ago, maybe evefoundthe place, some o’ the villagers say.”
Annah frowned. “Pharod’s a shrewd one, he is. Hagagp of
squeezin’ more outta copper than most, an’ he nexer at a
lack for jink.”

“Was he searching for that bronze sphere all tha?’

“l s'pose.” Annah shrugged again. “I don’t know whg
was all a-fire tae get it, | don’t. | could smdllas soon as yeh
brought it to him.” She wrinkled her nose. “Fouktard smell it
had. Still... it must have been something right valegor him
tae carry on about it like he did — almost a halfte o’
Collectors got penned in the dead-book tryin’ tateh it.” |
knew the reason why he searched for it.

“I think he was searching for it because he thottgWwbuld
save his life.” She blinked, asking what | meafthéarod didn’t
lead a good life, | gather — he was once a ‘Guviredne of
the Upper Wards. He apparently used his positidietacheat,
and hurt others in the process — so much so hedestined to
go to the hells when he died. He thought the brospteere
would save him somehow — so much so he threw avigy h
title, his wealth, and his position to try and fiid

“Really?” She went silent for a moment, then shdwk
head. “No accountin’ for Pharod’s foolishness, ¢han't. A
trinket won'’t save yeh from fate’s hand. If theigsaon yer soul
are black enough, no amount o’ washing will get ‘@ah.” She
paused. “Still, if he thought it could save him, yia it was
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important somehow... or at least worth a bit o’ jinK.
considered her, and murmured half to myself anrobsien.

“l didn’t think you and him looked much alike, angw”
Annah’s eyes narrowed, and her tail began to lastk land
forth.

“And what do yeh mean byhat, then?” | stumbled in
replying.

“I meant that he doesn’t look much like a tieflihg.

“Aye, he doesn't.. and if yeh knew one thing about
tieflings other than what yeh'd heard from any -ggifnin’
Hiver on the street, yeh'd have the sense to khatrtone of us
tieflings look a-like, jig?” She shook her head.d'Nope for
yeh, that's for dead-sure.”

“I didn’t mean that as aimsult. You both look so different.
I mean Pharod's... so.Pharod,and you're not.”

“Oh, now what coulda tipped yeh off to that? MyrRavly
skin? | can't think of anything else...” Annah slagpkerself
lightly on the forehead, then sneered sarcasticMaybe it
was thetail? Oh, aye, that might have been it! Yer so much
sharper than | am, yeh are. A real gem.”

“I meant it's hard to see any resemblance betwieanugly,
stooped, greedy, smelly gutter-troll and you.” Ahisaface
flushed a deep red.

“Oh, is thatso? And how do yeh see that?” | could not lie to
her; | told her the full truth, which | only kneve &rue as | said
it.

“I mean, have you evdookedat yourself? Aside from the
way you carry yourself, you're confident, sensitaed graceful.
And that doesn’t even take into account your obvigood
looks: you have that rich, fire-red hair, thoserphgreen eyes,
and that striking profile.”

Annah just stared at me. | wondered what her reacti
indicated.

“So that’s all | meant when | said you and Pharodkl
nothing alike.”

Annah nodded, still staring at me. She didn’t elotink.

“Are you listening to me?”

Annah suddenly leaned in, and she bit me sharplyhen
neck, giving a soft hiss. Rather than pulling basike pressed
closely into me and whispered into my ear.

“D'yeh fancy yer chances?” Her tail began to lakiwly
back and forth, but the rhythm was more hypnotantangry. |
could feel Annah’s heart beating fast in her chastl the color
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rising into her cheeks. | suddenly became consaiduke fact
that Annah’s skin was smooth, soft. “I want tael tgth
something, an’ yeh can’t poke fun at me.”

“All right...” I replied.

“Do yeh know | like the way yebmell?Oh, aye — it drives
me barmier than a Chaosman, it does.” She sniffethe side
of my cheek, and she gave a low, eager hiss. “treegvay yeh
look at me, and like it. Yeh've got hungreyes,yeh do. It
makes me a-fire.”

“I want tae bite yeh, soft-like around the neck..tieSeased
the side of my neck with her teeth, never brealgko, and
with every whisper, | could feel her breath along ear. Her
hand slid up around the back of my neck, and tigede and |
could feel her nails digging into my skin. “I watg drag me
nails along the back of yer neck, and force yekige me.”

“Do yeh know | carsmellyeh from fifty paces, that smell
of fermaldyhe pouring offa yeh like one of them tiks
shamblers. Maybe if yeh cleaned yerself up somkdybe a
right prize.” Her eyes flashed. “I'd make passioithweh so
hard yeh'd be knocked off the spire.” She stepadk,bher tail
flicking lightly against my leg, then gave me adhatare. “So...
d'yeh fancy me?”

| didn’t reply, but grabbed Annah, and before sleld
squirm free, | bit her lightly on the neck. As ngeth touched
the skin, Annah hissed loudly, clawing like a eatd tore away
from me.

“I was onlyteasin'yeh, yeh scarred vampire! L-I-leave off!”
Despite her protestations, however, her face washéd, and
she was breathing heavily. “An’ watch yer mitts hiéxe!” She
crossed her arms. “Yeh makin’ me red, yeh are!”

| stepped back a little as well. Now that | had @ment to
think, | worried that | might be taking advantage teer. |
wondered how much of her reaction was due to Prsdshth,
who despite her words | could tell she had careddéoy much.

Unnoticed by us Morte had returned, and for onceas
grateful for his barbed wit, which got me out of avhhad
suddenly turned awkward. Morte made one of his lusgadant
observations.

“I'd just like to interject here and point out thian not
going to say anything to spoil the mood, chiefjuiét float here
and watch. Don’t mind me — just sitting here, fingt and
watching, that's me.”



Annah, Part | 127

Annah said, “Stop starin’ at me, yeh pikin’ skull.”just
announced that it was late and we needed to tesight take a
month to see if there was anything of real worthnte in
Pharod’s vault, and | didn’t want to waste the tiée needed
to move on.
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The next day | was ready to see where Annah haddfauy
body. As we moved through Ragpicker's Square, ugd of
my promise to tell Sharegrave where Pharod’'s bodese
from. But he would no doubt continue exactly whéiearod
had left off. Even if | didn't tell Sharegrave, serberk would
soon take control of the Buried Village, and organimore
expeditions into the catacombs, looting the dead.

| considered this as we walked through the Hivel eame
up with a solution. | stopped at the Gathering Dbat, a
Dustman hangout, and talked to several inside. Dhstmen
evidently already suspected where Pharod must timgéis
bodies, and | described to one individual what ke been
doing, and where his bodies were coming from. 1 Eeltter,
since now Hargrimm’s and Stale Mary’'s charges wohbél
protected.

As we walked through the Hive | saw coming towandsa
githzerai inhabitant of Sigil. | moved to intercdpi. The gith
turned to face me as | approached. Like Dak'konhae a
yellow cast to his skin and a gaunt frame. Hishilgg was a
curious blend of sharp colors and dull, mud-staimexivns. The
gith’'s dead-black eyes flickered over Dak'kon, time. | had
learned something of polite githzerai talk from [kak, and
knew a proper greeting.

“Hail, sword-ringer.” The githzerai ignored me ahdned
to Dak'kon instead. He spoke several clipped wordsstrange,
low tongue — | thought | understood the inflectiamrectly,
so | could translate what he had said.

“All beholden, zerth” Dak'kon replied in the same tongue.
The sentence structure was odd, but | thought érgtdod what
Dak'kon said.

“This one is numbered among the faithful.” | askzak'kon
what he was saying, to try and confirm my transhatiThe
githzerai turned to me as | spoke, then turned ihadRak'kon
and spoke again, this time at great length. | $@t some
difficulty, but thought it was getting easier.

“There is one by Dak'kon’s name who is not oneh& t
People. It is said that his mind is divided. Is&d that he is a
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zerth that does noknow the words of Zerthimon.” Dak'kon
made the same reply as before; the tone had chestigidy,
but the meaning seemed to be intact.

“This one is numbered among the faithful.” Dak'kfatl
silent, as if to give the words time to sink in.n& one beside
me speaks. Will you hear him?” The gith’'s responses so
quick it almost had the force of an attack behind was not
certain if |1 got the entire meaning, but it seenasdif the gith
just issued some sort of challenge to Dak'’kon enftrm of a
question.

“Zerth, do youobeythe words of this human?”

| was tempted to defend Dak'kon, but wasn't sunahted
this gith to know how much | understood of what $ad.
Besides, Dak'kon was capable of defending him&ak'kon’s
reply was a short one, but his speech was sloveeid he had to
drag the words from his throat.

“T'cha’s choice has become mine.” The gith fekestlfor a
time before continuing.

“This matter carries the stink of the illithid abiot” His
eyes flickered across Dak'kon’s face. “I see narshapon you.
You speak your mind. How did this blasphemy combke®’

“The chains are my own.” His skin seemed to takeaon
ashen shade as he spoke... it sounded like every wasd
slowly killing him. “Anarch of a hundred years, theis no
hourglass that can measure the tale. The mattes fwisted as
Fri‘hi’'s roots. Its resolution is one of impossilyiland may
never come.” Dak'’kon frowned, then his voice stteaged.
“The one beside me speaks. Will you hear him?”

The gith did not look at me. His attention was feedi on
Dak'kon. “He may speak. | will hear him.”

“He will hear you,” Dak'kon said as he turned to.me

“Very well. | had some questions...” The gith repliwdh a
metaphor.

“Ach‘ali-Drowning.”

| struggled to remember what this particular metaph
meant. Ach'ali-Drowning: Essentially, “A question hese
answer would serve no purpose.” This was usuatiggaest to
the speaker to make a vague or ‘useless’ questioa specific.

| recalled the story Dak'kon had told. The githzerake
their home on the Outer Plane of Limbo, a planecludos.
Stability can only be achieved by shaping the dhaungtter of
the plane with the mind; focus and discipline ageassary for
this to occur. “Ach'ali” was a foolish githzerai wiyth who was
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lost on Limbo, and she was barely able to formséand around
herself. While adrift in the chaos matter, she metanewalker
who offered to help. Ach'ali asked so many uselass

unfocused questions on how to return home, howehat,the
isle of matter dissolved around her, and she drdviné.imbo.

I was more specific with my next question.

“Can you tell me about Dak'kon?”

“He walks with you.” His forehead creased. “Howitife is
notknownto you?”

“I was hoping you could tell me something about .Him
Actually, | was hoping to gain more insight into athother
githzerai thought of Dak'kon.

“He is not speechless. If you woukhow him, put the
questions to him. Do not insult us both by treatowge as a
statue.”

The gith would not answer any other questions about
Dak'kon or the githzerai, and | learned nothing redwout the
city from his clipped answers.

| resolved, again, to somehow free Dak'kon of hisvv
Failing that, | could at least try to learn mor@abthe githzerai.

Annah led us to what appeared to be an abandoned
tenement. We approached an entry in the side dbufiding, a
door framed by an arch. What | first took to becmrdin the
archway was actually a painting. The artist hadenage of the
shadows of the overhanging arch and some subtheiriiegy
effects to give the door the illusion of substance.

“Are you sure this is the door, Annah?” | asked.

“Aye... it's been smeared with barmy paints from the
Starved Dogs, it has — it's a real door until yebH at it, then
it turns into a painting.”

“How did they do that?” Annah shrugged.

“There’s stranger things in th’ Planes.” She sudigden
frowned. “You might as well ask how yeh got yersait of the
dead book after | wasire yeh were dead.”

“So, this door... | just don't look at it? Anthenopen it?”
Annah glanced at the door, then nodded.

“That’s the dark of it, if chant be true.”

“All right, then... I'll do what you say. You just —"

“Houl’ on!” Annah stopped me before | reached foet
door. “This is the only path | know ta reach thagal | found
yer corpse, but it's not the safest road, aye? ¥ate you're
ready? I'm not here to play yer minder, no mattéatwol’
stutter-crutch said.”
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“What's beyond this door that's so dangerous?”

“Chaosmen,” Annah whispered. “Barmy as they come.
Barking wild into th’ day and night, ready to eithgaint yeh
with colors or crack yer brain-box yeh with a chamipot.
Dangerous bloods, they are.”

“If they're so dangerous, then how did you get tiyio?”

“I crept in nice and quiet-like. Can't paint yeh kitl yeh
when they can’tee yeh.” She looked me up and down with a
frown. “Doubt | can pull that twice with yeh aroundeh look
right clumsy, yeh do.”

| closed my eyes, reached for the door and fumbled
around... to my surprise, | found a handle. Withighgltug, the
door opened. A narrow passage led into the buijdimng from
within, | could hear distant howling.

We entered a small room. | saw a slender tiefliiig g
standing with her back to me. | noticed that bath tands and
the upended table in front of her were smeared aviftesh coat
of what appeared to be pink paint. She seemediobtito my
approach.

| greeted her. At the sound of my voice, the girhed her
head to regard me. Her face, though somewhat dirtg
spattered with drops of pink, was strikingly befuti She
flashed me a wide, mischievous smile, then returhed
attention to the makeshift canvas.

| tried to talk to her, but the tiefling girl seedhé¢otally
immersed in her artwork. She ignored me entirely.

From this room a short hall opened, with doors athb
sides. There was another inhabitant in the hatl, Idigured his
reaction was likely to prove more typical, as heagited. He
was quickly dispatched, being so foolish as to face to one
odds.

Taking the left hand door, we ended up in anotlainay
which stretched across most of the tenement. Gigno a
room off the right side of the hallway, | heard &ispered
voice, apparently trying to get my attention. Laakiaround, |
saw a figure hidden amid the shadows in the cashtire room.
As | drew near, a young woman stepped out to relreedelf.
She was dressed in a loose-fitting tunic, whiclgetber with
her short-cropped hair and slender frame, gaveaheather
boyish appearance.

“I wouldn’t go in there if | were you.” She noddéa the
direction of the door in the opposite wall. Wheasked why,
she winced at the sound of my voice, putting adirg her lips
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to indicate silence. She paused for a moment, dnswered in
a hushed voice. “A whole mess of them howling ligsathat’s
what. Looks like they're having some sort of gaitigr Won't
be able to get through to the alley until they clmat.”

| asked who she was. “My name’s Sybil.” She whisger
quietly, then spat into her palm and reached outlasp my
hand. | then asked what she was doing there.

“What does it look like I'm doing? I'm hiding. | & in
here looking for... food.” | noticed that as she spoker right
hand moved instinctively to the pouch at her wéidnly the
barking idiots in the next room showed up and degtith throw
a party on the front doorstep. Now I'm trappedenehand can’t
get out.”

Getting back to the matter at hand, | asked howymeare
in the next room.

“I counted about a dozen of them. Of course, | peeking
through a crack in the door, so | could be off bigamdful or
s0.” | pondered for a moment, then asked anothestqn.

“Is there another way to get through to the alley?”

“There may be another way to get past those animals
without a fight. There is another door that leatshiere. From
what | was able to see, there are stacks of woodsrs along
the same wall as the other door. It may be possiblsneak
from thatdoor to the exit on the other side of the room.réfse
only one problem...”

“The door’s locked... | tried it. My guess is thatykis on
one of the thugs upstairs. I'm not addle-coved ghda go up
there looking for it, though.” She folded her araxoss her
chest and stared at me expectantly.

“If the key is up there... I'll find it. Farewell.”

Before | left, she added, “If you do manage to lleeg
enough to find the key, the door is in a room te sloutheast.
I'll be watching from the shadows. If you can ukldhe door
and make it out to the Alley in one piece, I'll hght behind
you.”

| asked Annah to lead the way, since she had beem h
before. We went back to the hallway, and contindedn it. It
ended in a door which led to another room, andssteading
upward. Annah motioned us to stop. She had foutrepg and
proceeded to disarm it. Morte floated up to hestare at what
she was doing. | could tell from the tightness &f shoulders as
she worked on the trap that she didn't like theienck. When
she was done, she turned to Morte.
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“If yeh keep bobbin’ about, skull, I'm goin’ ta maiyeh on
the end of a pike!” Morte quickly floated back teepbut his
exaggerated bobbing as he did so contained itsno@gsage.

We went up the steps, ending in another hallway.ti@s
floor we were forced to kill two more of the chaibsigs, but
found nothing of interest. The other end of thewey} led to
more steps, which we followed upwards.

This proved to be the top floor. We encounteredmalls
group of the chaosmen, including a mageling. Thegeliag
proved no match for me in magical ability, as th@aasmen
proved no match in fighting ability. At the end thfe fight |
found a key on the mageling.

We went back down to the bottom floor, exiting tigh
another door of the room at the base of the stéfis.were
actually on another side of the room the main grofiphugs
occupied, and a little searching revealed the sexmeel Sybil
had mentioned.

| doubted whether all of us could sneak past themin the
next room, besides we might need to come backwhig |
wasn’t sure how well we would do fighting againstiaage
group, either. But | had a solution. | gave Annalmagical
artifact we had found in the catacombs, a pipe toatd call
forth a poisonous cloud. | carefully explained ter thow it
worked, and what cautions to take to see she dicghhale any
of the gas. Then | sent her to sneak into the nexin and
unleash the gas on the occupants. | was appreleefaivher
safety, but felt | must show that | trusted hetites.

I need not have worried. She was able to snealarq,
without anyone noticing her she unleashed thelgkiag them
all. It was unfortunate they all died, but likelyywould have
come to that any way if we tried to all enter tloom. We
passed through another door, which led outside, ant alley.
As we stood outside, trying to get our bearingshilSgame
through the same door.

“I must say, cutter... I'm impressed. | thought foresthose
animals would chew you up good. Well, | guess lusthahank
you.” She paused for a moment, then reached intgpbech
and pulled forth a small, green gem. “Here... thig’sron the
Dogs. See you around, cutter.”
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ALLEY OF LINGERING SIGHS

We were in what Annah had referred to as the alfdingering
sighs, although in reality it was more a serieintdrconnected
alleys, stretching among dilapidated buildings apites of
rubbish.

| heard hammering up ahead. When we advanced far
enough to see the source, | realized it was a dabusne else
was around; even Sybil had disappeared somewherekdd
inside one building out of curiosity, and to mymise found a
corpse inside.

| saw the dead body of a Dabus. The stench okitaylwas
overpowering and, from the looks of its rigid, utural posture,
extreme rigormortis had long since set in. Yet, sbow, | was
inexplicably aroused by the scene.

| used my Stories-Bones-Tell power on the corpse.lA
reached out with my power, there was a faint siyiin the air,
and the dabus’ body blurred for a moment. | felsteange,
wrenching pain in my skull, as if someone was harimgeon
it, sharply, desperately.

My vision went black for a moment, and the hamngerin
pain faded, until it sounded like it was comingnfr@utside my
skull — the darkness cleared, and | heard the hamge
coming from outside the building. The entire builgiseemed
hazy somehow, confused, as if | were seeing itinca mist.

The hammering died, and | suddenly saw a specgraion
of the dabus entering the building. As it did, thedows and
the doors became like water, suddenly sealing theeentrance
the dabus came through. The dabus turned, pausddthan
began a slow circuit of the room, examining the lsvand
hammering on each one once, as if testing it.

The dabus completed its circuit of the room, thanged by
the “door” it once entered. It began hammeringppimng away
the stone, but with every blow, the wall repairéstlf. The
vision faded to black, and the hammering contindiest, at a
steady pace, then slower, then slower...

My vision cleared as the hammering ended, and | avae
again standing beside the corpse of the dabusooked as if it
withered away here, trapped in the building.
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We exited the building, and continued following Atnto
the spot where she found my body. We went dowrpa flight
of steps, and entered a cul-de-sec. She pointadsft on the
ground.

“This is the place. | found yeh lyin’ right whereevgtand.”

| glanced at the ground where she pointed, thekeldap to
stare in awe at the bizarre spectacle before meatWiad
appeared to be an ordinary, unremarkable brickelil meav
throbbed and pulsated with movement. The wall egdpdrwith
curious elasticity, heaving outward as if some enderce were
trying to push its way through the barrier from thtber side.
Slowly, the undulating mass began to settle, itsven
becoming more and more pronounced, and | found lngse
eye-level with the stony caricature of a human face

“What is that? “ | wondered out loud.

| donnae know.” Annah stared at the face in diglheher
hands nervously fingering her daggers. “But I'mléawvin’ ‘fore
we find out, aye?”

| hesitated, there was something... Suddenly, a gtron
breeze began to blow around me and the air wasl fillith an
eerie sighing. The rushing wind grew stronger anduld make
out other sounds as well: the creaking of boatus raistling of
leaves, and the grinding of stone upon stone. A#tefew
moments, the clamor ceased to be a cacophony ofidndl
noises and began to blend into one articulate soumduld
make out a voice, a voice that spoke softly, yetrss to come
from all around me at once.

“You?IT CANNOT BE YOU.”

“Do you know me? “ | replied. The wind around medha
stopped, but the voice was still somehow present.

“YOU ARE RESTOREDAGAIN ? | SAW YOU DESTROYED.”

“Destroyed? Where?”

“| SAW YOU DESTROYED HERE, IN FRONT OF ME. | SEE ALL WITHIN
ME.”

“Do you know what happened to me?”

“THINGS THAT CAST NO SHADOW... WERE SHADOW. THEY ROSE
AROUND YOU. TORE YOU DOWN. DO YOU NOT REMEMBER?” |
concentrated on the strange voice composed of soarwind
me. Somewhere, in the deepest recesses of my thiere, was
a brief glimmer of recollection. | felt as thoughete was
something vaguely familiar about the sounds.

| closed my eyes and tried to remember. | was @bleing
back a fragment, a memory of me standing therepsoded by
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humanoid-shaped shadows. They closed in, attadkedust
have died, and Annah found my corpse.

“ves... you rRememser.” The voice of the Alley rang in my
ears, scattering the images from my mind and ratgmrme back
to the present. HESTROYED. AS SOON | SHALL BE. | CANNOT DELAY
DIVISION MUCH LONGER. PRESSUREBUILDS. SOON STONES WILL CRUMBLE
AND THE FLOATING ONESWILL REPAIR ME TO DESTRUCTION.”

“You're dying?”

“PRESSUREIS TOO MUCH. TOO MANY PLACES FOLDED INSIDE. NOT
ENOUGH SPACE. MUST DIVIDE.”

Annah interposed, “Uh, it must be in the ‘way.’ ”

“What are you talking about?”

“I think it's pregnant,” Annah replied.

Morte joined in, “Freaky. So where are we techrjcal
standing right now?”

“I really don’t want to know the answer to that, N®” The
voice continued speaking, ignoring my companions.

“HELP ME TO DIVIDE. BRANCH OUT. EXPAND. NEW APERTURES WILL
OPEN. YOU MAY USE THEM TO TRAVEL TO THE LOWER WARD.”

“What do you need to divide?”

“THE FLOATING ONE IS UPON ME. REPAIRING. IT PREVENTS ME FROM
DIVIDING . | UNDO ITS REPAIRS BUT IT RETURNSAGAIN AND AGAIN. REPAIRS
ANEW. MUST REMOVE FLOATING oNe.” | wasn't sure | liked the
implication of its words.

“You want me tcill the dabus in the Alley?”

“REMOVE IT. ONLY THEN CAN | DIVIDE.”

I knew from Iron Nalls the way to the other wardsni the
Hive was currently blocked. | felt | must get tdhet areas of
the city. If helping this... thing would do it, so ke

| found the dabus close to where | had left it. dswsure
there was little chance | could convince it to jlestve the area,
and even if | could get it to leave, it would ddebs quickly
return.

However, there was a way. | went up to it, and tbldhad
just discovered the body of another dabus in they.alAs |
thought, it was interested in what | had to sayd aonon was
hurrying to enter the house where | had found #eddlabus.

For a moment, | gloried in my power. | realized dukl
easily bend those around me to my will, forcingntheo my
bidding regardless of the effect on their insigdfit lives. But
only for a moment.

| had sent the dabus to its death, as surelyldsaifl cut off
its head. One could argue it was to save anothfa;ut it was
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doing nothing wrong, not by any scale of right amcbng |
would wish to live by.

| thought of the incarnation that Dak'kon and Moltad
known, and knew if | followed the path that had péed me for
a moment, that is where | would end up. | considettee
temptation, and saw it held no real attractionrf@. Time to
move on.

When we returned to the being, it claimed the wtrk
dabus had already done had weakened it enougtit tbatild
not go forward, either ‘birthing’ or undoing thepsars. It
described what the dabus had done, and we agreaadto its
work.

Fortunately, | had a prybar which | picked up araly in
the Mortuary, and with an improvised hammer theudakvork
was soon undone.

We returned to the being. It spoke again, usingathbient
sounds of the alley.

“YES. ALL IS IN ORDER | AM GRATEFUL.” Again the wind began to
blow around me, this time with fierce intensity. €Th
omnipresent sounds of the Alley began to increaseolume
until the soft murmur of the voice was nearly droaut by the
ensuing racket.Now You MUST GO. DIVISION BEGINS. THE WAY IS NOW
OPENTO YOU.”

The stone face before me began to transform oraia,&ts
mass shifting and roiling as | looked on. The entitall seemed
to melt before my eyes, exposing a narrow passagéegond.
The ground underfoot suddenly began to rock vibfesmd the
soft sighing of the wind intensified to a more urgealmost
human-like moaning. | could hear the sounds oftérasstones
and snapping boards all around me as we dashedtheto
passageway.

We rushed forward, until we were beyond the area of
buildings rearranging themselves. Looking back, ldy®ut of
the alleys and buildings behind us had completenged.
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MASTER OF THE BONES

Looking forward, | saw we had entered a new areSigif, not

as run down as the Hive, although it had its ownidastench. |
was distracted by a street vendor, and did notceokilorte

wandering off. Not, that is, until | heard his ci@'wo wererats
had grabbed him, and were running off with the Iskul

We gave chase, but they knew the area, and lost us.
returned to where we had started.

| walked up to a man in armor, evidently one of the
Harmonium guards Ebb Creakknees had talked aboat. H
introduced himself as Measure Three Vorten, butngd to be
on duty and refused to help. Perhaps kidnappingnvpart of
his duty?

| looked around, and saw a middle-aged basher mgari
dusty clothes. He proved more helpful, telling imat if it was a
skull I was missing, | should seek out Lothar, khaster of the
Bones. He didn't know exactly where this Lothar vesated,
but told me to seek out a gutted building in thedva

| wandered around a while, until | came acrosdapiiated
building, the only one | had seen in such poor irepathe
ward. | entered, and saw a well-like opening infther, and a
ladder of bone leading down into it. This must lhe place.

Below were half a dozen racks of skulls. | recogdizhe
racks from my dream-like memories before awakeninghe
Mortuary. A familiar voiced addressed me from oaekr Morte
was one of the skulls.

“Thank the Powers you're here, chief. Get me olitee.”

“What are you doing up there? ” | asked.

“Those wererat vermin nicked me and brought me 'here
Come on, boss... we got to get out of here! Thisepliacbad
news!”

“Why don't you just float down?”

“I can't! I've tried! Come on, get me down before...”

A flash of light and smoke blinded me for a momemtd a
withered old man stood before me.

“Have we visitors, skull?” the man who must be laoth
asked.
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“Oh... no.” Morte whispered furiously to me. “Dgor
offend this blood, boss... he'll dead-book you faskem you
can spit.” The old man ignored Morte.

“Greetings, traveler. Who might you be to enterHauts
humble salon without invitation?” No harm in beipglite.

“My pardon, sir, but you seem to have somethingt tha
belongs to me.”

“Ah yes? What might that be?”

“My friend Morte wound up on your shelf.”

“You want the chattering skull with half the graead
manners of any ordinary creature? Give me a greskelt in
return if you wish it back,” Lothar replied. “I doot need to
bargain for something that is already mine.”

“He was never yours... or anyone's... to begin with.”

“Your ignorance is astonishing. You truly know vditfle
about very little. Now: Fetch me another skull éplace him or
say goodbye to your friend.”

When | asked where to find another skull, he told tm
search the catacombs beneath this area. He told paticular
of one that lay interred in a crypt beyond the Dmed Nations.
| realized the necromancer wasn't as all-knowingp@shought.
He was referring to the trapped tomb one of my iprev
incarnations had left for my ‘enemy.’ | told himetliomb was
empty.

“What is the meaning of this?” he said, his voing in
anger. “The tomb was so well trapped, so well dééeinfrom
scrying magicks, that it was a challenge even fed ithere
must be some explanation for this, and,” he dretwhiwords
angrily and slowly, “vou will provide it to me. Go through the
portal in the chambers below and seek the answer.”

I, too, was becoming angry. It was time he knewwses
dealing with no ordinary individual. | told him Inkw the
answer because it was my own tomb.

“Your tomb?vour tomb?” He eyed me carefully. “We shall
investigate this more carefully. Fetch me anothetl sthen, as
you seem attached to yours, and we shall see wkateas | can
provide. Our agreement shall be as before. Dorgdbtdeceive
me with just any bone, either — | am something of a
connoisseur. Return when you have something oevalune.”

I remembered something | was carrying with me.
Something, unless a person had undergone the erpes | had
in the last few days, an observer would have fohadd to
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credit | could have forgotten. | drew forth a murfied head
from among my belongings.

“I have the skull of Soego, the wererat Dustman
missionary.” Lothar took the head of Soego from md
examined it carefully, checking the teeth.

“A Dustman missionary and spy, eh? This will be
satisfactory.” His fingers twisted through an aragesture.
“Your friend will be waiting for you above groundhere you
came in. Have your answers from me.”

Lothar unbent slightly, and agreed to answer a few
questions. | asked him first why | was immortal.

“Your mortality — your soul, if you will, that whit allows
you to live and die — is gone from you. It wasmted from
you by magical means, by the night hag Ravel PuzdleYour
mortality is the key to your existence — when yndfit, you
will find your answers.”

Obviously he had known much more about me thanaae h
let on earlier. | asked him to tell me about th&/&.

“Ravel Puzzlewell is an enigma, even among thetrtighs.
Some would call her barmy; others say she playseper game
than any can see through. She is evil, through tanaugh,
making the fiends you'll see in the area seem ipekitdivine
when compared to her. She is out of the reach of nww,
thank the powers, for she was mazed by the Ladaof.”

Mazed! | remembered the description | had receivd,
how those who displeased the Lady might find théwese
trapped in a separate reality, although there wasored to
always be an exit, even if almost impossible talfih asked
how | might reach her.

“Mazes are like pocket dimensions... small placesveen
places. To reach one, you need to find a portaleakey. | do
not know where the door or the key are. Perhapssymuld
seek some of your old acquaintances — you havainrteft
a trail of them behind. They will find you, no ddub- pray
they mean you well. Perhaps you should visit theaddresthall
— they have many answers there.”

| asked what Ravel had done. “She was a makerysfand
puzzles, a solver of problems that didn't need isglv She
decided that Sigil, the Cage, was the largest pbox of all,
and set herself to undo it — to let in the armiéfiemds at her
disposal, no doubt, to upset the balance of thearitl turn the
entire burg into a charnel house. Pray to any power hold
dear with thanks she did not succeed.”
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Lothar left the room with his new possession, leguis. |
knew better than to try and take anything whilewss gone,
but | decided to examine the racks. | walked aldagking at
skull after skull, until one spoke to me. This $kuloice was
low and raspy, the sound of flint and steel.

“I... I think I've seen you before, stranger.”

“Where have you seen me?”

“Curst. Gate town to Carceri.” At my bewildered kpdt
continued. “What are you, clueless? It's a gatentoon the rim
of the Outlands, the doorway to the prison plan€afceri. It's
a place of backstabbers and traitors, and it'sdiichemes as a
baatezu’s undergarments. Being right next doora€i’'s apt
to change a burg’s nature; | wouldn’t be surprigetthe town
were about to slide over.”

I knew from Cambion’s lecture in the Smoldering &
that a gate town was always in danger of slidingrae its
adjacent plane, in this case Carceri. | askedkbl what | was
doing there.

“What were you doing there? You were babbling stinet
about some berk trying to kill you and wanderingpiall the
wrong places. Well, you were obviously barmy ard sd me
and some of my friends rolled you. Stuck a shiwau and
divvied up your stuff. It was right after that tHawas betrayed,
but not before | hid some of that stuff.” When ked where the
‘stuff’ was, it quickly replied with disdain.

“l ain’t telling. Maybe someday I'll get a body lkaand go
for it myself, and maybe | won't, but right nowgitves me great
joy to see you wondering. Good luck finding it.” &lskull fell
silent, and no amount of cajoling could convinceoitspeak
again.

Another skull, which told me it was once known aseén-
before-the-Storm, had been a Sensate, that is earenf the
society of Sensation, which was headquartered atQlivic
Festhall. It told me it had ended up here due toeRa
Puzzlewell. | asked it to explain.

“Very well. | was working in the Civic Festhall —he
headquarters of the Sensates — in the sensoriuragel R
Puzzlewell, may the powers curse her black soull been
coming there to find answers to riddles she hademered.
She was a masterful solver of puzzles — thoselgfftabur best
minds baffled were but gauze to the force of hasoa — yet
she had found difficulties that required outsideveers. | heard
that she was there to unlock the secrets of Salfi”
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“Horribly ugly, she was, taking no pains to use m&gic to
disguise her form — as I've heard she does, oerath, from
time to time — and that fiendish exterior frightdnaff many a
potential factioneer. Still, | had to ask her wehe was about,
and whether she could teach me what she knew.”

| interjected, “That sounds like it could have bean
mistake.”

“It was. She offered me a bargain, for she dweit dealt in
riddles. If she were to answer my question, | magtee to
answer one of hers. If | missed the answer, mywis hers. |
agreed. She told me she intended to unlock thel@wfzthe
Cage, to open it to all who wished to enter — pewéends,
celestials, modrons, and slaadi, not to mentioniangr-planar
beings who chose to come along. The most impopanttto her
was that all should know that the mystery that baffled them
for so long was unraveled by Ravel.”

“She asked her question. | could not answer itudhoshe
assured me the answer was plain as the nose oiadeerMy
fellow Sensates found me screaming in the sensorilran
they arrived the next morning. | begged them td g, and
they complied. None even suggested that | religh riew
experience, so horrible was it. And... here | am. Nomust
rest.” | wasn’t ready to let it go quite yet.

“What was the question?”

“It was: How does one change the nature of a man? |
thought hard on her answer, and said, ‘With lo&hé said all
people love themselves too much to be changed imething
as simple as love. And then she... she... | must mst’n

In the back of my mind, | seemed to see a hookehose
figure with ebon skin asking me a similar questiobut | could
not remember my answer.

Most of the skulls were too old to respond to mjitids,
and it was time to rejoin Morte anyway. We exitezthar’s lair,
finding Morte impatiently awaiting us when we exitmto the
Lower Ward.

Once we were all together, | asked my companidrtisey
knew anything of Ravel Puzzlewell. At the mentioh tbe
name, Annah spat three times and made a semi-civele her
heart.

“Hssst! Are yehdaft?! Don’t be mentioningher name, if
yeh value yer life! She’s the evilest o’ the Gragdies, she is.
Annah’s voice dropped to almost a whisper, asr#idfof being
overheard. “Filthy mean, an’ with more power tasstaround

”
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than some Powers. It's said she’s all a-bramblesutih and
through — even heheart. It's said yeh camever kill her,
‘cause her body’s like a tree — yeh lop off oneldjran’ there’s
always another still growing somewhe@lseacross the Planes.”

“You speak as if she is still alive.”

“A-course she is. Shdas t'be.” Annah’s voice dropped
again. “How would yekkill a thing such as her? That's why the
Lady had tomaze her, so it's said.” | asked Morte if had
anything to add about Ravel.

“Well, she’s a night hag — and she was definitedyny
enough to makeou immortal, of all people. | mean, she could
have chosen me.” Morte rolled his eyes. “Still, amg addled
enough to lock blades with the Lady of Pain isoingone we
really want to find.”
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UNBROKEN CIRCLE OF
ZERTHIMON, PART I

We moved towards a market area. | stopped by oneore
seeing a florid, boisterous man. He was shoutirgy Garrying
on like there was a war that was about to comeutitrplike he
had got something lodged in his intestines, like ellwike he
was too excited about something to talk in a nortoak of
voice. Morte glanced around at the crowd, thahaispeaker.

“Ooh, an auction! Maybe we can sell Annah here.”

“I'd gut yeh if yeh had somethin’ t' gut, skull.” nkah
replied.

“It must be love. It's love, right, boss?” Mortelled his
eyes at me.

The auctioneer tried to interest us in something, rot
until he mentioned rooms did he get a responseuitkty
agreed, and we went off to rooms nearby for thatnig

| resolved to try reading Dak'kon’s Unbroken Ciraé
Zerthimon again. | opened up the fourth circle, d&edan to
read.

“Knowthat the Rising of the People against ith#hid was
a thing built upon many ten-turnings of labor. Maafy the
People were gathered and taught in secret the efaysfeating
their illithid masters. They were taught to shield their minds,
and use them as weapons. They were taught thetuseripf
steel, and most importantly, they were given km®wing of
freedom.”

“Some of the People learned the nature of freedadnt@ok
it into their hearts. Th&nowing gave them strength. Others
feared freedom and kept silent. But there wereethibatknew
freedom andknew slavery, and it was their choice that the
People remain chained. One of these was Vilquar.”

“Vilquar saw nofreedomin the Rising, but opportunity. He
saw that theillithid had spawned across many of the False
Worlds. Their Worlds numbered so many that thesiori was
turned only outwards, to all they did not alreadyudh.
Vilguar's eye saw that much took place that ithiéhid did not
see. To the Rising, thkithid were blinded.”
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“Vilquar came before his master, thithid Zhijitaris, with
the knowing of the Rising. Vilquar added to his chains and
offered to be their eyes against the Rising. Irharge, Vilquar
asked that he be rewarded for his service. illitleid agreed to
his contract.”

“At the bonding of the contract, a dark time ocedtrMany
were betrayals Vilquar committed and many were Rieeple
that theillithids fed upon to stem the Rising. It seemed that the
Rising would die before it could occur, and titlghid were
pleased with Vilquar's eye.”

“It was near the end of this dark time when Zerthiintame
to know Vilquar's treacheries. Inknowing Vilquar's eye,
Zerthimon forced the Rising to silence itself, sattVilquar
might think at last his treacheries had succeeated the Rising
had fallen. Heknewthat Vilquar eye was filled only with the
reward he had been promised. He would see whatisreed to
see.”

“With greed beating in his heart, Vilquar came ugbe
illithid Zhijitaris and spoke to his master of his succekessaid
that the Rising had fallen, and tiieéhids were safe to turn their
eyes outwards once more. He praised their wisdorasing
Vilguar’s eye, and he asked them for his reward.”

“In his greed-blindness, Vilguar had forgotten m®wing
of why the People had sought freedom. He had hedtriowing
of what slavery meant. He had forgotten what Hiishid
masters saw when they looked upon him. And so ¥iigu
betrayal of the People was ended with another yedtr&ilquar
came toknowthat when Vilguar's eye has nothing left to see,
Vilquar's eye is useless.”

“The illithid gave to Vilquar his reward, opening the cavity
of his skull and devouring his brain. Vilquar's pee was cast
upon the Fields of Husks so its blood might waker poison-
stemmed grasses.”

The meaning behind the fourth circle seemed muehret
than it had before. | told Dak'kon of what | hadde

“When one chooses to see only what is before thbay
see only a part of the whole. They are blind. At ps Vilquar
was blinded by his promised reward, so were ilithids
blinded to the true Rising. For when they heardg¥dr's
words, they turned their sight outwards again, dithey? And
the Rising was free to strike?”

“Know that you speak truly. Vilquar's Eye blinded both
Vilguar and thallithids. The tentacled ones thought the Rising
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to be no more. When the Rising occurred, the grodirzchk
deep ofillithid blood. So was victory born from treachery.”

“Itis a curious lesson. Why would it be part o¢ tteachings
of Zerthimon?” Dak'kon’s blade bled into a deadyhtiblack,
and his voice deepened — for a moment, | thoughwhs
angry, but | was not so sure.

“There is much about the Way of Zerthimon and hashp
that is difficult toknow”

“Do you know why Vilquar's Eye is part of the Way of
Zerthimon?”

“It is part of the telling of how our People carmeeknow
freedom. It lets uknowthat there are those, even among the
People, who are not of the People. And that evahergreatest
treachery, a greattnowingmay be achieved.”

| accepted that, and Dak'kon passed to me anoithnzegai
‘spell.” He also unlocked the fifth circle of Zemion at my
request.

| began to read the fifth circle.

“Zerthimon was the first tktnowthe way of freedom. Yet it
was not he that first came kaowthe way of rebellion.”

“The knowingof rebellion came to the warrior-queen Gith,
one of the People. She had servediltitieids upon many of the
False Worlds as a soldier, and she had comentavwar and
carried it in her heart. She had cometmwhow others might
be organized to subjugate others. 8hewthe paths of power,
and she&knewthe art of taking from the conquerors the weapons
by which they could be defeated. Her mind was fedusnd
both her will and her blade were as one.”

“The turning in which Zerthimon came tknow Gith,
Zerthimon ceased tknowhimself. Her words were as fires lit
in the hearts of all who heard her. In hearing Wwerds, he
wished toknow war. He knewnot what afflicted him, but he
knewhe wished to join his blade to Gith. He wished iteechis
hate expression and share his pain withiltileid .”

“Gith was one of the People, but Herowingof herself was
greater than any Zerthimon had ever encountereglki®wthe
ways of flesh, sh&newtheillithids and inknowingherself, she
was toknow how to defeat them in battle. The strength of her
knowingwas so great, that all those that walked her pathec
to knowthemselves.”

“Gith was but one. Her strength was such that used
others taknowtheir strength. And Zerthimon laid his steel at her
feet.”
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| told Dak'kon what | had learned.

“There is great strength in numbers, but thereésigpower
in one, for the strength of the will of one maylgatnumbers to
it. There is strength not only knowingthe self, butknowing
how to bring it forth in others.”

Dak'kon proceeded to unlock the sixth circle, s thmight
study it. | began to read the sixth circle.

“Upon the Blasted Plains, Zerthimon told Gith theesmnot
be two skies. In the wake of his words, came war.”

“Upon the Blasted Plains, the People had achievetry
over theirillithid masters. Theknewfreedom.”

“Yet before the green fires had died from the bétld,
Gith spoke of continuing the war. Many, still filewith the
bloodlust in their hearts, agreed with her. Shekepof not
merely defeating thdlithids, but destroying allllithids across
the Planes. After thillithids had been exterminated, they would
bring war to all other races they encountered.”

“In Gith's heart, fires raged. She lived in wardan war,
sheknewherself. All that her eyes saw, she wanted to cengju

“Zerthimon spoke the beginnings of that which wgaiast
Gith’s will. He spoke that the People alreakiyew freedom.
Now they shoulknowthemselves again and mend the damage
that had been done to the People. Behind his woells many
other hearts of the People who were weary of the against
theillithid .”

“Know that Gith’s heart was not Zerthimon’s heart on this
matter. She said that the war would continue. illitleid would
be destroyed. Their flesh would be no more. ThenRkople
would claim the False Worlds as their own. Gitldtderthimon
that they would be under the same sky in this mafiee words
were like bared steel.”

“From Zerthimon came the Pronouncement of Two Skies
In the wake of his words came war.”

| told Dak'kon what | had come kmow

“I know that Zerthimon’s devotion to the People vgagh
that he was willing to protect them from themselvde knew
theillithids had come not ttnowthemselves in their obsession
with control and domination. So he chose to stoth Gefore
she carried the People to their deaths. There bmusialance in
all things, or else the self will not hold.”

He twisted the circle of Zerthimon, but this tinfeete were
two plates with gith spells, not one. | switched gaze from the
plates he was holding to him.
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“Dak’kon... is that second plate for you?”

Dak'kon fell silent. His blade had ceased shimnggrihe
film freezing upon its surface. He was staring ke tsecond
plate, paralyzed.

“Do you know the Sixth Circle?” Dak'kon looked up, but
his coal-black eyes did not meet my gaze.

“Know there is nothing more | may teach you. Yknow
the Way as the Peoplenow it, and it shall give you the
direction by which you maknowyourself.”

“That's not what | asked. Do yoknowthe Sixth Circle or
not?” Dak'kon was silent for a moment, then spdis,voice
slow and careful.

“It has come to pass that | do rdatowthe Sixth Circle of
Zerthimon. Once, knewit, but | know now | only saw the
words.” Dak'kon’s eyes stared through me. “Thatlislt is my
path that | no longgtnowthe Way of Zerthimon.”

“Dak’kon... there is one other thing | woukshow. Why is
Vilguar's Eye in the Circle of Zerthimon? It seestsange. It
tells of how the People benefited from a treacHeoyn their
own. It seems... “ Dak'kon’s eyes flashed.

“I have told you it is part of the telling of howd People
came toknowfreedom. Do you not listen?” His voice flattened,
as if he was reciting a passage from memory. Il tae People
that even in the greatest treachery, a grelatewing may be
achieved.”

“It doesn’t sound to me like you believe that. inththere’s
another reason Vilquar's Eye is in the Circle oftdenon. It is
set there because of the Sixth Circle and the Rrcement of
Two Skies. It's there to justify Zerthimon's treack to the
People upon the Blasted Plains.”

Dak'kon was silent, and his blade bled into a daadk,
teeth rippling along the edge.

“He divided the People upon the Blasted Plains, ek
He divided your race, when they were on the pathicbry. |
would like to believe that it was because he wished to sawve th
People from themselves — but | don’t thidu believe that.”

Dak'kon was silent for a moment, then he spokeylglo
“I... do notknowthe Sixth Circle as it iBnownto others. | fear
that the Third Circle, the Fourth Circle and th&tsiCircle are
more closely linked than marknow.lt is in thatknowingthat |
have lost myself.”

“In the Third Circle, Zerthimon submerged his with
deceive thellithids, then in the Fourth Circle, it speaks of the
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benefits of treachery. Then in the Sixth Circle, Zerthimon
divides his people before they exterminateitfithids. Do you
think Zerthimon’s words may not have been his own?”

“Know my words, ancknowthe wound that lies upon my
heart: | fear that when Zerthimon was upon theaFillof
Silence, he did not submerge his will. | fear hil was taken
from him by thelllithids. And when he spoke upon the Blasted
Plains, it was their words he spoke. | fear thaate did was
not for the People’s sake, but for our former nraste

“It's possible, butknow it doesn’t necessarily mean that
h...”

“Then know this and speak of ito more.” Dak'kon voice
was like a knife. Knowthat | shall neveknowthetrutH. There
is No resolution to this matter, for | shaktver kvow Zerthimon'’s
heart upon the Blasted Plains.” His coal black eylaged at the
stone circle in his hand. “And so | do datowmyself because
of the Unbroken Circle of Zerthimon.”

| could find nothing to say. | was sorry to oncesiaghave
forced Dak'kon to reveal his inner anguish, anédlrbt know
what to do. | settled down to sleep, but lay longike.
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LOWER WARD

The next morning, | wandered about the Lower Whodme to
a coffin maker’s shop (this was obvious, since shep was
shaped like a coffin). The motto ‘Engineered foeraity’ was
above the door. Something familiar about that mptmmpted
me to enter.

| saw a rugged looking, square jawed man. He tutoede
with a wide smile.

“How are you, cutter, good day to you, good dayegui”
He squinted at me for a second, then jutted hisl loam to shake
mine. Another man who stood there, who | took to @e
customer, did not say a word, only silently looledme. As |
shook his hand, he continued speaking.

“Hamrys at your service, member of the Harmoniund an
the fashioner of fine coffins for the recently depd. | think |
know you, do I not...? Let me see if | can place itHg paused
to think @ moment. “Sharp with names | was in therhbnium,
let me tell you. Knew everyone on the entire WardMy all
purpose lie slipped out without my consciously édesng
what | would tell him.

“My name is Adahn.”

He snapped his fingers. “Of course! Adahn! | knew |
recognized you. Anyway, you require my services@"dtudied
me, then smiled, seeing the opportunity for a jakemy
expense. “It seems to me, sir, that you are omesperate need
of a coffin, and soon.” He seemed pleased wittwiitis

| had trouble getting Hamrys to listen to anythirgaid. He
seemed to enjoy hearing his own voice, and | ewdigtjust
silently stood, letting him ramble, experiencingi@w feeling,
that of boredom. After covering several topics xtraciating
detail, he began to talk about his journal.

“I like to keep notes and reflections on record] @&makes
fascinating reading, looking back on one’s thoughtaonth to
a half-month later.” He nodded at me, as if | ustrd exactly
what he was talking about, then he continued dgom

“I've talked to several of the printers in the ®lsrWard
about possibly getting them printed. I've been tblt they are
quite insightful about various aspects of city lifeat | have
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observed in my tour of duty with the Harmonium. BEweéth no
formal training, many have agreed that my writitgesis quite
striking... but enough about that. It would be fasieato let
you listen for yourself: | could read for you somiemy more
insightful passages...”

Hamrys read several passages in his monotonousgjsuno
me, all of them boring to some degree. | was finalbout to
find some way to escape, when he mentioned songetbiout
the disappearance of his father that | didn’t quitgch. For
some reason, it tugged at me. | tried to stop him.

“Wait, you said your father disappeared?” Hamrykl heo
his hand to stop my interruption until he finishdte next
paragraph in one of his dull journals.

“So what do you think so far? Surprisingly moreighsful
than one might expect from a simple member of the
Harmonium, no?” He smiled. He seemed to have ighong
interruption. | tried again with my question.

“Yes, very insightful. Did you say your father
disappeared?” He nodded.

“Oh, yes. Many, many years ago. My father was entald
stonemason, and he did not only construct sarcopbag he
was also quite skilled in tomb design. People fraoross
Sigil..."

The room began to fade around me as a memory tuafged
my CONSCiousness...

| found myself standing in this very shop, talkimth an
older man while a child sat in the corner and pliay@n the
counter between me and the shopkeeper was a pins. He
seemed to be explaining some intricacies with thestruction
of a tomb. My vision faded as | tried to examine tletails of
the plans.

When my sight returned | was standing in a caverfiant
of a tomb. Above the entry | saw the slogan: Engjied for
Eternity, clearly carved in the stone. The shopkeewas
standing next to me, a broad smile on his facegéttured to
me and began to walk into the tomb. | quickly matthis pace
from behind and drew my blade...

| found myself back in Hamrys’ shop. | now knew wiead
built the tomb | found in the Drowned Nations catabs, and
that I, or at least a previous incarnation, had deted the
builder to keep its secrets. Hamrys apparently hadrticed |
wasn't paying attention. The next time he stoppedake a
breath, | asked another question.
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“Tell me what happened to your father.”

“He simply vanished one day, leaving most of his
commissions unfinished. Most embarrassing; toona while
to get out of the debt caused by his disappearaara,to an
extent, | am still settling various accounts. Stilhave a certain
aptitude for the work, and...” He sighed lightly agadt a far-
away look in his eyes.

He shrugged. “Sorry, | was just thinking... My fatlser
disappearance was the reason | joined the Harmorandhleft
it later on. At first | had a burning desire to dirout what
happened to him, later | felt a certain obligattorcontinue his
life’s work.” He sighed. “I never found the answérsought. It
was quite the mystery as to what happened...” Hisevéaded
to silence. | took advantage of this break to qyiakxit his
shop.

After leaving the shop, we continued walking. | saw
githzerai in the crowd, and curious, approached Hee woman
had a yellow cast to her skin and severe featufestoos
covered her body, and she wore a long blade asider Her
eyes were like two small black pearls. As | appheacher, they
followed Dak'kon’s movements. Before | reached ak'kon
broke in.

“I would have you hear me.”

“What is it, Dak'kon?”

“It is my will that we not speak to this woman.”

“Why not?”

“She is azerth.Our wills are crossed blades. We have no
common ground.”

I was more interested than ever to speak to hesidBs, a
zerth if anyone should be able to understand wletkon was
going through. | temporized in my reply.

“Then do not speak to her.” The githzerai, who hetched
our approach, chose this moment to speak.

“Why do you insult the Unbroken Circle of Zerthimdy
continuing to wear it against your heart? You asenmumbered
among the People, betrayer of Shra'kt'lor! The Anarand the
zerthshave spoken and their words shall be obeyed. Yeunatr
to speak your mind to me... or to amgrth” Dak'kon replied to
her.

“Will you hear this human when he speaks?”

“His words carry the weight of yours and have thepe of
Limbo’s form. | will not hear you, Dak'kon.”
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“He travels with me, Kii'na, disciple of Zerthimomde
comes to you to hear the words of Zerthimon whiob gs a
zerthmust impart. Will you hear him?” Dak'kon continued.

“The words of Zerthimon are not for the ears ofuenian to
be heard. Their minds are not as one, and they lalivision
wherever they travel. This one wears a shirt ofssead blood,
and he travels with a traitor. Vilquar's heart Iseafthin your
chest if you ask if | will hear him.” Dak'kon trie@d reach her
again.

“Will you close your mind to his wordsRnow your words
before you speak your mind, Kii'nzgerthof Zerthimon.”

“I will not hear him. He will hear me,” she replied

“That is sufficient.” Dak'kon turned to me, and kpan my
language. “She will teach you.”

The gith woman turned to me. Her black pearl eyegegl
dangerously.

“You are notknownto me, but your trappings speak ill of
you, human. Your body is a book written in scard &afood,
and you walk in the shadow of a pariah that claionspeak for
Zerthimon himself. Speak your mind!”

“Greetings, sword-ringer.” | had decided to showat lleast
knew the proper greeting, but she only hissedritation.

“Your pleasantries are as dust. The sign of mogyeiraws
near — time is short, human. | wolkdowyour questions, then
it is my will you leave.” Very well, | would forgpoliteness.

“Can you teach me of the difference between gitizand
githyanki?” She looked at Dak'kdrard for a moment.

“Gith was a great warrior who freed our people from
captivity under theillithid slavelords. Zerthimon was her
lieutenant. When the two had freed our people, @itmed
upon Zerthimon on the Blasted Plains. Words werekeap,
steel was bared — and one people became two. Thbee
remained with the bitch-queen took the name Githiyarhose
of us who traveled Zerthimon’s path remained touthe People
took the name Githzerai. Our rage lies in Gith'sdgal.”

“And that's why you hate each other so much?”

“Both our people are like the mule of Penansk —blstun,
blind, and bothersome. The githyanki add crueltythat list.
They hate us for our growth into realms they cannot
understand.” | decided to move on to a new topic.

“Can you teach me the Way of Zerthimon?” Her eyes
hardened at my words.



154 Lower Ward

“You travel with one who calls himselfzerthand lectures
me on my morality, and yet you ask if | can teaol the Way?
Ask himto teach you, for | will not!”

So much for my idea of learning more of Zerthimon b
talking to a different zerth. | decided to addré®ss animosity
between her and Dak'kon.

“What did you mean when you said | walk in the shaaf
a pariah?”

“You walk with a pariah and yoknownot his history? He
is quick to speak other words, but of his histogyhas remained
silent? Ask him of Shra'kt'lor, of the fall of a ghity fortress to
the githyanki, and see what his divided mind reveal you.
Ask him how he speaks with Zerthimon’s words, histkdarach
is as mist.” Dak'kon broke in.

“It is not Zerthimon’s words that lack convictioh.is their
echoes that have been distorted.”

“There is no doubt,” Kii'na replied, “in how Zerthon's
mind is spoken. Generations zdrthare as Rrakma’s Jewel, of
one mind on this matter. Your stance carries with divided
mind. The doubt is yours, an echo cast from youm ow
faithlessness.” Dak'kon calmly rebutted her asmerti

“Your words speak not the mind of Zerthimon. Theg a
shaped of angles and hate, as if molded from Gitiirgl itself.

“ This enraged Kii'na.

“You shall lie with the dead of Shra'kt'lor in diify chaos,
for you see all with Vilquar's Eye. Your mind isviled, your
karachweak!”

| started to move to place myself between them.ifAs
sensing my intent, Dak'kon spoke to me without kireathe
gaze he held with Kii'na.

“Hold fast, and do not stand in the way of our lelad |
knewDak'kon, while Kii'na obviously did not. | was nstire
whether Dak'kon sought his own death, or merely al@sut to
make another mistake. In any case, | would not fitave

“Dak’kon, | order you to stop this.” Dak'kon relantly
lowered his blade. Kii'na stared at him incredulpufer a
moment, and then a sharp grin split her features.

“The truth at last. Your mind is not divided. Yowea. a
slaveto this human. He speaks with an Anarch’s authdoty
you, and yoluisten” Dak'kon, still calm, replied.

“Your mind is cast in Gith’'s mold, Kii'na.”

“Let’s go, Dak'kon.”
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| questioned several passerbys about the Lower Ward
learned little, until chancing on someone watchimg passers-
by. | saw an older man in elegant robes. He haghbeyes and
a warm smile. He gave me a slight bow as | appm@gch

“Good day, cutter. | am Sebastion, how may | sgue?” |
greeted him, to which he responded, “Greetingsoto s well,
cutter...” He stopped in mid sentence as he noticgdcears. |
saw his eyes travel along them and his eyebrowsedrdn
surprise. He returned his gaze to me. “l was abwask what |
could do for you, but there is no need. | thinkek svhy you
came to see me, cutter.” | then asked who he was.

“I am Sebastion, a... mage of sorts. | do contraatkvior
those who can meet my price.” | followed up on implied
offer.

“What... are you trying to say you can help me wilde
scars?” He smiled at me and shrugged his shoulders.

“Perhaps, cutter, perhaps.” He leaned forward aghi to
examine my scars carefully. He ran a finger aloegesl of
them, mumbling to himself. Finally he looked upnag¢. “Yes,
cutter, | can help you. | cannot cure you, butn edeviate the
worst of your... condition.”

“And your price?”

“Ah, yes... the price.” He began stroking his chiml @tared
at me. | got the impression | was being weighededmw. He
seemed to come to some sort of a decision. “| laajab that |
think you could perform.”

“l have signed a contract with a certain creatliram no
longer able to fulfill the contract; it is... beyonmy abilities.
However, the creature will not release me from tbatract.
Instead it has threatened me with death unlesslfill fthe
contract.”

“Let me guess: You want me to solve this problemyfmou.”
He sighed.

“Yes. | cannot do it myself. My reputation demanhat |
fulfill the contract or face the consequences. lamnour mercy
in this regard. Will you help me?”

“What kind of creature are we talking about?”

“An abishai named Grosuk, cutter.” He paused toggygany
reaction. “I know this is a difficult task, but omé¢hink you can
handle. Also, the reward | offer you is great.” festured at my
scars.

“What were you contracted to do?” He shook his head
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“I cannot reveal that information, cutter. | am ricadly
bound not to. That is why people come to me. Theywkthat if
| accept a contract, it will be handled with digire.”

A fiend. It didn’t help my opinion of Sebastion thee dealt
with such a creature, but | couldn’t see lettingn ldie because
of it. | agreed to help. He gave me the details.

“Thank you, cutter. You will need a magic weaporcénise
it any harm, so check with some of the shops if gownot own
one. A spell caster can harm it as well. Grosuk lwafiound to
the east, beyond the siege tower.”

“Siege tower?”

“Yes, over beyond the market. Damned thing justeapgd
one day, several years back. No one knows why andne
seems able to get inside it to find out.”

| asked him about the market area we were in.

“This is a common market, cutter. There are marggth
for sale here. Spells, potions, information, wommen... Just
about anything, if you can afford the price.”

| then asked about the ward itself.

“This is the Lower Ward, cutter, home of the common
people and the industrial side of Sigil. It's nbetslums of the
Hive, yet it holds no splendor such as the LadyadlV

| asked, “Why is it called the Lower Ward?” He tait a
short laugh and shrugged his shoulders.

“That depends on your point of view, cutter. Thehrsay
it's because this is the home of the commolowser classes. If
you ask those who live here it's because of thégfmr. and the
incident.”

“The incident?” | echoed.

“Yes...” He frowned as he paused to think. “A lonméi
ago this was known as the Prime Ward. People netveteity
were placed here and not allowed access to aligif. $here
were many other restrictions placed upon them ds.w8ome
berk took offense to that and decided to form eeliim. It
went nowhere, of course, untii he made a fascigatin
discovery...”

“You see, there are a lot of portals in this aréahe city
and most of them open onto the Lower Planes. Wheit, barmy
berk found a way to open them all at once. He atbanything
that wanted to come through the portals into the & became
quite bloody; a terrible war ensued. Anyway, thattsy this is
known as théowerward. Because of the portals.”

“Sebastion, how did this person open all the gates?
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“He used an item that he either had commissionataie
himself. What was it called...” He paused to think fa
moment. “Ah, | remember, the Shadow-Sorcelled KeyAt”
the mention of the key | began to feel dizzy, tharlds around
me froze, and everything turned gray. | sensedsh p@mory
trying to force it's way into my consciousnessellaxed, and let
it come.

The world around me faded and | found myself in the
darkened streets of Sigil. My heart was poundimging to
break free from my chest; my breath came in ragggsps. |
had been running for hours it seemed, and yetIdooot stop...

| turned a corner and entered an alley, finallyveig my
flight. | felt my strength fade as | leaned agaiastearby wall
and tried to catch my breath. | became aware of#iuing hard
pressed into the palm of my hand. Glancing dowpdned my
clenched fist to stare at the gem embedded inekh.f

My body sagged toward the wall until my foreheadlcteed
its cold, damp surface. My eyes closed and | foncgdelf to
take slow deep breaths. Just as | felt my strengirning |
heard a faint noise and instantly snapped to futraness. |
turned to look toward the alley mouth.

At first | saw nothing, just ghost visions causegl the
shadows of the night. | was about to turn away waeslight
movement caught my eye. Slowly, a female form glideound
the corner, paused, and then turned to face me.elbs
travelled from her slender waist toward her fulsbm, and then
her blade-enshrouded face. Even in the darknessld see her
cold, emotionless eyes...

The memory faded and my normal vision returned.abw
standing before Sebastion in the market. He walsirigoat me
with some concern, but this passed when he sawl tat all
right. “Thought | lost you for a moment there, euit

“What became of this Shadow-Sorcelled Key?”

“No one knows. The key has been lost for some time.
Many believe the Lady of Pain took the key to pravie ever
being used again.”

“So, what was the outcome of the rebellion?” Heutjia
for a moment.

“Well... Everyone, except the leader, was given pages
the dead-book. The leader and the creatures justang
vanished one day, surely the Lady's work. The song fled
the ward. The fumes of the Lower Planes had palltite air,
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you see. Anyway, the ward remained deserted un&iFoundry
was eventually built.”

“What can you tell me about the Foundry?” He frodine

“It is the home of the Godsmen, cutter. If you harey
questions regarding them, | suggest you go to thenéry to
ask them.”

| decided to see if | could track down Sebasticiesd,
while also seeing some more of the ward.

Part of the market area was indoors, inside a lapgn
building with a ninety degree bend half way dows lgngth.
We walked among the different merchants, and Igdpo talk
to a young boy.

He had pale, yellow skin. His clothes were dirtgd amneed
of mending. Currently he was tending a furnace.

“Greetings.” He turned and gave a half-smile asdtedown
his work.

“Hail... do ya need some help?” | replied that | did.

“Aye, aye, I'd be pleased ta help ya if | could..ieTboy
looked grateful not to be toiling over the furnat@/hat is it |
can answer fer ye?”

“What is this place?”

“This place?” He glanced around. “It's the Open-Air
Market. Lotta buyers and sellers come here ta geheir kip
fer the day. | been here fer a good time, | beerkinbhere fer
a while under the eye of me Da.” He looked a litlistant.
“One day | could be runnin’ his stall, | could.”

“Can you tell me about this ward?” He nodded.

“Oh, aye, this here’'s the Lower Ward. Common falke |
here, like me an me Da.” His eyes widened a bit lamdboked
excited. “Do ya know why it's called the Lower Watd

Since he seemed eager to explain, | encourageddigo
on.

“Well, as it's reckoned, the ward’s got a mess oftals ta
the Lower Planes all riddled through it like cheexeit does, so
| s'pose that that's why the name stuck.” He smilexlidly.

“Do any creatures ever come out of these portdt&eyes
grew a little wider.

“Aye, they do. Most of ‘em jest stoppin’ through..He
swallowed nervously and looked worried.

“You look nervous, you've seen this yourself?”

“Aye, I've seen it...” He paused and swallowed again.
“T'was just last week or so, | saw a couple abisbaie through
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a portal. They talked a good bit an’ then one ofweemt back
through. The one tha’ stayed is still there...” Hawfned.

“What were they talking about?”

“I dunno for sure, ta me it was just hissin’ an lsubut |
think they was talkin’ about the Tower.” He shrudge

“The Tower?”

“Aye, tha's one of the strangest sights ta be enWard. No
one really knows how long that scarred old towes baen
around... ye can't get into it, y'’know. Bolted uphtigr than a
chastity belt. I'd be curious ta know what's inrthe.” He
thought for a moment. “The abishai was gesturirthat Tower
an the portal. They was lookin’ for the key, | bet.

“What key?”

“The key ta the portal tha' leads ta the Tower. igygortal
has a key tha opens it ta somewhere. The key candesture,
an item, or even a thought... many ‘ave tried hargktainta the
Tower. No matter how hard ya try, ya fail.” | comesied, and
mumbled a thought.

“Maybe the secret to getting in is to not want & m...”
He shrugged.

“I dunno, cutter. May be...”

“Tell me where this portal is located.” He stoppedhink
for a moment.

“There’s a drawbridge like contraption back o’ fhewer,
east o’ the market. Tha's where it is...” He gotiadaay look.

| left him to his daydreams, and continued on, ioglat the
other merchants’ wares.

We left the Open Air market, and were leaving tharkat
area entirely when we passed a fenced in buildieighing
smoke. This must be the great foundry Sebastion
mentioned.

Among the crowds ahead | saw a figure. He lookke &
githzerai, but his clothing was much brighter. Evea way he
walked was subtly different. If this was who | tiyhti it was, |
had better leave Dak'kon behind. | asked the ottrego back
indoors to the market, that | would follow in a shwhile.

The figure had rough, leathery skin with a paldoyelcast
and gaunt features. His face was angular, his m@se small
and highly placed, and his ears tapered to poiktsacery of
tattoos and scars covered his body. He was dressgdange,
gaudy leathers that looked more ornamental tharbabmeady.
His eyes were like two small black stones and thagked me
as | approached.

had
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“You are the human seeking memories,” he saidlyfl&t
can help you.”

“You're a githyanki, aren’t you?” | asked.

“I have the pleasure to be of that people.” Hisceowas
flat. “Do you wish my aid in recovering your menes?”

“Who and what are you?”

“I'am Yi'minn. | am a githyanki angler. My peoplecathe
undisputed masters of the Astral Plane, where dlds go to die
and the memories of the dead float like leaves poal. My
duty is in retrieving the memory cores of the dead gleaning
them for information. | can locate your memorieouYhave
only to pay the price.”

“What price would that be?”

“It is a matter of a mere few coins. The price égotiable. |
ask for one hundred. You will determine the valdetlme
memories | find and pay accordingly.” This githyartikought
me a fool, but | decided to pretend agreementngeehere he
would lead.

“Sounds good. What do | have to do?”

“If I am to bait my hook for your memories, | witieed
some of the memories you currently possess. | @gaire a
place of concentration and quiet. If you will follane, we will
journey to one such place and | will make you whoiee
again. We go alone, with no companions.”

“Agreed. Let's go.”

We walked off, entering an alley. Half a dozen more
githyanki surrounded me. Yi'minn's mood had turniedo
something much more ugly than its previous arroganc

“Now, human, drop your painted shield and tell dmtwou
have said and done for the githzerai dogs withgil'Siwalls.”

“Weren't we going to go look for my memories?” lked,
ironically, although | doubt the githyanki understomy tone of
voice.

“The only way you shall travel to the Astral Plaisein
chains, human. You have one more chance to telivha you
have said and done for the githzerai within Sigitals.”

“I will not tell you.” | said simply.

“Then you shall die.” He drew his weapon to attackist
stood there, and let them kill me. Yi'minn’s blalashed across
my throat and | fell to the ground bleeding. Th&yosl over me
and began to speak again.

“Did he truly know nothing, Al-midil?” Another voi
replied.
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“His words were those of an enemy of the peoplesrEv
were that not true, we have cauterized his ign@anith
death’s iron. Let us leave him here for the Cobextto
scavenge. We have gathered enough information @ th
githzerai dogs for this trip. They shall lose amwtHortress
before the sevenday is out. The walls of Vristigioall fall.”

“If you believe our knowledge is sufficient,” Yi'mn said,
“then we shall go. Gather our warriors and letais jour war
party in Limbo.”

I could no longer stay the effect of the grievousunds |
had suffered by force of will, and slipped into thea

| awoke a while later in the same alley. Quicklhecking,
all of my items were present. Evidently the githkiabelieved
in deceit and murder, but perhaps looting a conmse beneath
their ‘honor.’

| returned to the indoor market. My companions
understandably wondered what had taken me so Ielogte
expressed his impatience in typical fashion.

“Ah, c’'mon, lets shake a leg. | mean... you shakeg'l

I didn’t inform them what | had done, only askirmt they
accompany me back to the zerth, Kii'na. We needeskéarch
around a bit, but finally found her. The zerth sthblackly at
Dak'kon as he returned with me. She turned her backe, as
if daring Dak'kon to strike the target.

“Cut it out, Kii'na. Are you familiar with the foress
Vristigor?” She looked at me — hard.

“How did you, who walks in the shadow of a pariabme
to knowthat name?”

“A group of githyanki are planning a raid on thetfess
within the sevenday. They are on their way theenaww.”

“Know... knowyou have my gratitude... you and tlzisrth.
Know this shall not be forgotten.” She turned to Dak'kon
“Know that this will not atone for the fall of Shra'kt'lor. The
Anarchs’ verdict stands still.”

What had Kii'in said of the githzerai earlier? Stamn, blind
and bothersome. | stalked off, neither Kii'na okRan offering
a word.

We returned to searching out the fiend. Fewer avief
people were walking the streets, and | realized &byl saw
what loomed ahead. A gigantic siege tower thruselfitup
among the surrounding buildings, blocking the why.walls
were scarred and pitted; it had seen many a batite lifetime.
A drawbridge on the upper portion of the tower, whawered,
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would give attackers access from the siege towérdavalls of
a city or keep.

In the shadow of the tower | saw a reptilian creatuith a
snake like-body, four clawed feet, leathery wingsyd a
draconian head. The scales covering its body wetiee shade
of green. The creature stood upright on its himgs,léalancing
with its prehensile tale. As | approached its eyagowed to
slits and it began to hiss.

The air around the creature began to radiate hatita
scales took on a pale sheen. It gave me a hungly dmd
appeared ready to strike. Suddenly it releasedrayfbf hisses
and relaxed its stance a bit.

“Sssssss! Go. Grossssuk no talk, told wait... Ssssss#
glared at me as its tail lashed back and forth.

“Sebastion sent me. “ The creature relaxed quibé and
the air grew cooler. It held out a clawed hand & m

“Ssssss. Give Grosssuk information.”

“What information?” It was hard to read facial eapsions
on a reptilian fiend, but | was certain that Grosuks rather
annoyed with me. His tail began to lash furioushyd ahe air
grew warm again.

“No quessssstion. Give Grosssuk information or die.
Grosssuk then take information from body.”

“I need to know which piece of information is foow. | run
errands intended for several people, you understatelglared
at me for a moment while he thought. Finally hetgresl at the
nearby tower.

“Sssiege tower. Ssssss. How get inssside. Sssmbasty
he divine way...” Grosuk took a step toward me anidl ot
his hand. “Now give!”

“Actually,” | replied, “Sebastion sent us here it ¥ou.”

The creature immediately attacked, but the founofvere
able to deal with it without too much trouble.

The end of the day was drawing closer, and | nedded
recover from another ‘death.’ | decided to rest thght, and
talk to Sebastion in the morning.
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COAXMETAL

Next day, | talked to Sebastion, who made goodismpiomise.

He was able to do something about the scarringleast

cosmetically. From what | could see of my bodyhhdn’t been
able to alter the corpse-like features of my appeae, but the
scarringwasless noticeable.

| was curious about the siege tower, and why teadfi
Grosuk had been so interested in it. After all,hsweapons
must be quite common in their ‘Blood Wars,” and m@asier
to construct on the spot than attempt to haul f8igil.

| remembered what the boy Lazlo had said, and ajopexd
an area near the tower where he had said a pdaairsgy entry
to the tower lay. | approached what should bedbatlon of the
portal, and tried my idea of the form of the keysulppressed
any desire to enter the tower. A portal appeareichwvwe
entered.

We were inside the tower. Dominating the interigaw an
iron... creature. Its size was staggering; if it stdall height, it
would shatter the roof of the siege tower. Thundgrechoes
rattled the walkway as the creature hammered awatsdorge,
and the smell of soot and ash filled the air.

The creature had not yet noticed us. | hesitatezighing
the consequences of drawing its attention, but mosity,
which apparently multiple lifetimes had failed toespch, swung
the balance. Besides, | told myself, perhaps it ld/«dtnow
something about me. “Greetings.”

There was the screaming of metal on metal as thsgt gi
turned to face me. | suddenly realized the golers lult into
the siege tower itself; girders, pipes, and hugacdms ran
through its lower torso and into the walls, and th@tom
portion of its body made up the forge itself.

“What are you?”

| AM IRON GIVEN PURPOSE | FORGE THE IMPLEMENTS BY WHICH THE
MULTIVERSE WILL BE UNMADE.

“You mean forging weapons? That's your purpose?”

METAL IS LIKE FLESH. BOTH CARRY POTENTIAL IN THEIR VEINS. WHEN
TEMPERED WITH HEAT AND PRESSURE THE POTENTIAL SURFACES MY
PURPOSEIS TO BRING FORTH THIS POTENTIAL. ALLOW IT EXPRESSION
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“Who do you make these weapons for?”

| FORGE THEM FOR THE SAKE OF ENTROPY. THEY ARE PAIN SEEKING
EXPRESSION

“What does entropy need weapons for?”

BEYOND THIS TOWER, ORDER RALLIES ITS LEGIONS. THE MULTIVERSE
HEALS ITS WOUNDS. IN TIME, ITS STRENGTHMAY EQUAL ENTROPY.

“The multiverse is your enemy? Why?”

THE MULTIVERSE BREATHES. IT GROWS. IT STAGNATES. IT FORGESITS
CHAINS AROUND THE PLAINS LINK BY LINK. IN TIME, EVEN ENTROPY MAY BE
CHAINED.

“And you're opposed to chaining entropy?”

WHEN A THING SEALS ITSELF AGAINST ITS OWN DESTRUCTION IT
MERELY DIES A DIFFERENT DEATH.

“So you're saying immortality is just a differentnkl of
death?”

IMMORTALITY IS ONLY A WORD. ALL THAT EXISTS CAN DIE. EVERY
LIVING THING HAS A WEAPON AGAINST WHICH IT HAS NO DEFENSE TIME.
DISEASE. IRON. GUILT.

“How do you know what weapon to use?”

ONE MUST KNOW THE ENEMY TO FORGE SUCH A WEAPON. START WITH
A FRAGMENT OF THE ENEMY. A DROP OF BLOOD. A CRYSTALLIZED
THOUGHT. ONE OF ITS HOPES ALL OF THESE THINGS TELL THE WAY IT CAN
DIE.

“What if your enemy strikes from a distance, fronagows,
and never shows himself?”

THEN THAT IS THE FRAGMENT OF THE ENEMY YOU MUST USE. THE
ACTIONS OF YOUR ENEMY HAVE TOLD YOU MUCH. YOUR ENEMY DOES NOT
WISH TO ENGAGE YOU DIRECTLY. THAT IS A WEAKNESS.

“Or... for some reason, éannotengage me directly.”

THAT IS AN EQUAL POSSIBILITY. EITHER POSSIBILITY REVEALS
WEAKNESS.

“How do | exploit that?”

IF THE ENEMY DOES NOT WISH TO CONFRONT YOU DIRECTLY, DENY ITS
WISH. TAKE THE BATTLE TO THE ENEMY. IF IT IS NOT ALLOWED TO
CONFRONT YOU DIRECTLY, FIND THE REASON. THE REASON WILL REVEAL A
WEAKNESS

“Hmmmm. Could you forge a weapon that would kill ?he

ves. | wasn't really certain | wanted to know, but tioned.

“Really? How?”

| WOULD NEED A DROP OF YOUR BLOOD. THAT IS ALL.

Such a weapon might prove useful. | wondered ifemgmy
was really interested in permanently killing meteafall there
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must have been times when | was weak, bereft of angni
provided the blood, and told the golem to continue.

THE TOOL OF YOUR DESTRUCTIONHAS BEEN FORGEDAND EDUCATED. IT
IS NOT ENOUGH. THE MAGICKS THAT KEEP YOUR HEART BEATING AND MEND
YOUR FLESH ARE STRONG. YOU MUST SINK THE BLADE INTO YOUR BODY
ONLY WITHIN A SHELL WHERE YOU ARE CUT OFF FROM THE PLANES.

“Why?”

THE REASON IS NOT KNOWN TO ME. YET BOTH THE WEAPON AND THE
PLACE ARE NECESSARYFOR YOUR DESTRUCTION

“Where would | find such a shell that separatedfirom the
Planes?”

THAT IS NOT KNOWN TO ME.

“Earlier you said that if the multiverse sealectltsagainst
its own death, it would die a different death. Whatkes that
death any worse than another?”

ALL THINGS HAVE A COMMON GROUND IN DECAY. WAR IS NECESSARY.
DEATH IS NECESSARY. DECAY IS NECESSARY.

“And how much of this is too much?”

THERE ARE NO LIMITS. LIMITS ARE ONE OF THE LINKS IN THE CHAIN OF
ORDER. LIMITS MUST BE SHATTERED.

“Even if death is the result?”

ALL MUST FALL UPON ENTROPY S BLADE. THE TIME NEARS WHEN IT
WILL BE NECESSARY TO BREACH THE WALLS OF CREATION. ORDER WILL BE
PUT TO THE SWORD. ITS CHAINS WILL BE BROKEN. THE MULTIVERSE WILL BE
UNMADE.

Interesting philosophy, although | wondered if evére
balmy Xaositects would willingly embrace chaos this
completely. | asked about something else.

“What is this place?”

THIS TOWER IS A SIEGE ENGINE. IT EXISTS TO BREACH THE WALLS
BETWEEN PLANES.

“Breach planes? How?”

THE TOWER ANCHORS ITSELF UPON A PLANE. A WOUND IS TORN IN THE
MULTIVERSE WHEN THE BRIDGE OF THE TOWER OPENS LEGIONS MAY PASS
FROM ONE PLANE TO THE OTHER THROUGH THE TOWER. WHEN THE PLANE
HAS SERVED ENTROPY S PURPOSE THE TOWER ANCHORSITSELF AGAIN .

“What happened to the legions that have used therfy

ENTROPY HAS UNMADE THEM.

“And what happened to the Planes the siege tower
invaded?”

ENTROPY HAS UNMADE THEM.

“If this siege tower can travel the planes, why ytou
remain here?”
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THE TOWER IS TRAPPED IN THIS CITY. THIS CITY IS A CAGE THAT IT
CANNOT BREACH. AT ONE TIME THE TOWER LAID SIEGE TO THE PLANES.
HOW | WAS BROUGHT HERE IS NOT KNOWN TO ME. HOW | MAY ESCAPEIS
NOT KNOWN TO ME.

“Why do you make weapons?”

THE IRON OF MY BODY ONCE EXISTED ONLY AS MINOR EXPRESSIONSOF
PAIN. BLADES. SPEARS AXES. ARROWHEADS. RIVETS IN CATAPULTS. FROM
THESE IMPLEMENTS OF WAR WAS | WROUGHT. THESE MINOR EXPRESSIONSOF
PAIN WERE MELTED TO FORGE THIS BODY. MY POTENTIAL WAS ALLOWED TO
SURFACE NOW MY PURPOSEIS TO BRING OUT THE POTENTIAL IN OTHER
METALS.

“You said that someone melted those weapons armgdor
your body. Who?”

ENTROPY RAISED ME FROM THE PLANAR BATTLEFIELDS.

“Have you heard of a night hag named Ravel?”

THE NIGHT HAG SOUGHT TO SUNDER THIS CITY. HER GREATEST WORKS
WERE THOSE OF UNMAKING . SHE WALKED THE PATH OF ENTROPY.

“Do you know what happened to her?”

ORDER SET CHAINS ABOUT HER. SHE WAS CAST WITHIN A CAGE.

“Do you know where this cage is?”

HER PRISONIS UNKNOWN TO ME.

The golem | later learned was referred to as ‘cagathin
certain ancient texts. | accepted the blade froengblem, the
weapon, it claimed, which could kill me. Examiniitg this
strange blade was an ugly looking weapon, shapethagoit
resembled the symbol of torment on my left arm.cBlaeins
wormed their way across the surface of the metal,the edge
looked so dull that it couldn’t even cut warm butté felt
slightly warm to the touch.

Having no more to say to the golem, | left the tawe
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CLERKS' WARD

We moved on, to another ward of the city, knownhesUpper
or Clerk’s Ward. | noticed a woman walking towards,
followed by a member of the Harmonium, almost dseifwere
a bodyguard.

She was an older, stern-looking woman, clearly enviay
somewhere. When she noticed my approach, she dtuniée
with a disapproving, tight-lipped frown. Althougies plainly
didn’t approve of something about me, | stubbopitywed on.

“Greetings...” The woman nodded curtly, speaking in a
tone cold as ice.

“Yes? What is it? And watch your words, for | am
Diligence, Fourth Magistrate of the Ward.” | briefvondered
whether people in Sigil changed their names to madheir
profession, or if their given name determined tipeith in life.

“Something troubling about my appearance?”

“I should most certainly think so! Should the Applar
Regulation Act be passed, people of your sort wdvet
permitted to traipse about in such a manner, haited and
filthy as you are...” | could have been insultingnioming her
opinion. But | decided to follow a more diplomasipproach.

“I'm quite clean, begging your pardon, and... meamniag
disrespect, madam... some cultures might fir@lr clothes
offensive.” She examined me skeptically for a momdimen
nodded.

“Your point is well-taken... sir. Still, though, yocannot
deny you are a rather rough-looking sort of fellow.

“My appearance is merely the product of my envirentmn
madam, and a difficult life. | shouldn't be heldcaantable for
that.”

“Oh, but you should! How easy it is for one to bawne’s
life, one’s surroundings for their every failingtan see by your
manner you are well-educated, sir, yet you appearsist upon
a lifestyle of wandering and senseless violencey Wit settle
in Sigil, become a contributing citizen, ratherrttme bloody-
handed nomad in its streets?”

“The choice is out of my hands, | assure you.”
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“Oh? How so?” Her coldness melted away into a lobk
curiosity.

My lips quirked in a smile. | had the time. | totetr my
story... or what | knew of it. At the end, Diligendeoked
shocked.

“That... that is quite a tale, sir.”

“Were it only a tale, madam. It is my life, andel'the scars
to prove it — as you noted when we first met, ided.”

“Yes, yes... quite s0.” She smiled slightly... | hadybe to
wonder if she was even capable of such a thingvish you
luck, sir, in your undertakings. May you find yoelfsonce
more.”

She claimed the time | had already taken was ni@e she
could spare from her busy schedule, so she lefhowit
answering any more questions.

I moved on to an outdoor café, circulating among th
patrons standing near the bar.

| talked to a young, finely attired woman relaxitigere,
enjoying the outside air while sipping at a beverdger eyes
widened slightly as she took my appearance in. hied
uneasily.

“Ah... greetings to—" Suddenly, her eyes alighted on
Morte. “Oh! What a cute little mimir!” | decided toave a little
fun with Morte, for a change.

“Isn’t he? He likes to have the top of his skullagched.”

“Truly?” She remained smiling, but looked suspicou
“Surely you jest, sir! 'Tis only a mimir...”

“What do you mean? Don't they all enjoy that?” ked
innocently.

She shook her head. “No, none that I've seen. Taey’
merely objects, aren’t—" Morte interrupted her:

“Well, you see, chief, it's all about differencesthequality
of your mimir. Some — like me — are more encharttezh
others, that's all. More... uh... ‘self-aware,’ is therm.” The
woman shrugged.

“That could certainly be.”

I questioned her about the Clerk's Ward. From hed a
several other patrons, | learned most of the waas filled with
record halls and administration buildings. The drthe ward
where | was now was different. It contained thei€kesthall
of the Sensates, a faction. There were severat btliklings of
interest as well. The Art and Curio Gallery, thevachte's
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home, the apothecary, the Brothel of Slaking letllal Lusts,
the tailor and an odd little curiosity shop.

Questioning her revealed a bit more about somehef t
locations. The advocate was lannis, a lawyer. Thathbl
existed to pleasure the mind and senses, certairtype of
brothel with which | was unfamiliar. It was run laysensate,
said to be a succubus, which | thought to be soome of a
fiend. The Civic Festhall was most renowned fos#&asoriums,
where one could experience the experiences of ©ttagrtured
in special stones. Some areas of the festhall weselved for
members of the Sensate faction only.

I overheard another, older, patron expounding oscofe
regulations to a younger companion who was lookimmgewhat
dazed. The older man looked somewhat bookish. ldiking
and accessories were extremely clean, neat andcesedtl for,
and he often paused to brush some fleck of dufinboff of
them. A symbol resembling a stylized dagger, pmeyeipwards
through a flame, was embroidered upon his tunic.

| interrupted him to get his attention. The man/sepassed
over me, gleaming as they fixed on Morte.

“Oh, | say! Would you look at that! A floating sktll

Morte turned and looked behind him. “Where?! Where?
The man gasped as Morte spoke.

“By the unjust laws of Tueny the Merciless!” He dedly
covered his mouth and looked at Annah apologeticall

“Sorry, sorry... the man was a horrible tyrant, nangd
dead. His name should never be spoken so; 'tieratalgar.
My deepest apologies, m'lady. | did not mean teradf” Annah
shrugged, rolling her eyes.

“Talk as yeh like, cutter; | care not a whit fer athyeh
say... unless ye're rattlin’ yer bone-box abow,that is.” He
turned back to Morte.

“But behold! A skull, buoyant, levitating off thera@und,
cognitive of its environment, and possessing hgarspeaking
and seeing capabilities.” He turned to me, asniéi$ suddenly a
confidant.

“This is truly one of the reasons that the Plarresdl siever
become dull to me, sir — just when you think yowéaeen
everything, the Planes show you yet another cotaepeer
around, and...” He raised his hands gloriously. “..drrdy
whole new, wondrous vistas are open to you.”

“I'm not sure if Morte qualifies as a ‘wonderousta.’ “ |
said sourly, aware it was probably a mistake tor dvave
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attempted to begin this conversation. The man &phame,
looking to Morte instead.

“I say, skull...” he began when Morte gasped.

“Look, behind you — another floating skull!”

| resignedly let matters take their course. The s@emed
to have forgotten me entirely, instead turning hlock to look
for this ‘other’ floating skull.

“No! Where? Where!”

“Right where I'm pointing! There!” The poor fellodidn’t
even stop to think that Morte had nothing to peiith, he was
so busy looking attempting to see what Morte saw.

“Where? | cannot see it Morte replied with mock
exasperation.

“You just missed it! A wholeparade of them! Probably
never happen again in a million revolutions of Great Ring!”

“l sense you also possess a peculiar degree ofenptie
harumphed, having finally caught on.

“I prefer to refer to it as keen insights into humaature.”
Morte bobbed slightly, as if shrugging.

| attempted to get the man’s attention again. Hidenly
seemed to see me for the first time... The man’s eydsned.

“By the unjust laws of Tueny the...!” He caught hitfise
looking apologetic. “I say, are you all right? Ydénok...” He
fumbled for the words. “...hurt.” | replied | was alght. Annah
interjected herself into the conversation as well.

“Aye, it hurts ta look at 'im, it does.”

“Very funny, Annah. | had some questions, such &® w
you are.”

“Why, my name is Able Ponder-Thought. | passed my
Administrator exam just recently, and have achietrexistatus
of an ‘A9,” a research consultant in the Hall ofcBels, one of
the many aides specializing in Sigil's physical $aand history.
| research topics and laws of interest to othetsis Iquite
fascinating, really...”

I quickly cut him off, asking about the symbol emidered
on his tunic.

“Why, 'tis the symbol of the Fraternity of Order.éAare
responsible for much of the law-making and runrtimg courts
here in Sigil. Many judges, advocates and clerks@embers of
our Order, and we are pleased to be able to hdtpeenSigil's
laws and keep things orderly. We make a striddotteto learn
all laws, whether they pertain to Sigil, the Planas the
multiverse itself.”
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“The Fraternity of Order believes that the multaeris
governed by laws. When one knows all the laws, wile
understand the multiverse. That is our goal. Byeusidnding
the laws, their limits, we learn to avoid certaamws.”

Perhaps he would be of some use, after all. | agkedt the
Lady of Pain.

“The Lady of Pain, yes, yes... she is the force ke:lS8iyil,
you know. Very impressive figure, but little is kmp about
her.”

He began ticking off the points which were known lag
fingers: “One: She is not just a symbol of Sigd,some claim.
She is very real and very dangerous. Two: Shelisvael to be
the one that keeps the Powers... deities... out of. 3igilong
as she is present, the Powers cannot enter SigtreeT She
also prevents unauthorized teleporting and gating and out
of Sigil. It prevents the outer planes creatur@smfrbringing
even more of their kind to Sigil outside of the eentional
routes. Four: She has never spoken. To anyone. Bke
usurped control of Sigil from Aoskar, a Power noelidved
dead. Six: Anyone who threatens Sigil... or her... usiphed,
either by falling beneath her shadow, which resul series of
invisible stab wounds that can kill even greatestbau, or by
being sent to the mazes, from whence few ever es@gven:
She does not like to be worshipped. Those thatrdooéten
found with their skin missing. And lastly: The sighf her is
believed to drive others mad.”

| asked about several other topics, but found eithie
knowledge to be lacking, or explanations so longded he
never came to the point. He failed to note my gtsrto excuse
myself, so | just walked away.

I moved to another patron, a tall, slender womappiisg
wine from a small ceramic cup. She appeared tmbkirig for
someone. Her facial features were elegantly exatid the
woman’s ears, though partially covered by her lbag, could
be seen to come to sharp points.

| greeted her. The woman turned to face me, vielats
flashing like flawless chips of amethyst. Her speecas as
music; | could hear a faint, musical tinkling, andoed tiny
crystal bells, as she spoke. Each word lingeradyirears, as if
they were unwilling to relinquish the exquisite sdu

“Nemelle turned to face the scarred, dour stran§dre
asked what he wished of her.”

“Wow, “ Morte commented.
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“Pah!” Annah sneered at Morte. “Stop yer droolipgh
leerin’ skull.”

“My,” Morte replied, “what a hot-blooded little dhi
Starved for attention? | could drool over you, tdgou're just
jealous...” Morte started floating towards Annah, magkwet
slavering noises...

Annah stated, “Get a hair's breadth closer, slkaril|'ll see
to it that not one o’ yer chatterin’ teeth lies hiit a hundred
paces of another!”

Morte stopped abruptly, turning away while muttgrin
unintelligibly. I tried to ignore their byplay.

“You're Nemelle? | was told you know the commandrevo
for this decanter.”

The woman made no move to touch or examine the
decanter, but only spoke. “Nemelle took it from #teanger,
turning it in her hands. Had she seen its like feefehe
thought? Perhaps... yes, she remembered now. Sheeadtine
decanter, whispering into his ear as she did so.réalized |
knew the word, now — ‘Nildenosaj’ — though | wastan the
woman never whispered to me, but merely said ste She
blinked at me.

“Would the stranger leave her, now, satisfied withat she
had told him?”

“Not just yet. Are you looking for someone?”

“ ‘Where could she be? Nemelle wondered. Her
companion, Aelwyn, was supposed to have met her tays
ago.” The woman sighed miserably; the air around drew
chill with her sadness. “How long must she seattkh Vvast,
foreign city before she finds her dearest friend?”

| nearly started at the name Aelwyn. When | fiest the
Mortuary, a citizen of the Hive recognized me, aedused me
of an awful crime to someone of that name. Bubitldn't be
the same person.

“I could help you find your friend. What does sheok
like?” Nemelle clasped her hands together and bdvezchead
to me.

“She would be so pleased to hear news of her ftiGd
told the kind stranger what Aelwyn looked like, 8wt he
would know her should he come across her.” An infageed
in my mind — a woman who resembled Nemelle, buhwit
golden eyes and hair of fiery crimson.
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Now that | knew the command word for the Decanter o
Endless Water | carried, | thought back to the Sieahg Bar
and the twisting corpse which gave it its name.
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We travelled back across the wards, to the Hivd,aartered the
Smoldering Corpse bar. As we entered, a man almerst
forward to meet me.

The man in front of me had large eyes and a tlamé. He
seemed confused and frightened by the rest of @hgotrons,
but he looked incredibly relieved to see me.

“Greetings?” He seemed familiar, yet | was surad hever
seen him before. He chuckled lightly and rolled éy&s in a
‘you wouldn't believe what happened to me’ looktthdound
strangely familiar.

“ ‘Bout time, friend! | thought | might be here atlay
waiting for you.”

“Uh... do | know you?”

“Why, yes.” He gave me a peery eye. “At least,ihkhl...
uh... well... can't recall everything about you, but..He
frowned in thought, then shrugged. “...anyway, itt®od to see
you. I'm Adahn. We're friends, | take it. Excellehtcould use
more friends like you, it seems...” He looked arouimd
confusion. “Since | don't appear to know anyonehiese parts,
much less how | got here.” Adahn! | certainly recizgd that
name.

“Where are you from?” Adahn seemed surprised, aad
confusion resurfaced.

“l... hmmnnn.” He frowned. “Well, not from around leed
don't believe... or do 1? | think | would have reeall such a
place. Don't really right recall where I'm from, ahere I'm
bound...”

“Do you know who | am?”

“An... old friend?” He sounded like he was testing th
water. “Aren’t you?”

| was sure now. Belief had power on the outer @aiow
| was creating beings, drawing them into my torradntircle,
as if enough strays weren't finding their way to o their
own. | was careful to say nothing that might furtheil his
inner confusion.

“Yes, yes | am. Say, | had some questions for you...”
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“Oh, and | had some for you, too...” He frowned. “Ept |
can’t seem to get a handle on ‘em.” He shruggede&fions —
who needs ‘em? All that matters is the answers agyw
think.”

| reconsidered, and thought it would be betterHion if he
had as little contact as possible with me. “Wells ibeen
interesting, Adahn, but | have to leave. Farewell.”

“Hey... uh...” He frowned. “Look, before you up and fly
away to wherever abouts you're going, I've somethfar
you... at least | think so...”

“What is it?”

“I'm not sure.” He dug in his pockets, and frowned.
“Pockets too damned small to keep anything in..."sdeatched
his head. “Maybe...” He pulled back his sleeves fire left
one, then the right one, looked angry, then leh lsteeves fall
back to full length. | had a peculiar thought, lasugh we were
acting out pre-written lines.

“Why don’t you check the left sleeve again? | thinkiight
be there.”

“Really?” He pulled back the left sleeve again, ahis
time, | saw a package tied to his wrist. He smiledelief,
untied it from his arm, then handed it to me. “ou, friend.
From me, for you... a thanks of sorts!” He nodded @k the
item. | studied it... it looked like a ring of somers | could
almost see the script as | asked another question.

“Wasn't there some money to go along with this?” He
snapped his fingers.

“Yes, there was, yes there was.” He looked dowmsabelt,
where there was now a belt pouch. He untied itmasbed it to
me. “It's all there. All hundred coppers.” | tooket bag, and
opened it. It all looked to be there.

“What about that enchanted item you wanted to gie®”
He looked puzzled for a moment, then smiled, as if
remembering.

“Why, yes, there was one, wasn'’t there?” He readhtml
his right sleeve and pulled forth a long, slendagger. “Here
you are.”

As | looked up from my gift to thank Adahn, | sudtie
noticed he had vanished. | didn’'t even hear himde&awasn’t
sure whether | should be glad he had been spagduittersweet
pains of existence, or saddened he had so little tb live and
perhaps find his own way to happiness.
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| examined the dagger and ring Adahn had given The.
metal they were made of looked extremely thick hedvy, but
was almost weightless. It shifted coloration as atched,
changing from silver, to bronze, to gold.

I shook my head, and continued forward to fulfiy meason
for coming here, the crackling, billowing creatuyo must be
Ignus, twisting slowly before my eyes above an igoifl upon
the floor of the bar. It may have once been hurban now its
skin was charred beyond recognition. Streams efffirmed a
wreath around the creature’s body, and the flanoged at the
few remaining pockets of flesh, causing them toldbeiland run
like wax down the creature’s skeletal frame.

The heat surrounding this... creature... was incredibte
my surprise, the iron grill the creature floatedab had sagged
and bent from the heat. At first, | thought the themme from
the grill... but now | realized it emanated from ttreature. As
| watched, flecks of ash drifted from the writhiegrpse and
floated slowly to the ceiling.

| tilted the Decanter of Endless Water over thel gmd
began to pour. A small stream of ice-blue watergddrom the
decanter, and touched the flames of the grill vathviolent
hissing and a rush of steam... as if in responshkiscchallenge,
the decanter seemed Itongeforward, falling onto the grill and
shattering!

Hissing billows of steam and a furious cracklingiseo
rushed from the grill, spilling over me and forcing to cover
my ears and turn away... there was a scream, a nggldi
terrible sound like a hundred buildings burning,opge
screaming, their screams being cut short by the ebdlame
and melting flesh...

As | put my hands over my ears to block out thensiou
felt a stickiness on my hands, like hot cheeseandle wax...
my ears were bleeding from the sound! | drew mydkaoack,
and saw them covered with chunks of melted flededfiwith
bloody swirls...

| was about to run from the bar, anything to geayfvom
the sound, when suddenly all fell silent, except dojagged
crackling coming from the grill. | turned — on tigeill lay the
Decanter of Endless Water, now nothing but shandissteam.
Above it was the creature, flames still trailingrr its body,
floating over the bar's floor. It was staring at ,mits eyes
flickering like two torches...

Suddenly realization struck. | said,Khowyou...”
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The creature’s face split, charred flesh peelingyafvom
its jaw so that it might speak.Yessss...ts voice crackled,
burned, roared through the creature’s chest, artd ewery
word, flakes of cinder and ash spit from its moattd drifted
into the air. | could barely stand to look at thényg — the
blazing radiance surrounding it was terrible toddéh

“Ignus...”

“Yesssss!.. The creature floated towards me, the air
bending from the thermals surroundinglibng have | ssslept...
dreamssss of flamesss AS if in response, flames curled within
Ignus’ throat, and a tongue of flame streamed ftahind his
blackened teett. am yourssss... ‘til death comessss for ussss
both..”

Ignus’ lover, Drusilla, had approached us. Ignygsflared
up as he saw her, and before | could stop himptteaced her.
She returned his embrace, losing herself in himda She did
not cry out. My last glimpse of her was burned intty
memory: Her eyes were full of fiery passion andealgulfing
love. Nothing was left of her — not even ashes.

I was repelled by Ignus’ act, even though | kndvadl done
much worse things. | decided | had better talk im hight
away, try to lay down a few rules.

“Ignus, what happened to you to make you this way?”

“Thissss way.".A small pocket of flesh on Ignus’ cheek
popped,and ran in a steaming trickle down his jawhissss
way... Ignussss alwayssss wasss...

“But... you look human. Or at least, you look likeuyaere
human once.”

Ignus twisted, hunching his head forward as hisybgmlin
slowly above the ground... the effect was much likéieay
whirlwind, thermals streaming off his body and ditihg the
air around him. Ssssstill Ignusss... alwayssss Ignusss...

“I had some other questions for you...”

“ hssss’ sssss! My heart jumped as Ignus soared several
feet into the air, and his jaw tore open, fienylsrapilling forth
like a nest of snakes. no more talk and quesssstionsss!
Ssssilence...!T hastily backtracked.

“But | wish to speak of flames, Ignus, and of bami.”
My words were like oil... and | watched them fill lgsi eyes,
fanning the flames | saw there.

“Flamessss? Ignus drifted down slightly, the heat around
him rising, as if in interest. Sssss'peak... Ignusss will
lisssten...”
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| asked if it was true, whether he burned downAley of
Dangerous Angles.

Ignus’ face split, the flesh around the corner ©f tmouth
cracking, then re-melting into charred, sneeringrand-black
pieces. Yessss... a dream sssshall Ignussss sssharA...”
torrent of flames poured from Ignus, and | tookepdack, the
air bendingfrom the heat.

“Sssstreetsss at night... ssssso cold... Ignussss bilmann
buildingssss, the dwellersss... all ran from Ignussse
flamessss, and the buildingssss were as flamessssss
screamssss as the dwellerssss became TORCHESSSssss...”

“Buildingssss as skeletonssss... Anglessss, bodiassss
skeletonssss... redsss and orangessss and blackbsss,
flamessss sssspreading, caresssing... sssuch lghtsss

“Sss...”Ignus’ fury died, the wreaths of flames surrouigdin
him ebbing somewhat. He seemed to be lost in though
perhaps lost in memory. S8ss... and Ignussss wassss
pleasssed...Once again, | was disgusted with him. | decided to
switch to another topic.

“Ignus, your mastery of the Art... can you teach mg af
your powers?”

“Ssss... Ignussss once knew much... no longer... Ignussss
burnnssss... in sssuffering, Ignusssss learnssastiny flame
gusted from his mouth, like laughter, and a stredrembers
spat forth. Ssssuffer... learn’..

| knew he meant to hurt me as part of his teachiugl |
knew | didn't trust him, that my body was unconsisly
tensing, ready to attack him if he moved any clokeouldn’t
understand why, but it might have something to dth whe
growing feeling of familiarity with Ignus.

“Ignus, | spoke with a storyteller in the Hive, ar
mentioned that someom@ughtyou these things... who? ”

“Of learningssss and teachingsss you kndwGouts of
flame erupted from Ignus’ mouth, in a horrid sembk of
laughter. ‘You have alwayssss taught Ignussss... Ignusss
massss'’ ter, you were.

“Me? Are you sure..?” Ignus’ voice dropped, and the
crackling of the flames died.

“Yessss... it issss the only reasssson... Ignussss.ss®bey
you “ Flames rose around him in a crackling spiréll tleath
comessss for ussss both... your wordsssss to me.auto y
sssstudent  ignussss... Ignusss hassss not forgotten...
Masssster.”.
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“Ignus, if | was your ‘Master'... can you remembeytiing
about me?”

Ignus hissed... and for a moment, feéaturesflickered —
at first, | thought it was the flames, but it wast.n. it was the
flickering of memory.. | surrendered to the memory.

The crackling of Ignus’ flames subsided, lesseraisgthe
charred bones of Ignus’ body folded up, twistinitself until
his limbs lay motionless, becoming a stack of wedathin a
huge iron fireplace... | was staring into a fire, ting brightly
within a vaulted room. The fire crackled and spabers onto
the stone floor, motes rising from the fireplacainfly, from
the darkness behind me, | could hear the rasp ofesne
breathing.

In the memory, | spoke, “I cahearyou... step into the
light.”

There was the shuffling of sandals, and a frailtgaiepped
into the edges of the firelight. His wide, blackesycaught the
flames and mirrored them. He was nervous — | cdwddr his
muscles shaking, his voice trembling — just enotggimcrease
my irritation. “Forgive my intrusion, master. |—"

“You have already intruded, supplicant. You did so with
intention. | will hear it now, then you will leavane to my
thoughts.”

The boy took a deep breath, and glanced at the fire
“Master, I... dreamed of flames again, last night..eytHelt
real, and you said that we were to come to you'if —

“It was adream,nothing more. Now leave.”

The boy did not move — his brows drew together, and
slowly, he displayed his hands. The flesh arourafitigers...
blackened, burned.

“How did your hands come to be burned, supplicant?”

“I awoke and my hands were as ash.” The boy megjazg;
he was still trembling, faintly, but there was agerness in his
voice which angered me. “| dreamed | soared abbeeefrth
and the ground and sky were as fire. The worldfitsas so
bright that it... hurt to look at it, master. And wheawoke, my
hands... they were burned, as if | had held a flantbinvmy
hands.”

“You lie, supplicant. You have come to me with argt and
now you are in danger ahgeringme.”

“No, master...” The boy's face glistened with a sweat
sheen of fear. “No, upon my life, | do not!”
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“You burned yourself with a candle, supplicant. Brust
your hand within one of the pyres in the Vault afr@nts. Now
you come to me and tell me a dream burned youe Idi your
lies.”

The boy fell silent, and to my surprise, his fatenched in
anger. “No. | do not lie. It was thdream that burned me,
master, as you said it might if we felt the powtrring. They
wereyour words, and | came teepeatthem to you and tell you
they ardrue.” He held up his hands. “Look, master...”

Before the boy could react, my hand — huge in caiepa
— lashed out, crushing his burned hands in its, guiygl the boy
screamed, echoing in the vault. With a snarl, lddihim to the
ground in front of the fireplace, and there wahargcrack as
his knees struck the flagstones.

“Look into those flames, supplicant! Raise your dea
look!”

The boy was shuddering from the pain from his kneds
watched tears blur his eyes as he raised his lodadk into the
fireplace. The flames cast his face in a red, gglow...

“Is thatwhat you wish to hold, supplicant? Is the shapihg o
flames what stirs your heart? Know that flames lwam, and if
you would learn their power, you must suffer theirch.”

The boy was silent, staring into the flames. Henssmb
mesmerized. His tears had dried in the heat, aadsttaking
was gone. The flames were his focus. He wasumatning to
me, and | felt fury washing over me.

“If that is what consumes you, enough for youirtbude
upon my meditations, then | shall teach you of shaping of
flames, supplicant.”

My hand lashed out and clamped onto the boy's wkist
howled as | dragged him closer to the fireplacentthrust his
hands into the coals — there was a crackling, airdsof
burning flesh, and hiscreams —such terrible, yet —

“To learn, you mustsuffer, supplicant. You must allow
yourself to be burned by the power of that whiclu ymield.
Know its torment, and you shall know how to usegdginst
your enemies.”

My vision cleared, the memory streaming away likeke.
Ignus was hovering above me, his head cocked teiolee and
an insane, blackened grin smeared across his face...

“Masssster... Ignusssss hasss not forgotten your
teachingsss..| tried to move on to another topic, but Ignus
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balked again. The anger from my memory was stithwie as |
gave him an order.

“You wi. answer my questions, Ignus. | set you free, and |
may send you back to your hell again.”

“Think you could ch’ain Ignussss...The flames around
Ignus swirled like a cloak, then fanned outwardsjfaeeking
to caress me. Kill you, turn you to asssshessss Ignussss can...
for now, Ignusssss followsssss... but threatssssseatdhs
anger Ignusssss’..

“Actually, Ignus, you couldn’t stop me — you coubdirn
me, but I'd keep coming at you until you were kingl So
enoughwith the threats...”

There was a crackling in the air, and Ignus codkischead
slightly, as if studying me, then hissedflainesssss will
burnnnn the immmortality from you... you are not s$eom
my flamesssss'..

“Maybe you don't understand what immortalityeans,
Ignus...”

“You are not immmortal... Ignusssss can Kkill you...
ssscatter your asssshesss to the windssdswatched as he
flung his arms wide, andw&at poured from him, so powerful |
was forced to shield my eyes — there was a gteatinc, as
the air fled past me being drawn into Ignus.

As | tried to shout at Ignus to stop, the tide eathturned
back upon itself, and a blazitmgpatwashed over me. | felt my
flesh begin to smolder, then smoke, and the beggmiof
paN... | clenched my teeth, and over the pain, | coddrignus
cackling... cackling, crackling laughter...

As | shouted his name again, the heat died — asv ahy
arms back from my face, | saw that my skin hadk#aed from
where Ignus burned it... and Ignus was watching nmegfily. |
knew, more than anything, that whatever Igmas, whatever
power that had embraced him, it had the power $trog me —
if his flames were to kill me, there would be nathieft of my
body.

| barely held myself back from testing whether ulcbkill
him before he destroyed me. Part of my anger wiisngpover
from my previous incarnation, but | was unable tmteol it.
Ignus didn't seem evil, precisely, more of an eletakforce.
But in any case, | wasn’t the one to help him. § remained
together, the time would come when one of us wddildthe
other.
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| left Ignus in the no longer Smoldering Corpse, bar
resolved to walk as far as the Lower Ward befosting for the
night. |1 hoped Ignus was able to find help on himol also
hoped | wouldn't hear of Hive blocks burnt down the
morning.

As | left him behind, Ignus called outybu are all tallow
for my flamesss.
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| returned to the Clerk’s Ward next day. My patl teke me to
a large, circular building. Seeing no name, | exderA tiny
room was just inside the outer doors. | pushed dheninner
doors, moving into a foyer.

Before me was a stunning golden-haired woman, eldeiss
an azure and violet dress, with two long, elegaings draped
across her shoulders. She was surveying the rodmanslight
smile... she was easily the most beautiful womand beaer
seen.

| greeted her. The woman turned as | addressedSter.
took my measure, then nodded slightly... | noticed éges
were azure, the exact same color as her dress.

“Well met, traveler.” She reached up to brush bacitray
lock of golden hair. “How may | help you?”

“Who are you?”

“I am called Fall-From-Grace.” She studied me for a
moment. “You are new to Sigil, are you not?” | abanswer
that two ways, both true. | opted for the literaih.

“No, | suspect | have been here for quite some ,time
actually.”

Fall-From-Grace raised an eyebrow. “Indeed?”

“Yes... but that is a long tale, perhaps longer th&anow.
I'm more interested in what this place is.”

“This is the Brothel of Slaking Intellectual LustsShe
studied me for a moment. “I take it by your questibat you
did not intend to partake of this establishment?”

“ ‘Brothel of Slaking Intellectual Lusts?’ What kinof
brothel is this?”

“l established this brothel to give those lustfaldrs that
strike the mind more avenues of expression rathan tthe
simply carnal. Much pleasure can be had in contiersand
engaging in the verbal arts with others.”

Morte commented, “Sounds dull.”

She replied, “l assure you, it is not. Tour thetbhed, see for
yourselves.”

My curiosity, always easily aroused, prompted mehdve
to ask: Why did you establish such a place?”
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Fall-From-Grace raised an eyebrow. “That is an odd
question.” She frowned. “I don't think anyone hagreasked
me that. At least, directly.” | became more fornmahtching her
tone.

“My apologies, Lady Grace. | didn't mean to be sect. |
was merely curious.”

“Oh, no apologies are necessary. | am more thapyhtp
discuss the reasons with you, if you wish.”

“I would like to hear them, yes.”

“Part of the answer to your question requires yloat know
that | am a member of the Society of Sensation. faction
believes that one should experience as much ofmthléverse
as possible.”

“And that is why you established this place?”

“This brothel is intended to slake the lusts of rewae
hardened intellectual. It is designed to stimuldite mind, to
heighten one’s awareness of themselves and otteerseate
new ways ofexperiencinganother person. It is for those who
seek something more than the shallow physical pteasthat
fill the Hive and Lower Wards.”

“I see. So this establishment just encourages |éctelal
fencing rather than, uh, well thether kind of fencing. The
women here must be special, indeed.” | doubtedctistomers
forbore from taking shallow physical pleasures wlsere,
however.

“The women here are aspiring Sensates. They hawve to
me in search of instruction, to prepare themsetoesnter the
faction. Also, many of them have a natural graspaafjuage
that can shatter the crust of the most hardenedidhul.”

“I see. So the ladies here are ladies-in-trainieg, to
speak?”

“Yes. | hope that by learning the art of languagel &s
subtleties that the patrons and the students hayelearn more
about themselves. One is only as limited as tha@inrmmand of
the language. To be able to employ language toeseakotions
in others is a tremendous skill.” | also wonderdthtvmanner of
being | faced.

“If I may ask, Lady Grace, the wings on your back/ou
are not human, | take it?”

Annah interjected, “She’s one o’ the fiends, onettoé
succubi, she is. She'll take yer measure, thetl &ied yer soul
to the Lower Planes, so’s she will.”
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Fall-From-Grace replied, “Your companion is corrdcam
a lesser tanar'ri, more specifically, a succub&hé& gave a soft
sigh. “I'm afraid we're a little too common in thewer Planes
and elsewhere for our own good. Most of my racengpeir
time seducing mortals with various pleasures ofigsh.”

“And you...?"

“I'd like to think that | have distanced myself finathat... it
is ultimately a trivial and non-productive way fone to spend
one’s time here in the multiverse. There is mucharto life,
wouldn’t you agree?” Rather than commenting, | bheal
another topic, one | hoped she could help me with.

“Perhaps you can help me. | seem to have lost my
memories... in so doing, I've lost myself.”

“You have been stricken with amnesia?” Fall-Frona€ar
looked pained. “How terrible! Do you have any ideaw it
happened?”

“Not really... at least not that | can remember. ke/aip on
a slab on the Mortuary, and everything before ithatack.”

“You awoke in the Mortuary?”

“I think the Dustmen mistook me for being dead..] aras
dead... or something. All | know is that | regenerateunds
quickly. 1 could be immortal, but | don’t even knatat for
sure.” Fall-From-Grace seemed to be appraising nigh w
renewed interest.

“Those scars on your body.” She reached out a remi to
touch me. “May 1?”

“Yes.”

Fall-From-Grace dragged her finger across my diggsty,
tracing the edges of my scars and following thevesirwhere
they blended into some of my tattoos. She seensaihfzted.

“These scars do look as if they would have takerersg
lifetimes to accumulate.”

“They certainly do... though some are more recent.”

Fall-From-Grace stepped back. “Some of those wounds
would have been fatal. To a normal man.” She tappecchin,
thinking. “What do you intend to do now?”

“I need to get my memories back, and my life baéktend
to scour the Planes and search inside myself Ligtin piece
together who | am and what brought me to this State

Fall-From-Grace was still thinking, her finger tapp on
her chin. “I must say, I've never met a man who lbathimself
in the literal sense.” She raised an eyebrow. “Fergne, but
your condition is intriguing.”
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“ ‘Intriguing?’ Frightening is more like it. | dob’like not
knowing who | am, what | may have done, who my eesm
are, and who are my friends.”

“I have offended you with my words.” Fall-From-Geac
bowed her head. “I give my apology, if you will leait.”

“Apology accepted.” Fall-From-Grace nodded.

“If it will help, you are welcome to tour the Brath Several
of our students are well-versed in the verbal &tshaps some
of them will be able to re-kindle your memories.”

| had felt a growing attraction as she spoke, abtuited
out another question, “Would you like to join me omy
travels?” | thought | was done with spilling thentents of my
mind like that.

Annah stiffened, then started muttering under heatt.
“Who's ta say she'll be comin’ with us? We donnaed the
likes o' her, so’'s we don't.”

“Bar that, fiendling!” Morte clicked his teeth tatiper. “I'm
AL for the succubus coming with us... the Powers kyow're
about as fun as passing a caltrop through your lscve

Annah predictably rose to the baiting. “Ye'd bedth yer
bone-box, skull, or Il rattle yeh so hard they# pickin’ yer
teeth off the spire —!"

“Travel with you?” Fall-From-Grace smiled slightishe
seemed to be ignoring my companions. “That's ratbeward
of you.”

I quickly thought of some reason, any reason, fer to
accompany us. “I'd rather be honest with my intergi You
seem extremely pleasant and well-versed in the vadyghe
Planes. A companion with that kind of knowledge islobe
welcome.”

Now | had offended Morte. “Hey, wait just a minutéh
the one well-versed in the Planes! That's my jdteft”’

“Having two people knowledgeable about the Planesuir
band seems pretty smart to me. Besides, | saidaspht,’ too,
Morte.”

“Pleasant on the eyes, maybe! Lookstdike all some chit
has to do is show a little skin, and you'll sigrr hight up!”
Morte fell silent. “Not that | mind that really,juist thought I'd
mention it.”

“Noted, Morte. Look... Lady Grace, excuse me if I'eirg
too forward, but would you care to travel with us?”

“I appreciate your candor. | shall counter with soof my
own: Why should | travel with you?”



Fall-From-Grace, Part | 187

“You mean you wouldn't be interested in travelinghaan
immortal amnesiac who is searching the Planesifosdif?”

“Oh, | would be extremely interested.” She smiled slightly.
“Such a suggestion is intriguing, make no mistaieua that.”

“Then youwouldlike to travel with me, then?”

“If you wish me to, then there is something you tras for
me. There are ten students in this establishmewbuld like
you to speak to all of them, then return to me wjtbur
thoughts. Then we shall see if we shall travel togeor not.”
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BROTHEL OF SLAKING
INTELLECTUAL LUSTS

I moved off, to talk to the prostitutes in this rmasmusual
brothel. The brothel was in the shape of a cingiéh a circular
corridor running around inside it. The rooms of firestitutes
were located against the outer wall, opening ohedorridor.
The center of the circle was lined with benches atants,
providing a pleasant area in which to mingle.

Starting down the hall, | ran into a tall, elegamman,
who, with her sharp features and regal demeanar,angtriking
example of aristocratic beauty. Her clothes appmktyéde spun
of silver thread, and a small phial dangled from hecklace.
She was perfumed with an exotic, erotic scent seaimed to
draw me towards her. She looked me over, archingyabrow
with what | sensed to be disdain.

“Greetings. My name is Vivian; am | to presume | leaing
summoned?”

| assured her she was not, and asked about thelsogging
about her. She scowled for a moment, then smiledeat

“Yes, yes, and | thank you for your compliment... but
assure you, this particular aroma risthing to my personal
scent.”

She then explained that her personal scent had gone
missing, had in fact been stolen. | agreed to helgfind it. She
seemed to feel she was imposing on me, but | assigneit was
no imposition for a lovely woman such as herself.

At this, Annah mumbled something angrily; | caudghée
words “piking” and “idjit-stick.” Vivian thanked mdor my
offer.

In a room off the main corridor | met Juliette, akthaired
young woman who | found staring listlessly off ingpace,
sighing miserably and occasionally picking at tearas of her
green velvet gown. It was difficult to discern whet she was
depressed or simply bored. | asked about her prgbléhether
it was due to no suitors.
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“I am already with a man, sir, and | do love hinadg 'Tis
just that | wish...” She tapped her finger againgt ¢t@n. “...
somethingmoreof our liaison.”

“There’s a problem with the relationship?” | asked.

“Yes, there is a problem...” She huffed. “...in thagth are
no problems to speak of! Our families took the nefiour
courtship splendidly, his siblings love my siblingsnd our
friends think our union to be blessed by the Powleesnselves.
All fine and good, but things are going...” She fragn“...so
smoothly. 'Tisnot right to have such a trouble-free courtship.”

“I don’t know about that...” | temporized.

“Dost thou not? Hast thou ever had such a courtsHihe
glanced briefly at me. “T'would seem that thy li¢efilled with
a variety of problems, judging by the pallor of tkin.”

“I can’t remember any courtships | have had. Tharrants
of the ones | have encountered suggest | may hasesbme
problems.”

“ 'Tis just that all my friends have such interesfi
relationships... ones fraught with turmoil, feudingmilies,
daggers at one another’s backs, poison, mad sibkmgl irate
fathers with large swords. | have a lover whoseilfalaves me
and whom the world loves.” She sighed again. “Aagource
of annoyance. How | wish | could formulate some wagpice
things up...”

Morte floated close to me, whispering: “I feel sofor her
lover. He doesn’'t know how bad he has it. A chielithis is
nothing but trouble.”

“That doesn’t sound wise, Juliette. Relish what pawe,” |
suggested.

“I wish to experience troubles, though. | wish iperience
the up and downs of courtship... but with him, noeothShe
sighed. “Ah, such a thing is love. It can be ad dsla club, and
is of no use to an aspiring Sensate.”

| asked what she wanted to spice things up, butlgheot
have a clear idea. | came up with a suggestion.

“Why don't you make up some fake love letters fram
hidden affair?” Juliette’s eyes brightened.

“Excellent notion! Most excellent!” She suddenlypyimed.
“But he knows my handwriting... wilt thou write sorfer me?”

“Not my sort of thing. | can find you some, though.

“Oh, wouldst thou? Excellent! When thou dost firmne,
please give them to my love, Montague... he may hmdo
within the Civic Festhall. As for the letters... pdeatry
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Scofflaw Penn. He runs a print shop in the LowerdVathank
theel!”
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NENNY NINE-EYES

I moved on to another room, meeting Nenny Nine-Eyése
petite, attractive young woman was smiling blidgfubnd
humming to herself. Her wide, pale blue eyes seeited
constantly drink in her surroundings as she locksalt.

The young woman curtseyed gracefully and lookedtaup
me, smiling.

“Well met,good sir! I'm Nenny! And how argou this fine
d-?" She suddenly noticed my scars and placed &edldand
over her mouth. “Oh my! You're hurt!” She blinkedAll
over!”

Morte spun around me, mocking the girl's obviousnes
“Powers above, chief... she’s right! | never notidegfore...
you're covered inscars! | ignored Morte, replying to her
concern.

“They're all old scars. I'm fine.” She then became
fascinated by my tattoos, tracing some with heydin

“I think that's ink.” She traced a finger around the edge of
tattoo. “Is it ink? And what a pattern! Look at tvay the lines
intersect here.” She touched the center of thedattThat's
simply amazing...” She pursed her lips and frowned in
disappointment. “I could make it out better if thewveren't so
many scars...”

“There’s nothing to be done about the scars; tleey'r
permanent.”

“Oh, I'm sorry, I'm sorry... pox on me for even mening
them!” She cringed. “But haveto know... are you absolutely
sureyou'’re all right? I'm looking at you, and | can’elp but
believe that you're not isomepain.”

| could tell her what | knew of my life story, nooubt
unsettling her much further, but | settled for ‘d¥e amnesia,
but that is all.”

“Amnesia?” Nenny blinked, then brightened. “Loss of
memory! You areso lucky,” she chimed perkily. “Everything
must be smewto you.”

“That's... an angle | hadn’t considered.” Nenny ckgbjner
hands delightedly.
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“I'm so pleased | could open your mind to that idieze
heard that's what being a Sensate is all about.nghmg new
experiences to others.” | asked her what she did.

“I'm talking to you,silly!” She giggled and poked me in the
belly. “Just like | talk taall the patrons here. All the prostitutes
do; that's what's the Brothel's about! Learning neays to talk
and share experiences and understand other people.”

“The Brothel for Slaking Intellectual Lusts is ahsol that
was started by Mistress Fall-From-Grace. The pdss here
— like me! — are taught the ins and outs of talkingeople,
all to help us learn more about ourselves and stHelove it
here... it's a non-stop wave of experiences, crashitm me,
filling my head with fresh new ideas!”

Morte observed low-voiced, “I guess it's good thtadre’s
somethingn there.”

| asked if she knew anything about Vivian's missgugnt.
She knew something, but was hesitant to tell met vehe
suspected, for fear of saying something bad albmuesne else.
| asked her to try and say something not nice abmiperson
she suspected. She tried.

“Oh, all right.” Nenny put her hands on her hipsdan
frowned deeply, almost exaggeratedly. | resistedtémptation
to laugh. “Ooooo0h, | dislike her veryery much.” She paused
for a moment, then looked at me out of the corifiéreo eye, as
if gauging my reaction. “Was that convincing?”

“No, not really...” Nenny frowned.

“I knew | wouldn't be any good at this!” She lookeg at
me, depressed. “Do you know hdwird it is to say bad things
about someone?! It feels so wrong.”

Charmed by her simplicity, | suggested “Why don&uy
practice on me, Nenny?” She looked dubious, bué giaa try.

“You big mean nasty brute!” She put her hands anhiies.
“Meanie!” She looked at me. “How was that?”

“Try hitting me.” Nenny clamped her hands over heuth,
looking shocked.

“Oh, I couldn’t! | musn’t!” She blinked. “How doesne hit
somebody, anyway?”

“Go ahead. Do it lightly, if you have to. Remembkm a
mean, nasty brute. | deserve it.”

Nenny slapped me; | barely felt it. She still lodk&hocked
and frightened she had hurt me. “Oh, I'm sorry! Bidt hurt?
Tell me you're okay!”
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“Don’t break character, Nenny. Come on; show me twha
you've got. You can say something bad... just leli ibut.”

“Oh... | mean, oh!” Nenny drew her tiny frame to fisgl
height, balled her hands into fists, put them on fips, and
scrunched up her face in a cute scowl. “Oh, dantredou!
You deserved that for all the indignities you put through!
Going out late at night,” Her eyes roamed up andrdeny
body. “Getting into fights and getting all scarnepl What are
the kids going to think, hmm?!”

‘Kids?’ | wondered to myself. Out loud | said “Extieant.”

“Oh, don't you ‘excellent’ me, like I'm some badkter
looking for your approval! | am my own woman, arfdst
woman is about to walk out of your life unless t geme solid
commitment!”

“All right... that's enough out of you, Nenny.”

She punched me again. “And this!” She punched naénag
promptly turning into a little fist-flailing whirhind.

“Okay, okay... time to let go of the anger.” Nenngrstd
tiredly.

“Whew. That was easier than | thought!”

“No kidding.” Having helped her in a small way, shew
felt ready to accuse the person she suspected dhéfit of the
scent, another of the prostitutes, named Marissa.

The next room held a striking young woman, whoténda
learned was named Ecco, with skin the color of istied
copper. A translucent white dress, held precanobsl golden
clasps, was draped carefully over her shapely f@he was
mute, unable or unwilling to communicate even tgnsiThis
made her an ideal listener for the Brothel's parobut |
quickly ran out of things to say, and left.
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MARISSA

| entered Marissa’s dimly lit room, approaching aveable
divider. Squinting at the figure behind the pastiti | could
barely make out a shapely female form in the da&n&he
turned to me, but | could see nothing of her face.

| greeted the form | could now barely see. The rigu
answered in a voice that was slow and deadly, diketeel
dagger drawn across stone.

“Yes? Come to speak with Marissa, have you? Quite iof
you to enter a darkened room, storming behind nnijtiom like
so... rude, and foolhardy.” | could hear a faint peisng
sound, like a slight breeze... or the hissing of setp

Morte whispered quietly, “Whoah... creepy chit.”

“My apologies, my lady... | wasn't sure if someoneswa
here.” | replied to the vague shadow. The womaregasligh
thmph.

“But it would seem theres someone in this room, wouldn'’t
it? Shall you be on your way, then?”

“Not just yet... | had some questions. “ She grudbing
allowed me to ask them.

“Why do you remain behind this screen?”

“Is it your wish that | step away from this paxiti, into
some patch of light, and speak to you face to fadéarissa
laughed, and there was the sound of scales slidingcales.
“Nay, | think not. The darkness suits me, and degist suits
you as well. It also prevents any unwanted... and
embarrassing... casualties. Now what is it that yant®” | was
now intrigued.

“l want you to come into the light.”

“Nay, and the addition of ‘please’ will not sen@persuade
me. Now what do yowant? Surely you did not come all this
way toseeme.”

“I dowant to see what you look like...”

“You have no such want.” Perversely, the more she
demurred, the more | wanted to clearly see her.

“Oh, 1 do.”
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“What doyoulook like? The darkness hides us both. Let's
make it a game? I'm frightfully bored. Let me guesare you a
human male?”

“Yes.”

“Are you... wounded in the throat?”

“l can’'t see but | believe so, yes.”

“Hmm... describe yourself for me.”

“I'm tall, muscular, and horribly scarred,” | regdi
truthfully.

“Indeed? Hmmm...” She paused for a moment. “How were
you so horribly scarred? Wait... never mind. | do nigh to
know.” | was very curious what she was hiding.

“Now describe yourself, for me.”

Marissa described herself as a shapely, pale-skinne
beautiful woman with a forked tongue, hair madeofiprrithing
asps, and glowing eyes... which | assumed she mustdyEng
shut. | considered if she could be from the lowlanes.

“Are you a fiend?” Marissa laughed lightly, the sdu
accompanied by a slight hissing.

“No, hardly... though I've powers some migtail fiendish.
My glance turns living things to stone, for instand-rom
beings of flesh to statuary with the bat of an aghkl..”

“That must be inconvenient at times.”

“You think so? That must be why | sit here alorre the
dark, hiding behind a partition.” Though | coulds#e Marissa,
| was certain she was sneering. She suddenly sigHezhly |
knew where my Crimson Veil had gone. Have you siten
perchance?”

| assured her | had not seen her veil, and askedtuait the
missing scent, saying someone had seen her snealiny
from Vivian’s chambers. Marissa said nothing fomament,
though an angry hissing issued from the darknesmdrher.

“Yes, I've been known to creep into Vivian's chamiar
some of her perfumes... though | doubt you'll meetlzer here
who hasn't. If you're implying that I've got hpersonalscent,
well... feel free to sniff around. You'll not find @ me or in
my chambers, | assure you. Perhaps whoever tookmmyson
Veil took Vivian's scent, as well.”
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KESAI-SERRIS

| continued to the next room about the ring. Theupant was
an alarmingly voluptuous woman with a thick manewaivy,

raven-colored hair, bluish skin and shimmeringmenn eyes,
like rubies which had fires lit behind them. Thowgite was not
beautiful in the typical sense of the word, hertdess were
exotically unusual. | greeted her. Her voice wagpdend
sensuous.

“And my greetings toyou, sir.” Her burning eyes roamed
over me. “I'm Kesai-Serris. So tell me: what migkib for you,
hmmm?”

“Anything!” Morte cried, “Do anything you want to @i’
Kesai laughed heartily, revealing canines long ghoto be
considered fangs. She shook her head and smiMdrée.

“Truly, though, please... what can | do for you?"effldcted
her question with a question.

“If you don’t mind my asking, what are you?” Kesdiook
her head.

“What, can't you tell?” She drew herself up, thimgther
ample bosom towards me. “A woman!” She raised abeyw.
“I can see my answer doesn't please you... I'm ptanehed,
actually, like your friend here.” Kesai indicateshah. “That's
all you need to know.”

| asked if she might know where Vivian's scent was.

“No, | don't.” Kesai frowned. “Most of the women Wsay
she’s prissy, but she’s always been nice enoughméo..
complimenting me on my eyes... and she smells so !gbod
hope she finds her own scent again, soon.”

As | had talked to her, | had realized that Kesai®tic
features were not un-attractive.

“You do have very lovely eyes, you know.”

“Tch.” Annah sneered, rolling her eyes. “Idjit.”

“Don’t be upset, Annah... you're just as lovely.” Tiveong
thing to say, as | knew as soon as | spoke.

“An’ what's that supposed ta mean, yeh pikin’ tard?! Didja
think mejealouso’ this chatty tart? Yeh sod!” Annah spat and
looked away from me, then stalked from the roonsdt&Serris
shrugged and looked back to me, replying to my dongmt.
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“Why, thank you! You can see them glowing in thekda
you know... bizarre, no?” She paused to look at nau‘ve
some nice eyes, too... so dark, and mysterious! Hoofu
character.” | next asked Kesai about Marissa, amd/éil.

“Hmm. No, | haven't seen it since the last time shwe it
out... but Nenny might have seen something, so tingsher.
I'll admit it's been nice... Marissa won't leave helmamber
without the veil, and so we've all been sparedftn@rtongue...
leaving us only Kimasxi to deal with.” Kesai smicke That
Kimasxi's the worst of the two, though.”

“How so?”

“Marissa’s haughty and mean, but Kimasxi... she’stizih
spiteful monster of a woman, with a venomous tongie the
demeanor of a balor. | can’t sesayanyone would like to speak
with her — | sincerely doubt her appearance makefouthat
flaying, poisonous mouth of hers — but she recepasons
nonetheless.” | was curious about Kesai's talents.

“Well, what do you usually do for patrons?”

“Talk, of course! Usually about dreams, often thesetic
in nature... but not always!” Kesai winked at me, Isrgi “So!
Would you like to tell me yours? Don't be shy; I'ward
everything, you know. Nothing will shock or surgrise, and |
so love to hear people’s dreams. We can tradeufytike, too
— but you must go first.” | played along with haght mood.

“My dreams were recently revised when | saw you, my
lady...”

“Were they, now?” Kesai smiled, her gleaming red eyes
looking me over once more. “You look very savagsj ¥now?
Tell me: are you rough with your lovers? In thet, | mean...
very physical?”

“Why would you ask such a thing?”

“I was curious... and enjoy talking about the actlmfe.
Many people are uncomfortable speaking of it, btis i
important to be able to, especially with one’s part— it's
good for the both of them! It's my hope that myealis will find
the voice to talk to their own lovers about sucimdh, if they
don't already. So: you never gave me an answer...”

“I'm only rough if it pleases them.” At least, tha&s what |
thought | would do, since | had nho memories of sacts. The
last few days had been too filled to think aboig thpic much,
and there were too many unresolved issues witloleewoman
| had seriously considered it about. As | thoughtAonah, |
realized my comment to her just now had been umdede
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treating her like a spoiled child. Although she dikd to find a
better way to deal with her jealousy...

“l thought you'd say as much. I'm quite rough, ntfysel
like to be carried around, and | particularly enjaiing! I've
sharp teeth, though, so I've to take care. Somstirget carried
away and draw a little blood, you know?”

Morte commented, “It's enough to make me weep... @her
was this chit when | hadkzody?!

“Roaming the Outlands, most likely. But that was a
rhetorical question, wasn't it?” She winked at Mgrthen
turned to me again.

“You have sharp teeth?” | asked, having only glietps
them before. Kesai nodded.

“Mmm-hmm, | certainly do. Would you like to see?
Here...” She opened her mouth slightly, running heret
tongue over her bottom teeth; her canines werdgagtenough
to be considered fangs. | thought her fangs ditimdk too
dangerous.

“I don’t think I'd mind the biting...” Kesai laughed.

“l doubt I'd get through that thick hide of youremyway.
Do you have much sensation left in your skin?”

“No, sadly; not really. The scars are very thick.”

“Oh, that's a shame. Youo have a lot scars...” Kesai
looked closely at my face. “Even your lips, theslidf your
eyes... tell me: are you scarred everywhere? You know
everywhere?

“No, not really. Parts of me have somehow managesday
out of harm's way.”

“That's good, then!” Kesai laughed cheerfully, thaurt on a
mock serious look, placing her hands on her hiyau“never
did tell me about your dreams, you know. Come on, letige
them!”

“l... don't have dreams, actually.” | realized this be
literally true. Not just for the few days for whidhhad full
memories, but stretching back over a much longee.tiKesai
arched her eyebrows in surprise.

“Truly? How sad! Even fiends and devas dream, yoovk
Are youcertainyou don't?”

“Quite certain. No dreams, at all.”
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KIMASXI ADDERTONGUE

| left, going to the next room around the ring, gfhivas empty.

As | approached the next room, a man entered arbelf
reached the entry. | paused outside, but could keéoud
woman’s voice yell through the open doora&an?! vou
CLUELESSDUNG SACK!”

| could barely hear the man’s reply. “Yes, mistre$s

“Take this!!” The woman said, followed by the sound of a
blow.

“And this!!” She said, followed by the sound of another
blow.
“ AND DON'T COME BACK, YOU PITIFUL EXCUSE OF A MAN!!" was

yelled.

Another barely heard reply. “Thank you... mistress.”

| heard footsteps approaching the door. The geatlem
leaving was unremarkable save in that he had & ldge, as if
he'd been struck in the face. He bowed slightly @sproached
him. “Greetings, sir.”

Curious, | asked him, “How'd you get the black éye?

He smirked. “Oh, this? A long story, sir. One yoould not
be interested in.”

Morte said, “Oooh, no... you'vgotto tell us, now.”

| concurred. “Yes... please, sir: do tell.”

The man sighed, rolling his eyes. “Very well... bughan't
be made to divulge the details. Despite my earberark upon
the tale’s length, | might sum it up in two wordsimasxi
Addertongue.”

“I have heard the name...”

“Ah, you have not yet spoken to her, | see. | ¥d@ll you no
more of the most delightful treat that is Kimasggod sir...
instead, | would insist that you speak to her yelfir§he is one
of the prostitutes here, and Lady Grace's mostirfatog
student.” He smiled at me.

| went into the room to meet the object of his effen,
wondering if Morte and Dak'kon were sufficient @ation. The
wild-looking tiefling girl met my gaze with an angscowl. Her
tattooed body was practically naked, covered by anharrow
leather thong, a black cloth brassier and armohedlider pads
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that appeared to serve more as decoration rattaer aletual
protection. Her spiked hair — as well as the thim fhat
covered her goat-like legs — was brassy white, mmtierous
silver rings dangled from her ears, nostrils, gp&l brow. She
wore a leather collar around her throat with thsciiption
“Kimasxi Addertongue.” To my greeting Kimasxi baréar
teeth at me.

“And just what areyou looking at, you banged-up sod?”
Morte replied for me.

“My friend thought you were attractive, bwhoah!was he
ever horribly mistaken!” She sneered at Morte, theoked
below him, where a body would normally be.

“Sharp tongue... for a stemless deader.” Morte kejit a

“Like I'd let mine anywhere near if | had one! Whétd
you hear the word ‘brothel’ and think you could raaome jink
here, you flea-bitten gutter-whore? Hah! Can't dadi they
even let you in the door, what with all those ti¢iapping off
your shaggy legs!”

“Ticks?! The only annoying insect around hergasi”” She
suddenly turned to me. “Hey! You here to talk to, mewhat?”

“‘Or what?’ What else can | do with you?” | askeaiused
by her inventive invective.

“What did you have in mind, you sodding jawbox? Go
ahead; give me a reason to say ‘no’ to you.”

“What do you usually do for patrons?”

“I'm a practitioner of abuse.” | wondered how ldky to
take that.

“What's that mean?”

“I'll show you.” Her hand lashed out to slap mydabut |
managed to barely dodge the blow. Kimasxi poutesibly,
then scowled. “Oh, well.”

“I would've thought something half-animal would lav
faster reflexes.” | noted, willing to match heruits. She gave
me a skeptical look.

“You can think? Huh. You know,| would've thought
something half-zombie would hastowerreflexes.”

“Well you thought wrong... | imagine it happens a'lot

“You must imagine a lot: imagine you're not so thrice-
damned hideous, imagine women take you seriouslgd .stop
staring at my breasts!” Her last words came asrprise —
because | wasn't. | was momentarily confused, tryia find
some hidden meaning behind her words.

“What are you talking about?”



Kimasxi Addertongue 201

“Oh, sure; you weren’t looking, huh? You hulking,
lecherous corpse... what's the matter with you? Hawou
even seen a pair of teats before?” Smiling sligatymy own
over-analysis, | replied to her insult.

“Is thatwhat those are? | figured them for some sort of, tin
knobby cancerous growths.” She raised an eyebrow.

“Look, if you can’t identify a pair of breasts as@as mine,
you obviously haven’'t spent much time in the company of
women...”

“Are you implying that you're female? Isn’t thatetiching
the definition?”

Kimasxi looked at a loss for something to say. Ror
instant, a smile threatened to crack the grimaaagk of her
face — then she became more of a basilisk than &dkright,
what do you want of me?”

| questioned her about the missing items, but sheé h
nothing to add. | did wonder about one thing, thgughich |
thought Morte might appreciate, although | mighetaegret it.

“Say... can you teach Morte here to be more abusi@®’
raised her eyebrows.

“Now that's an unusual request. | don’t know, it seems
pretty foul-mouthed already...”

Morte broke in. He! That's ‘HE seems pretty foul-
mouthed,” Kimasxi ‘Bladderdung'... you scruffy, gagtmmed
harlot!”

“You wish you had legs like mine, you pitiful wretch of a
bone-box! | can walk, run, dance... what do you dash B
around wishing yolada pair, goat’s or otherwise!”

The two of them laid into one another, exchangiagobd,
blistering insults and clashing with razor-edgeupices...

At last the two stopped their bickering, and eesilence
settled over them as they eyed one another hatetilhally,
the tiefling made a grudging admission to Morteofe not
bad, really. Not bad at all.”

“Better than you, perhaps?” Morte waggled his eseber.
“Eh? Eh?”

Kimasxi narrowed her eyes at Morte. “Don’t pustskull”

“I won't, tiefling. I will admit I might have learned a thing
or two, though...”

Kimasxi turned to me. “So was that all you wantédf?not
spending any more time near you than | have to.”

It was time to move on. “I feel the same way. Faaiéiv
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Kimasxi called out as we left the room, “Why dopdu go
wander around Baator a bit, you meandering arseety much
doubted there was any chance | would end up indBaat

Annah rejoined us after we left the room, althosge was
silent and kept giving me venomous looks.
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DOLORA

| walked over to the center of the structure, wHasaches and
tables were placed around a large tree, wonderingny
prostitutes | had missed might not be here.

| immediately noticed three curious beings. Thearge,
cubic creatures seemed to be as much machine asiargs |
approached one of the things, it silently stareshatwith wide,
unblinking eyes. Its face hadn't the slightestdéra€ emotion on
it.

Morte complained, “C’mon, chiefl We're in a buildjrfull
of some of the sexiest chits this side of the metse and
you're stopping to talk tanodrong”

“What can you tell me about them, Morte?” Morte @&
noise of utter disgust.

“What's there to say? Annoying little clock-work gis...
they're always working to impose law and order upbe
multiverse. Notgood, mind you... justlaw. Let's just forget
about ‘em and go chat up the ladies, eh?”

“My apologies, Morte, but I'm talking to the modrbn
Morte sighed loudly.

“Fine, whatever — but don't say | didn’t warn yodou
probably won't get anywhere with ‘em though, chiethey're
an odd lot to talk to.”

| greeted the modron. Its voice had a metallicerkgrating
quality to it, as if it were more a sound played on some
warped musical instrument than true speech:

“Your greeting is returned.” There was a sofitk as the
creature blinked. An awkward silence hung in thebaitween
the two of us. Before | could continue, it saidjéhtify yourself
tous.”

| was tempted to reply Adahn, but did not careital fiim
popping out of any more corners. Instead, | seftiedhe truth.
“I'm not sure who | am.”

The modron bored on, “We would know why this is’so.

“I don’t know, myself. | just can’t remember.”

“All things should have a name; all things should
identified. We find your answer unsatisfactory, tughall have
to suffice for the present.” The creature paused ldimked at
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me. “We would identity ourselves as modrons, quaertype,
winged variant, to the subject.”

It was almost as if it considered non-identificatio equate
to non-existence. | hoped it wouldn’t ignore my sfigns, as |
asked, “What are you doing here?” It replied in siaene level
tone.

“Our purpose here is observation.”

“What are you observing?”

“We are observing one of the establishment’'s S$taff,
replied.

“Who are you observing?”

“As previously stated, we are observing one of the
establishment’s staff.”

It was very precise in answering my questions. dfithat,
or it had a more subtle sense of humor than Mdwes, but
who exactlyare you observing?”

“The object of our scrutiny is named ‘Dolora.’”

“Why are you watching her?” It replied with a lgtspeech,
adding quite unnecessary elaborations.

“We have not been informed as to the specific psepor
purposes which resulted in our being given our gregask.
The command of our superior pentadrone is sufftaieason to
perform said task; as such, the purpose or purp@ses
irrelevant to us.”

A woman walked into the area where we were standihg
modron | was talking to, as well as its two compasi
immediately swiveled to stare at her. The modroftant of me
ignored my next question.

I wondered if this was Dolora. | approached théxdwired,
pale-skinned woman, who had a cultured, refinek labout
her. As she turned to me, | noted that her eyes hiechw had
previously thought to be gray — were the color fdhed steel.

Her reply to my greetings confirmed her name. Heice/
was soft, calm, and without inflection — it had ertain ‘far-
away’ quality, as if somehow not attached to her.

“Greetings... | am called Dolora. May | serve you,
somehow?”

“In what ways can you serve me, Dolora?” She blhker
eyes, then touched her hand to her heart, bowimghbad
slightly.

“I am able to debate any scholarly or academic enaftiite
proficiently, if that is your wish. | am also welkrsed in
various games of strategy, should you wish to glayething
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— though | have the materials for few such gamesg.h | was
interested in testing her.

“Debate, you say?” Dolora nodded.

“That is correct. | am neither a tome nor a tutdnave no
desire to educate my patrons. Should you have aemtd
discuss, however... the fifteen factions and thefieaf on
Sigilian politics, the most effective battle stigeas for warring
in Acheron, the meaning of existence itself... | wbbke most
pleased to choose a counter-point and engage yaebiate.”

| chose a topic and began... the debate lasted atilmegas
the two of us exchanged points and counter-poiet;h
attempting to methodically undermine the other’sipon. As |
spoke, a strange feeling began to come over me..eraany,
trying to surface...

Memories of a great hall began to form in my mind.vast
place, full of well-dressed elites... a formal balasvtaking
place. Before me was a small, impeccably dresdémivfavho
wore a golden medallion; it was emblazoned withymlml |
dimly recalled as the “Sign of One.” The two of steod in a
circle of onlookers who'd gathered to listen to debate.

“But... but that's impossible!” the man was sayingpking
perplexed.

“Oh, but it is.” | recalled myself replying. “I'vanade
several inarguable points and given you a numbexamples.
You simply don't exist.”

“But... you can't! Were | to accept that, I'd... I'd...”

“Yes. You'd cease to exist.”

And without a flash of light or puff of smoke — Wwitno
fanfare of any sort — the man was simply gone.

The onlookersoohed and aahed” some clapped... |
remembered giving a flourishing bow and walking pwa
small, satisfied smile upon my lips.

| suddenly realized Dolora was watching me clos&lye
you feeling well? We might finish our discussion atother
time, should you like...”

| indicated | was ready to go on. As hard-pressebveas to
beat Dolora’s infallible sense of logic, | eventyalon out. She
merely nodded in approval.

“You are a most skilled debater; this there is eaying. |
do feel, though, that had | time to perform someeagch, you
might not have bested me.” | thanked her, and spked, “If
you would like, we can debate once more upon theesa
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topic... | could argue your position this time, stibybu desire
it.”

| wondered at the cool, deadly attacks she haccltadin
the debate. “Wait... are you always so ruthless ihebate?”
Dolora nodded.

“Mistress Grace instructed me to show no mercy, for
another of her students always allows a patron ito after a
lengthy debate. It was Mistress Grace’s desire Ithpbvide a
different sort of experience for the clientele.”

| had found recently little intellectually challang in my
interactions with others, although | was still aftemotionally
involved. Dolora’s cool manner provided no hook fary
emotions, but | found | had relished the debatasked if we
could play a game.

“Of course. Is there anything in particular you hvit
play?” My condition left me equally willing to plagny game.

“No... | don’t really remember any games...”

“Here, then — allow me to show you one.” Dolora umyht
out a thin, lacquered box, which unfolded into aakrboard
marked with a grid. The contents of the box protedie a
number of polished stone chips... half of them blaukf of
them white. “This game goes by many names. SheXplain
the rules to you?”

Dolora explained to me the rules of the game — hiosv
chips were moved, how one bested one’s opponereelned,
somehow, faintly familiar to me. “The rules are pley yes?
But a great deal of complexity lies within the garntself. It
takes a great deal of time to master. Shall we¥ilay

As | played, | came to realize that | had done sfoite. |
recalled varies ploys and strategies that had wenprevious
games, trying every trick | knew to beat her. Sundiglea strange
feeling came over me... a memory, trying to surface...

Memories of a smoke-filled field of battle beganfitbmy
mind... atop a great hill overlooking the fightingdt, mounted
upon a massive, four-legged beast. The brayingoishcarried
my orders to the troops below.

Even as | watched, my forces divided, fleeing &eftl right
as the foreign army fought its way up the hill laysthe enemy
lord — me.

“The fools,” | had thought, lips curling into a Wied smile.
“My knights shall charge down the hillside and sttheir
advance in an instant... and at that very momentretyeating’
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footmen will fall in to crush their flanks! Ah, yeinother victory
soon to be mine...”

| suddenly realized Dolora was again watching ntenitty.
“Are you feeling well? We might take up the gamethaer day,
if you so wish...”

| asked to continue. Dolora played excellently, rdew
acting all but my most crafty moves, but eventuatly feints
and calculating maneuvers won over her well-cradtedtegies.
She nodded approvingly as she began to put the gaag

“You are a fine player, perhaps a master. | commgmnd
for your skill.” | asked if she would answer someesgtions.
Dolora cast her eyes to the floor with a sound thight have
been a sad sigh.

“I am willing to serve you as a patron, but havewish to
answer other questions at this time... my apolodies,| fear
you shall simply have to bear with that for thedibeing.”

When | asked if | could help, she looked up frora floor
and into my eyes. Once more | was struck by thee pal
smoothness of skin, the cold depths of her sileyss.

“No... no, | fear not. My troubles are a matter of theart.
In time, | think, all things shall be resolved.”&bxplained that
another still held the keys to her heart, and wthis& was so she
was not free to love another. | promised to helpithecould.
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YVES THE TALE-CHASER

| entered another room, the last in the circuitidl iImade about
the brothel. Inside was a fetching young woman wifhr-away
look in her soft, sea-green eyes.

She responded to my entry by speaking, “Greetihgsn
Yves, the Tale-Chaser.”

Morte snidely commented, “What a coincidence! Ip,to
chase tails.”

Yves continued, unperturbed, “Have you come to érad
tales?”

| had some questions, first, such as how she gatdrae.

“Once upon a time, a girl came to an oracle who was
rumored to know many things and asked of it a botaer. life
was in need of direction, so she asked this orasléo what
would give her purpose...”

“Now, the oracle was not evil, but it was vague éenided
towards drink, which caused it to be obscure inynmaatters of
judgment and focus. Its only answer to the girkestion was
that within one story that she would hear in higtiine was the
truth that she sought. The girl went off and cdbecstories,
which she chases to this day, not knowing which ttod
thousands hold the truth.”

“Such is the danger of a foolish question and tielem of
an unspoken one.”

| wondered if she knew any tales about the brotisding,
“Can you tell me about this place?”

“That is part of Mistress Grace’s story, which & mine to
tell. She has said that when she nears the endrofdars, she
shall tell me... and only if | pledge never to shérewith
another.”

“She hopes that she will never need to tell metaley, for
she hopes | will find my own story before that timed leave
this place. | think she fears my life will be sqdared in
searching for this tale, and not acting upon whailréady
know.” Yves sighed softly. “But it cannot be helged

| asked about the scent and the veil, but she bédng to
add. She did know, however, a tale concerning Maris
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“Once upon a time in a world of heroes and a tifhpetty,
childish gods, there were three sisters. Cursetl wihideous
appearance, they were considered demons by théepebthe
land and forever shunned. One missed her sistaiblye yet
left that world with its shame behind... but exchahgbae
pettiness of a pantheon for the pettiness of self.”

Impressed by her knowledge, | also asked for a d¢dle
Ravel, the night hag. She had one ready.

“The tale of Ravel Puzzlewell, frightener of chédr begins
and ends with a question: ‘What can change theraatfi a
man?’”

“Many were the times she posed this riddle to theke
approached her, those who sought to glean fronthleestrange
magics that she alone seemed to possess. All agdntp
answer her query, but to no avail... and they fouredgrice of
their wrong answer to be some horrible fate, alwaysre
terrible than the last victim's. To recount theirious torments
would be to speak of things that nightmares areendwom.”

“The tale strikes me in this way: Ravel herselfwneot the
answer to this question, but she lusted for sucaramer. Only
thewhy of the matter remained in question. Why did theireat
of a man matter to one of the Gray Sisters, eslhpeatone of
such power as Ravel?”

“It is said that she put the question to the LafiyPain; not
directly, but shouted it to Sigil itself, daringrfthe Lady to
answer. When no reply was forthcoming, she woveibter
magics that threatened to open the Cage and ldtitheof the
Planes roll in like a wave.”

“She received no answer other than banishment.hi®o t
day, no one knows the answer to Ravel's questiomd. row
there is no one to petition, for Ravel herself @, lost to the
Planes.” | started to ask another question, butrgkerupted.

“Wait... there is more. Though my tale ends with Rave
demise, there are some that claim the hag stdsliThere is a
silent prostitute here who once talked of suchghjrbut she
speaks no longer. If she would speak to you, shttell you
more of Ravel.” | asked what else she knew of thents
prostitute.

“Ecco?” Yves frowned, thinking. “I once heard aetaf a
girl who knew the word that, if spoken, would undwoe
multiverse. Perhaps this is Ecco. Ask Dolora, thoug |
understand that she sometimes meets with one waw Ktco
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before she stopped speaking.” | requested shentellmore
specifically what she did in the Brothel.

“I collect tales, and trade them with others whdakes of
their own.”

| was ready to trade tales with her, and | stavtith my
first fresh memory. Yves leaned forward as | tdld tale of my
wakening in the Dustmen’s Mortuary... she seemedetmdr
my every word. As | finished, she smiled at me. sHall
remember this tale. |, too, will tell a tell of tHBustmen —
‘Chapters of Dust.””

“There are chapters in the Dead Book, the massive tin
which the Dustmen keep that records the passiag tfat lives
into the Eternal Boundary. In this Book, there enapters that
are naught but dust, and it is believed that thmesatherein are
lost souls who cannot die, but must suffer liferadly until
history itself dies and grants them release.”

| had another tale ready for her, of the Alley giybirth. As
| finished, she said, “l shall remember this t@led now, | have
one for you. Before | begin | must ask: do you knatat a
modron is?”

To my affirmative reply, she continued, “Then | khall
you the tale of ‘The Clock and the Quadrone.’”

“Once upon a time, there existed a modron. It wasly
created, its logic fresh and untested, and it ladecto Sigil,
following the commands of its modron superiors.”

“It knew of nothing but commands and dictates, of
obedience and passing along the orders of its EupeFor you
see, modrons are only aware of the commands of thei
immediate superiors — they have no grasp of a highe
authority. Until this one.”

“One day it came upon a small shop, within whiclkréh
was a small clock that could no longer tell tintewas cracked
along the edges, the wheels of its hands brokea. riibdron
immediately set itself to work at getting the pattsfix the
broken clock.”

“It made a new wooden housing for the clock’s parts
replaced the bent springs, carefully filed and diléhe
clockwork machinery, and carved new hands from gparse
metal available to it. The newly-repaired clockiegise ticking
reminded it of the great gears of Mechanus, amdritforted it
as much as any thing may comfort a modron.”

“And what the modron never came to understand haisit
truly lovedthis clock that it had worked on, and for reasdns i
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could not explain, elected to remain in Sigil arel With the
clock for the rest of its years.”

| traded the rest of the tales of my adventuringd ahe
recounted the following tales in exchange.

‘The Petitioner at the Gate.’

“It was far after peak when the distant pounding \waard
at the gates of the Prison.”

“Carus — the oldest Mercykiller known to the factie—
dragged himself from his post, making his way ddka hall to
the great gates that separated the punished frenodiside
world. The pounding did not fade as he reachedgtte and
spoke to it.”

“He called out and received no answer. He openeddie,
far from feeling caution, but a strange, compelkegsation.”

“A haggard figure was on bent knees just beyondditr.
Her hands were bloody from where they had been g¢iingn
against the gate, and her breath came in laborgosgés the
flickering light from the interior prison chambeoyred across
the cobbles, she glanced up at the Mercykiller vetood
framed in the doorway, and began to sob with rélief

“He felt himself mirrored in all but his gender s stared
at the woman, and he was stirred by her presermeisGound
himself unsure of what to say, so he simply waited the
woman to provide an explanation.”

“She did. It was a simple statement, but of utmost
importance, and it made Carus... whose knees achatllpa
with every movement... bend down and help the woroalmet
feet. He brought her in from the outside, guidirg gently into
the passage beyond.”

“She had said that an injustice had been done.tAatdwas
all that Carus needed to hear.”

“In the end, it came to pass that she could ndtllifiler
duty as a Fury, for a man guilty of a blood crimed hdied
unpunished. She begged Carus and the Mercykiltarsitl...
and so they executed her. She had failed in hegelia

‘The Gilded Tale.’

“Upon the Plane of Ysgard is the Gilded Hall, whidrese
Sensates that seek the pleasure of gullet anccésirbe found.
They indulge these passions in earnest, neverzigglthat the
doors of the hall never open and that there islear path back
to the Civic Festhall. They are the unwanted Sessahe ones
that do not truly believe in the faction, but iresleseek only
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pleasure for pleasure’s sake. Are prisoners whaatorealize
they are such truly prisoners?”

‘The Lady’s Suitor.’

“The tale concerns a suitor of Lady of Pain, onaraiy
over the years. He was a young man who was obsestgethe
Mistress of Sigil. He saw her everywhere, in evayner of her
city. He would hear the rustling of her robes, siceape of her
blades, and grew infatuated beyond all reason. dpedh that if
he worshipped her, that he would at last be abse¢oher... and
so worship her he did.”

“He was found dead on the blood-soaked steps obWwis
home, grievous stab wounds covering the whole sfblidy...
but his eyes were open wide, and upon his lipsamaisimphant
smile.”

An untitled tale.

“Once came a man who had experienced the mostifudaut
thing in the multiverse. It was his intention toapé the
experience within one of the Civic Festhall's segssiones —
magical devices which held feelings and memories do
eternity, leaving them for others to partake of.”

“But he thought about it: wouldn't its being sharditlite
the experience? So he held it to himself, precibirgg that it
was, and aged with the memory. But as he agedm#raory
became tarnished and beaten, and he could no loegai the
glory of the experience.”

‘The Execution.’

“Once, a murderer roamed Sigil’'s streets, a blaskrted
man by the name of Kossacs. He had been blesselisby
Abyssal mother so that no one could strike him aithintent to
harm or they themselves would die. He reveled smbéssing,
using it to start fights and murder anyone who sedshis path.”

“During one of his murderous rages, he was capthyetthe
Harmonium with nets and brought before the GuvniEns. trial
was short, final, yet Kossacs laughed at the puings,
knowing that no one among them could harm him witlttying
horribly. At the final day of his trial, he was taimed guilty
and sentenced to death.”

“Kossacs sentence proclaimed by the Guvners was thi
‘Confinement for thrice-thirty days, during whidme you shall
give up your life, be declared dead, and your bosiyoved
when all signs of life cease.” Kossacs laugheddaréd any of
them to try and harm him, yet the court was silent.
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“The Mercykillers lead Kossacs to their prison dadked
him in a dark, empty cell. There was no cot, ntitsg and the
only door was a steel grate in the ceiling.

As they lowered him into the cell, the Mercykilledd him
— in the corner of your cell will you find a chadiclt holds
poison. Your death will be swift.”

“‘Aren’t you going to execute me?’ Kossacs snawedhe
guard.

No one in Sigil shall lay a hand on you with intemharm,’
came the Mercykiller’s reply.

“Then | spit on your cowardice!” Kossacs laugheskling
for the chalice in the darkness, then hurling ithet wall and
shattering it. Its poison dripped from the wallslaied, until it
was no more. “Come then — you will have to try &iltl me
now.”

“But there was no response from the grate in thinge It
was then that Kossacs noticed the cell had noMotlights.
And no food and water. All that remained was thattgned
chalice, the poison gone. And for the first timeskacs knew
the icy touch of death’s approach.

“In twice-thirty days, the grate opened, and Kossaody,
now cold, was taken from the cell. It had givenitsplife, and
the execution had been carried out.”

| was out of stories, but asked Morte if he hadaaysto
trade.

He replied, “Me? Why db have to tell a story?”

I told him to just tell a story, to which he congali

“An elderly man was sitting alone on a dark paight? He
wasn’t certain of which direction to go, and hedgbtten both
where he was traveling to and who he was. He'd®ah for a
moment to rest his weary legs, and suddenly loaietb see an
elderly woman before him. She grinned toothlesslgt with a
cackle, spoke: ‘Now youthird wish. What will it be?’”

“‘Third wish?’ The man was baffled. ‘How can it bethird
wish if | haven't had a first and second wish?’ ”

“ ‘You've had two wishes already,’ the hag saidjt‘lyour
second wish was for me to return everything tovlagy it was
before you had made your first wish. That's why yemember
nothing; because everything is the way it was leef@mu made
any wishes.” She cackled at the poor berk. ‘Sa ithiat you
have one wish left.” ”

“‘All right,” said the man, “I don’t believe thidyut there’s
no harm in wishing. | wish to know who I am.” ”
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“‘Funny,” said the old woman as she granted hishmand
disappeared forever. ‘That was your first wish.””

Yves responded with ‘The Fiend's Game.’

“A fiend sometimes wandered the wilderness of dager
Prime world in the guise of a friendly old man. Od&y, he
came upon some hunters in the wood.”

“ ‘What are you doing?’ The fiend asked. The hustiid
him, and the fiend nodded. ‘| have never been bord before.

“The hunters invited the old man to come along, &rel
group eventually came upon a glade where sevesl were
grazing. The hunters carried crosshows, but didirmtand the
fiend asked them why.”

“ ‘They are unarmed,’ the hunters chuckled, pattihgir
crossbows. ‘We hunt nothing that does not haveattikity to
defend itself. After all, where is the sport inttid

“The fiend nodded at this, and promptly gated ie¢hof his
fellows. The hunters led them on a merry chasegebentually
they were caught and eaten.”

| asked Dak'kon to share a tale. Dak'kon noddeensaly.
“I shall impart the tale of ‘Ach'ali Drowning.’”

Dak'kon told the story of Ach'ali, a foolish gitmaeof myth
who had become lost in the chaos of limbo. Normallgingle
githzerai may use their focus and mental disciptmérm the
chaos around them into a small, habitable envirarinfsch'ali,
however, asked so many useless and unfocused ansestiher
quest to return home that her isle of matter digsblaround
her, and she drowned.

Yves smiled. “Fascinating, Dak'kon. Let me sharthwbu
and your companions another version of your tas thhave
heard...”

Dak'kon looked attentive, and perhaps a little Ssegl.

“One day, she encountered a slaadi on his way ¢o
spawning stone. She hastily erected a wall of chaa#er,
which even the ravenous slaadi found difficult tedk down.
Hungrily, it waited, and spoke to her through thallwShe
asked it questions, and as she became more absiorbest
pointless queries and the slaadi's answers, her ot
decayed and collapsed upon her... and thus she ddoinrtbe
matter of Limbo.”

| finally asked Annah if she would trade a taler ldaswer
indicated she seemed to have gotten over her ahges.
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“Aye, I'm a no good at telling such things, I'm rfidbhe
frowned, and waved her hands as if trying to sheayathe
idea. “Donnae be asking me fer such nonsense, ngwes
smiled at Annah.

“But | would very much like to hear your story..."added
my voice.

“Please share your story, Annah...” Mort couldn’tiseis
own addition.

“C’mon already, fiendling. You already have one tail you
won't part with.”

Annah looked uncomfortable, her tail lashing slowelyck
and forth.

“Well, 1 know one story...” She suddenly became angry
glaring at Yves. “...but yeh might not like it, yehowt, so
don’t be blamin'mefer yer chokin’ it outta me!”

“Go ahead, Annah...” | encouraged her. Annah scowled,
then finally relented with an exasperated sigh.

“I heard a story when | was a wee lass.”

“This berk’s walkin’ home real late, near anti-peaq’
passes an old toothless crone in a dark an’ oteerwimpty
street. ‘Where yeh goin'?’ she asks him.”

“‘Home, to me wife an’ kip,’ he says.”

“‘Near the Slags?’ “ she asks him.”

“‘Sure enough,’ he says.”

“So she asks him a favor... ta take a box she’'s got t
Deader’s Pit an’ give it ta the woman there. Nowsg therk’s a
real sap, too nice ta say no despite the fact qieg's somethin’s
not quiteright about this old crone, and agrees. ‘But what's the
woman’s name?’ he asks. ‘Where does she live? Wereld |
look fer her if she’s not by Deader’s Pit?" "

“The woman hands him the box — a wooden thing,
wrapped in colored cloth — an’ tells him ta just ga’ she'll be
there. Finally, she warns him: ‘An’ whatever yehedpdonot
open the box!"”

“So he takes it home with him an’ hides it in thadters,
thinkin’ he'll bring it by Deader’s Pit when it'sght out. His
wife, though, seein’ him hidin’ the box, gets rigfgalous
thinkin’ it's a gift fer a lover or somethin', awpens it up as
soon as he’s not lookin'.”

“Well, turns out the box was full 0’ gouged-out syan’
severed male members with the hair still on ‘emr Bleream
brought the berk runnin'... he remembered what tbaesaid,
got right scared and wrapped the box back up.”
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“He went out straight away ta Deader’s Pit, anesemough
there was another old hag waitin’ there for him. hémds her
the box, an’ she says ta him: ‘This box has beesneg and
looked into.””

“The poor berk tries ta deny it, but she gets thisadful
look on her face. ‘Ye've done somethin’ horriblgiie tells him,
then disappears. That done, he hurries back tdghis

“He’s feelin’ il when he gets back, an’ takes tadb His
wife bitterly regretted openin’ the box an’ all, thiht was too
late... the next day he died of a rottin’ diseasé, tha first
things ta go was his eyes an’ stem.”

Annah nodded grimly, her tale complete.

Yves smiled. “That was a wonderful, tale Annah; you
should never hesitate to share it. Now I've one/éar and your
companions — ‘The Parched Land.””

“Once, a large village was struck by a terribleudyiot. A
farmer journeyed to the Worshipping Stone, andragaplored
it as to the cause of the drought. He asked theeStdy it did
nothing when the fields were parched and dying, vthy
animals and the people suffered while the Stonendtda thing.
‘Have we not given enough offerings?’ the farmekeas
begging almost upon his hands and needs. But tree$tid not
respond; it merely sat, and cast its shadow.”

| had found only nine students of Lady Fall-FromaGe,
not ten. | looked again through the rooms whichensmpty the
first time | passed, but found no other studewtidlencounter a
talking armoire, which claimed to be a mage tramsém. In
one of its drawers was the missing veil, perfumdth vhe
missing scent.

I confirmed my suspicion regarding the missing stid
when | looked at the basement of the brothel. Tenes were
set to catch the experiences of the students ineherooms
above, but only nine were actively in use. | resatrto the
mistress of the establishment. Fall-From-Grace edrras |
approached and smiled slightly.

“How may | help you?”

“I spoke to nine of the students, as you asked...| sould
not find the tenth.”

“And you could not find the tenth student? How ous,”
she replied

“I'm thinking the tenth student is me. In which eakhave
spoken to all of them.” She nodded.

“Very well. And your thoughts?”
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“You and | should leave this place and explore Penes.
There is nothing more for either one of us to eiquexre here.”
Fall-From-Grace nodded again.

“Very well. | will travel with you, if you still dsire my
company.”

“l do.”

Annah commented in a loud voice, “Oh, mistress ‘@gyid
mighty will be joining us? What do we need her fer?

Morte replied, “You couldn’t possibly understand.”

Annah told him, “I wish yeh'd fall from a great phi. |
might even bump yeh off me'self.”

| told the others | would meet them outside in anraat,
but that first | needed to talk to Annah. | askédhe was all
right.

She just glared at me.

When | asked if | could ask her some questionsaspiéed,
“Why don't yeh ask the stuck-up-ubus yer questitimsn?” Her
eyes narrowed to slits. “Why are we eueaveling with her?
We don’tneep her, we don't.”

Although | wanted Fall-From-Grace to travel with partly
for the reasons which | am sure Annah resented) ascher
charm, knowledge and sophistication, | still want&dnah
along as much as ever. More, Annah had joined msg o |
said, “Annah, | want you with me — not her. If db@thers you,
I'll ask her to leave.”

“Do it, then!” Annah glared at me. “I'm bettin’ yaton't —
if yeh do, then we'll be better off for it, if nathen we'll be
havin’ this talk again, we will.” | did still howear hope that |
might be able to convince Annah to declare a truce.

“Annah, please.You're very important to me, and | need
your help.”

“Oh, aye, and why igHatr then? This should be rich, it
should. Yeh pity me, is that it? Yeh think | sloetydown? Go
on, say it!”

“l don't pity you, and youwlon't slow me down — you're
quick, you're skilled, and | really need all thelhé can get.”
Annah frowned, her tail flicking back and forth.

“Aye... well... knowl'll gut her if she starts sizing us up for
a feast, | will.” She glared at me. “And don’t gety ideas I'm
staying causgehwant me to — I'm just helpin’ yeh out, | am.”
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ART AND CURIO GALLERIA

After partaking of a meal nearby, | continued tglexre the
Clerk’'s Ward. As we walked | also gained an insigio Fall-
From-Grace’s character, when she spoke to Annali pgople.

“Annah... were you raised in the Hive?” Fall-From-Gza
asked, in a serene voice with no hint of confraotat

“Mind your own business, succubus. I've nothinggag to
yeh,” Annah replied, irritation and a hint of angeesent in her
voice.

“Very well, then.” It seemed to me that Fall-FromaGe’s
guestion indicated more than a sensate’s desirexfoeriences.
She was truly committed to the philosophies shewesgd, and
was willing to offer politeness and consideratiorabyone.

Passing down one street, Fall-From-Grace informedam
building we were passing was the Art and Curio &all Inside
was displayed a selection of sculptures and pastin

One painting in particular caused a reaction in ineias a
portrait of a grotesque, hook-nosed old crone. fiag's flesh
was a sickly blue-gray color; her eyes glowed ris@ lthe
embers of a dying fire. Her chin, long and shaugief forward
in an extreme under-bite; two yellowed canines rpded
upwards from her lower jaw, like small tusks. Theils upon
her withered, purplish lips spoke of a horriblersecA placard
read ‘Gray Hag of Oinos.’

As | began to turn away from the painting, someghim it
drew my attention... a strange, tingling sensatiovsarin the
back of my mind... a memory, beginning to surface...

| recalled standing, confused, in a maze of bridise
hideous crone from the painting was before me, lsaghvildly.
| gritted my teeth in frustration, wondering why eshlwas
laughing at me. “My poor, dear, lovely man-thingshe
crooned. “Why, that was yodirst wish!” She pointed a single
bony, clawed finger at my forehead. My temples bega
throbbing painfully...... and | could remember nothingne

| spoke to Yvana, who owned the galleria. She wa®l&
dressed, elderly woman in a gown of peach-coloretignlden
thread. She stood quietly, her hands folded togethmly. She
had no pupils — her eyes were entirely white.
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Before | could ask about any of the objects indh#eria,
she had a request of me. “One moment, sir... youreydt is
heavy with age and wounds. Would you be so kintb germit
me to touch your face?”

“Yes, go ahead.” Yvana smiled, gently running héd o
hands over the skin of my face. She frowned, loglshightly
puzzled.

“So many scars... both old and new. They seem to..€ Sh
touched the side of my throat, flushed, then pulieday.
“Pardon me, sir. | was curious to see how far tivept.”

“It's fine. And they're everywhere; my whole bodg i
scarred.”

At her nod to continue, | asked if she could seallat-all-
From-Grace interposed.

“I believe she is blind by choice, and not by ciraiance.”
Yvana nodded, smiling.

“Your friend is quite correct, sir... | cannot seajt lonly
because | do not wish to. In time, | will allow nwsion to
return so that | can re-experience the contentmyfgalleria
with the benefit of new, fresh eyes.”

| asked about the galleria. “Why, it's my galleid the
Planes.” She smiled and gestured around her. “Tipésges
have been brought from far and wide. Some | seihes| keep
— all | display, at one time or another. Pleasgoyetthem...
and again, should you have questions regarding cinthe
pieces, do not hesitate to ask me of them.”

| asked about the painting, ‘Gray Hag of Oinos.eStas
able to confirm it depicted the hag Ravel Puzzlewelsked her
about some of the other pieces in the galleria.

The Arcadian stained-glass window.

The hundreds of chips of translucent green glasehwh
made up this stained-glass window didn’'t appeabeoheld
together by anything, but rather remained freetiif@p and
mysteriously suspended within the iron frame’s loaries. The
shards rippled and moved in slow waves, causin@rigz
patterns to fluctuate across the window's surfasevarious
portions of it refracted the galleria’s light inffidgrent directions.

Yvana's commentary: “A stained-glass window found
hovering on the third layer of Arcadia thirty-tweears ago,
foretelling a scene that had yet to occur. Whenetrent came
to pass, the images faded to leave what you samdbeh is
believed to have captured both the light and th&raess from
the Orb of Night and Day on Arcadia, then slowljease it,
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creating a brief but slow fade of dawning and duslbut only
within the glass itself.”

“Arcadia is a Plane of peaceful order, also knownttee
Land of Perfect Good. The Orb of Night and Day &phere set
in the top of Arcadia’s highest peak; each halfteraither light
or darkness. The turning of the Orb gives Arcatsaday and
night.”

The battle-horn of Acheron.

A massive horn of beaten lead, wound with brazexinsh
The horn was horribly mangled, as if some tremesdouce
had crushed it. Jagged blades protruded alongriggth, almost
as if it were meant to be used as club by somentigareature,
as well as a battle-horn.

Yvana's commentary: “Ah, the Cleansing Horn... a hofn
beaten lead, metal drawn directly from the cubddieron. It
is said that the Cleansing Horn last sounded whbee
Companies of the Jackal and the Gouged Eye Clansfane
their battle at the Disputed Lands. Legends tellthet this
horn’s power was used near the battle’s end to dnawloating
cubes together, crushing the routing Company of Xhekal
before it could escape.”

“Acheron is a Plane of harshly enforced order, wher
conformity is more important than good. It is cormpd of
gigantic, metallic cubes which float through an leed void...
many cubes are large enough that cities or enitigdioms have
been built upon their faces.”

The Dark Birds of Ocanthus.

Several shards of black crystal — or ice — swinthin
the freezing wind that this ornate pedestal gawthfoEach
shard looked razor sharp; touching or grabbing cm&ld be
perilous.

Yvana's commentary: “All of them are chipped frohet
great magical sheet of black, infinite ice thatsdsa the black
belly of the Plane of Ocanthus. It is said thas stieet of ice is
the final destination of the River Styx, and the tecollections
of all that have plunged into the Styx's memoryio®sng
waters still lie frozen within the ice.”

The ruby statuette.

It stood on a pedestal, carved into the image wirmed
humanoid. The figure was either demonic or angelitature...
but it was difficult to tell which, because it re@ted the light in
the galleria strangely. There was no placard intigawhat,
exactly, the statuette was.
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Yvana’'s commentary: “That piece was found in a edthl
in the fertile fields of Elysium on the first layeAmoria the
Untroubled, where it bordered the River Oceanu® ifame of
the piece is not known, but the skill and craftssap are
believed to be one of the most striking examplegeoh crafting
in the Planes. The mere way in which the piece uwapt
distills, and enhances the light through its fadstpart of its
breath-taking wonder. It seems to bring to light thossible
ideological connection between even the most end the
purest beings in the multiverse... fascinating.”

The kyton’s animate chain.

An animated, bloody iron chain, coiling and uncailiupon
itself. The chain itself seemed to bend and wekeethe spine
of a snake.

Yvana's commentary: “The chain comes from the cify
Jangling Hiter, the city of chains that hangs omadiros, third
layer of the Plane of Baator. The chains therettagefinest in
the multiverse, but the inhabitants of Jangling eHitare
malicious and cruel, using the chains as living peges against
all that enter their city and violate their laws.”

“Kytons move about the city of chains as spidersrup
webs, adorned in chains woven tightly around thomidies.
Kytons possess a power known as the ‘gift of chaiwhich
allows them to manipulate chains with their minds.is
believed that my galleria’s chain was animatedruye battle in
which the kyton controlling it was slain with a ead
hammer... its life essence then passing into thendkself.”

The statue of the screaming man.

The statue looked like it was about to make sonmryan
proclamation. The sculptor had captured the essefidary
magpnificently; the chiseled tension lines around tieck and
forehead alone must have taken many long monthgeto
correct. Fine cracks ran over the entire statue.

Yvana's commentary: “This statue is believed taheefinal
fate of the Etherserian sorcerer Gangroighydorackid by a
conclave of rival sorcerers at the height of hisadn madness,
he was imprisoned with a spell that turned hishflego stone.
Gangroighydon is said to have been frozen witmal fiawful
curse still upon his lips, a curse so terrible tiawas never
meant to be spoken by the lips of a living man.”

“It is said that the fury of the curse was enougblister the
flesh from the bones of those that heard it, aatlittcould even
shatter the stones themselves.”
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The painting ‘Outland Raiders.’

Tall, black cliffs against a blood-red sky. Theveked to be
figures hiding amongst the crags of the cliffs bubenever |
squinted at the painting to try and make them thg,images
faded into nothing.

Yvana's commentary: “An interesting piece, yes? The
painter managed a most interesting effect withftles in the
cliffs shadows. The woman who brought me this pitgld me
she found it in an abandoned camp on the Outlandse..
original painter was never found. Presumably, theye slain
by the same raiders whose image they capturectipamting.”

The painting ‘The Folly of Udo.’

A dark cityscape, a far-away view of some giantteeof
civilization being burned to the ground. The stegftthe place
were empty, however, absent of soldiers, refugaed, even
corpses.

Yvana's commentary: “This painting illustrates ooiethe
legends of the Prime world Goha. Udo was a wizénd:lof
such skill and power that he set to casting a spell would
turn himself into a Power, and the people of heagnation into
divine servants. With the spell’'s completion, liging crashed
down around Udo’s palace setting it ablaze andpreethe
thunder had died away, the city was empty... noviadi thing
to be found. Over seventy-thousand people vanishigdout a
trace, in a heart-beat. No one knows the fate ob dd his
people.”

The painting ‘Moment’s Glance from the Walls of
Moch'chma.’

An abstract work of greens and purples, which \edtland
rippled as it was watched.

Yvana's commentary: “Moch'chma is a githzerai fess
which floats in the Plane of Limbo. The Moment'sa@te was
painted by the chaos-scholar Dy, who remembersythiag
she sees with perfect clarity when she is not karicwith
madness.”
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CURIOSITY SHOP

We left the galleria. From the doorway, | saw stepshort
distance away leading up to a small building. Faim-Grace
told me it was the Curiosity Shop, although she hexkr been
inside.

As we climbed the steps, Fall-From-Grace asked &art
question.

“Morte, | must confess, | am curious as to how pegame
a floating skull.”

“It's a long story involving the Head of Vecna. drit want
to talk about it.”

“That was you?”

“Could wepleasechange the subject?”

As | entered, | saw only a single person, who kttmbe a
customer. Then | saw he was not examining the blbjeavas
holding, but cleaning it. His status as worker veasfirmed
when a female voice called out from the back, “Bistm Break
that and I'll be selling your tanned hide!”

As | looked about for a few minutes, | also watclibid
downtrodden little man scurry about the Curiosithof,
dusting, cataloguing, and moving things about for place’s
proprietress. | noticed he smelled faintly of osiorle glanced
up at me nervously as | approached him.

“Please, sir... | cannot speak with you. I've worldtm and

my mistress simply won't allow it...” | said | justad a few
questions.

“I'm sorry sir, but | can’t. Please, leave me befobe my
mistress notices me talking to you...” | questionedatvhe

meant by his mistress.

“Yes... Mistress Vrischika. | am Standish, her setvarner
slave. | committed a crime and was sentenced t@slathen
purchased in the Lower Ward, like many of her slavemost
of whom she keeps at her manor. Now please — ldfggu!
Leave me be, or shell become angered and beat me
unmercifully!”

By this time his mistress had come to the fronthef shop.

The sharp-featured woman’s appearance was atgatttough
somewhat disturbing, with her blue-black skin andght
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yellow eyes. As she examined me, a small pair tfikawings
unfolded from her back, then seemed to settle baik her
skin.

“Well, well... a floating, disembodied, prevaricatisgull,
and Fall-From-Grace... or whatever it is you call ngmlf, now.
Truly a pleasure to see you here. What do | owehtheor of
your visit? | thought that you rarely trafficked ang our kind,
any more.” She glanced at me for a moment withstirae faint
sneer. “Or is your assignment here almost finish&d#-From-
Grace replied to her.

“I do not know what assignment you are referring to
Vrischika, though your presence here brings withmiany
questions. Last | had heard you were a standandbéa the
Company of the Vulture. How did you come to Sigil?”
Vrischika replied curtly, firing a question backdian arrow.

“By choice. And you? Where will your orders takeuyo
next?” She suddenly turned to me. “You sbtle man...”
Vrischika smiled, as if savoring the words. “...theesb
temptress is one that can make you buy into thsidh of being
both promiscuous yet virtuous at the same timeraastipute-
priestess, as it were. Mistress Grace is amongythatest...”
She turned to Fall-From-Grace. “...are you not? Yauwbld not
think that a score thousand years of slavery hiadheir scars,
no?”

Fall-From-Grace spoke with a coldness | had neward
before. The air almost became ice as she dissa&tisdhika
with her gaze.

“That is enough.”

“Very well. Though you are the ones who came intg
emporium.” Vrischika looked to me, then narrowed bges.
“You... you're the scarred man, who’s been going atbu
asking all the questions?” She looked me up andndd¥ou
sure look lost. Did you want to come in, really,ave you just
casing the place because you have nothing betteyzo

“Because Vrischika...” She indicated herself “...cariphe
you.”

| asked how she could help me. She replied, “ldrand
trade extensively. | hear a great deal, | purclaggeat deal,
and | own a great deal. Perhaps | can make yoeat dgeal. Is
there anything that you desire?” | indicated | onlginted the
answers to some questions.

“I'll entertain any questions about the merchandigg I'm
not going to be drawn into one of your famous twent
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guestions-about-anything-around-the-spirederstood? | was
curious, and | saw no reason to waste politenesgenn

“What are you, Vrischika?” Vrischika sighed loudly.

“An alu-fiend... a half-demon. My mother was tanarai
fiend, and my father a great king of mortals. Swchude
question... but then, you're rather rude-looking salfi aren’t
you?”

“What did you mean by calling Morte ‘prevaricating?

Prevaricating... misrepresenting, perjuring, dissatinb,
lying... oh, did | say that? I'd meant a floating, disedibd,
pontificatingskull. As in dogmatic — always stating an opinion
in a self-important manner.” Vrischika smiled ineadly.

In my heart, | trusted Fall-From-Grace without tegsbn or
question. Intellectually, however unreliable a seu¥rischika
was, | needed to listen and consider what she said.

“You and Fall-From-Grace seem to care little foreon
another...”

“Oh, that baatezu camp follower whose made her hiome
Sigil? Curious, no? But then, what better a placarain her
agents than that little ‘brothel’ of hers...”

“Baatezu camp follower?”

“Ever since her mother sold her into slavery, she heen a
plaything of the Planes for many a century. Shandahat she
was able to free herself from her chains, but yay mive that
word as much credence as you would give the woehgfother
tanar’ri bitch.” She smiled slightly. “Myself exadfed, of
course.” Fall-From-Grace spoke up.

“It is the truth —”

“Truth?! Truth?! One does not ‘win free’ of baatezu
contracts, bitch cloaked in human skin. You spéeg land all
the tanar'ri hordes know it, from the lowest legido the other
comfort-suckling succubi as they cavort acrosgthees. ‘Fall-
From-Grace was but a baatezu slave from the mosfentvas
born, and so shall stedwaysbe.’ You still are an indentured
plaything of the baatezu, to be tortured and conttedras they
see fit.” Vrischika sneered. “You eveehaveas they do.”

Fall-From-Grace had regained her equanimity, arichlga
responded.

“One may win free of baatezu contracts if one isywa the
wording, and if one realizes that the baatezu afeolden to
keep their own word. One must simply beware of meanings
that may be twisted to their ends... and | amll versedin
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language and its subtleties. Even so, it was noteasy
matter...”

“Enough!” Vrischika retorted, “I do not care to megou
speak your lies in my presence!”

Fall-From-Grace maintained her flawless composurd a
simply nodded... though when | caught her eye, she gz a
slightly exasperated look, then smiled. | turnedtkbto the
shopkeeper.

“What was it you said about her training agents,
Vrischika?”

With a quick glance at my companion, she repliétgs....
they are her eyes and ears in the city of Sigil aoass the
Planes. What they do not see or hear they may edeom
another man that has seen and heard. And who cbiré
humans capable of such deception and trickery?Gdace is
indeed a clever one. Not as clever as her motlehaps, but
clever nonetheless...” Fall-From-Grace again felt pelted to
counter.

“That is not the purpose of my establishment...” ohi&a
overrode her.

“Oh, but ofcoursenot! Did | dare suggest such a thing? But
perhaps you should let the man judge for himsalfischika
turned to me, eyes blazing. “Do you not wondetleliman?
Does the mephit of reason and curiosity ever grder mind as
to this matter? Does not the arrangement at ththérceem
strangeto you?” Vrischika went on before | could answer.

“Occam’s razor can leave a scar, but it can reminee
cancer so often caused by poison of liars and ineagi And
now here she is, traveling with you. Most curiovgy would
someone, a proprietress of such an establishrmemmte lit for
any reason? And for a man she barely knows? Questio
questions...”

“The answers may be painful, indeed.”

Fall-From-Grace said, “He is well aware of why reed to
travel with him, Vrischika... when he asked me tosdd’

“Oh, I'm certain he did ask... what man could res8ist?
Vrischika sneered and looked away in disgust. éddier about
the shop itself, to get off this topic.

“What you see within this shop is the result of mtiading
and traveling across the Planes.” She made a smgeegisture
of the shop. “Weapons, charms... and otgecialtyitems are
for sale here, as well... everything that is rare afdso-
exquisite fills this emporium. Your needs. | sdtern.”
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| examined the items in the shop itself. | askedséhika
about those that intrigued me.

| saw what appeared to be a tongue floating i afjarine.
Vrischika frowned at it. “This is a fiend's tongue.a
cornugon's, | think, but who really knows? It'scséat, placed
into the mouth of any living thing, it will give ¢éhability of
speech, even if there was none before. I'm setlirggoddity for
only sixty-six coppers, should you want it.”

That could be quite useful... | bought it. “Yes,” $thika
purred, “a wise choice.” The copper | poured in&r hand
seemed to disappear the moment it touched her psitm;
handed me the item. “Please, enjoy your newestisitiqn.”

| examined a bottle labeled as ‘Gorgon Salve.’ shika
held it up for me. “I traded for this with some swkeslinging
Prime Worlder... Perseus, | think, was his name. $eaeanto
the surface of any being turned to stone, it vallart them to
flesh. Only one hundred copper commons; a bargain,
considering how handy it might come in should ywardind a
friend of yours transmuted to rock.” | had a planthis as well,
so | bought it.

A small, metal replica of a cube-like creature withge
eyes on one of its faces. The toy had two legs, dmos, two
folding wings, and at least eighteen points of catttion.
Vrischika smiled as | picked it up. “A collectoritem, perhaps,
or a piece of artwork. Who knows? But | like it.yidu do buy
it, ask around... someone might know more aboutait th You
can have it for only fifteen hundred copper coidsécognized
the toy as a depiction of a modron. There was dunmpt
fascinating about it. Despite the high price, | hachave it as
well.

A plain-looking jug... despite its common appearandelt
reluctant to touch the thing, as if it might biteenVrischika
watched me, chuckling, then shrugged. “It's a jtig.got some
sort of monster trapped in it — that's why yourrtgaprickling
up like that. If you'd like it, it's only one hunett and twenty-
three copper.” Finally, an item | could ignoreutrted down her
offer.

A number of small bottles, each labeled as ‘Baby’ Oi
Vrischika picked one up and presented it to metetiested? It's
the real thing, of course. Thousands of mewlingrtatdabies
went into the making of the stuff.” | wondered ihat she said
was actually true, but anything was possible driginated on
the Lower Planes. “Eh... no thanks.” | replied.
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A twisted little imp-like creature, sculpted outmire, milk
chocolate. “It looks delicious, does it not? Imgadrtfrom the
Lower Planes. These are rare, you know, and quizeg by
lovers of chocolate and confections. It's a reabgju— a
fiendish familiar — polymorphed into chocolate bgwerful
sorcery. It's only one hundred and ninety-nine @pg Except
for an unlikely encounter with a chocolate conm@isswho
happened to also possess information | must hasaylno use
for this.

A rather unassuming book held closed by a tiny $task.
“That,” cooed Vrischika, “is the Codex of the Incaivable. I'll
only say that it's just... just... well, | can not eapl it. Mere
words simply won't suffice! You can own it yoursétfr a mere
one thousand copper commons... and believe me: \teis
worth it.” Curious, | unlocked the book's bindingsd opened
it. As | glanced over the tome's contents, my jaapgded. |
stood, spellbound, flipping through the pages.

“That was... that... |...” Its contents were simply toaich
to be described — mere words seemed powerlessptaiethe
wonders it held. Morte was curious as well.

“What? What? What'’s in it, chief?”

“l don’t know what to say, Morte...”

“wHaT? You've got to be kidding me, right? C'mon lemme
see it!” Morte floated over my shoulder to examihe Codex’s
contents. His eyes nearly popped from their sockstghey
scanned the pages. “O00. Oo00000. Oh, I... but... wow.”

| stood thoughtfully for a moment, looked down ket
Codex, before closing it and reverently puttingtivee away.

A small glass phial labeled as ‘Deva’s Tears.’ “Shavere
collected from a deva who was captured during ao@l@var
skirmish. The fiends tormented the imprisoned arigeleons
before he at last escaped — this small bottle htildstwelve
tears he shed in that time. Their price is butlwnedred copper
commons.” Perhaps later.

A bottle labeled as ‘Elixir of Horrific Separationrischika
presented it to me. “This stuff was compounded tsclaolar
who'd found she possessed a darker half — a sitierofvhich
took control, at times, and bade her do awful thinkhis potion
was to have ‘split’ the darker half away from heating two
separate beings. Mercykillers, however, found armteated her
for a string of depraved murders before she coule it I'd
charge you only two hundred copper commons forBler.”
Some other time.
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A stained, ground glass lens the width of my héed in a
brushed steel ring. A small, geared protrusion ognoff the
ring made it look as if the lens should attach dme sort of
clockwork machine, and it smelled faintly of a Hioke
perfume. Vrischika held it up for me. “I've no idedat this
really is, but it radiates fairly powerful magicn/old soldier
named Ghysis brought it up to me from a Lower Plane
battlefield — he'd murdered his own men in ordeesoape his
tour of duty there, and brought me a number ofr@sing items
he'd collected over the course of the campaigre Kept it
mostly as a conversation piece, though you may keee one
hundred and forty-nine copper coins, if you'd fik&lseless
without the rest of the machine, | judged.

A ring in a small, padded case. Vrischika heldpitso that |
could see it more closely. “This is Yevrah's Rinfj Admost
Invisibility. It makes its wearer invisible — wel4imost. | will
part with it for the meager sum of three hundred fmty-nine
copper commons.” Almost invisible — | was sure Anrzuld
achieve that on her own, with inaudibility as well.

An oddly shaped dagger presented on an ornameaspday
rack. A placard beneath the rack read ‘Sword of Yy
Vrischika tapped its pommel with her fingertip. 'Sltalso
known as the Cheater’s Blade. Merely holding ifftaball win
you the game. If you're certain you'd like it, Incalace it in
your hands for fifteen hundred copper commons.”

“Win me the... what do you mean?”

Vrischika narrowed her yellow eyes at me. “Oh, corow.
You know exactlywhat | mean. Buy the Cheater’'s Blade, you
beat the game. It's that simple... for only fifteemnkred
copper commons. Do you want it, or no?” | still wassure
what she meant, but | declined. After all, whatligmge or fun
would be left to any game that could be won sol¥asi

A large pewter ale stein covered in strange ruveschika
held it up for me to see more closely. “An ale nafgunusual
manufacture, which keeps its contents — usually,lifecourse
— icy cold whatever the surrounding temperatureo hundred
and ninety-nine copper commons, and you'll enjayftbstiest
ale you've ever had outside the paraplane of ckdd met a
mageling at a café in this ward who had such a mug.

A doll. The years had not been kind to this ting dwoll; it
was coming apart at the seams, and it looked ti&ehireads
were unraveling. It was obviously intended to beglica of the
Lady of Pain, but the button eyes and its plushinsst didn’t
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strike much fear into my heart. Vrischika held f tor me.
“This was found in a well-trapped strongbox sunkpmléeneath
the surface of Sigil. It was part of a small hoaddreasure and
forbidden magical texts, though | don’t know whis for. If
you like it, it's only ninety-nine copper coins.f fales of the
Lady of Pain were true, worshipping even so harmieseplica
of her could be fatal. One experience of being midzad been
enough for me; | wasn’t interested in testing hosia

| left the shop, although | knew | would be bactetato
examine the sale items again.
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AELWYN

The light was failing when we left the Curiosity &h |
returned to the Art and Curio Galleria. It was dessk except
for Yvana. | walked until | stood before the statodé
Gangroighydon.

When | saw the gorgon salve in the shop, | hadlvedao
test if this was really a statue. | was curiousnteet this
sorcerer, and truthfully 1 had grown overconfidant my
abilities to cheat death. | applied the salve sodtatue.

| smeared the foul-smelling ointment over the ®tafthere
was a strange shimmering around the statue, aratdhed as
the statue took an intake of breath and the eyes of
Gangroighydon filled with a blazing, vengeful masgsie

I counted on the sudden, to him, change in surriogsco
arrest whatever he was about to say. However, wrasg.

Before | could do a thing, a blazing torrent of d®iflew
from the sorcerer's lips. As he spoke, | felt aroraging
sensation, like a sudden wave of raging heat, peger me and
settle into my skin like a blistering wound. Blireks struck me
as my eyes burst, running from their sockets likattered
eggs... | heard someone screaming, and realizecsitvea. .

The last thing | heard, even over my own cries, Waste
shouting..."New taunts, by the Lady’s bladed teatsatva—"

| died, a victim of Gangroighydon’s Awful Curse.

| awoke the next morning in an inn to which theesthhad
dragged my body. Fortunately, | had been the omly dose
enough to feel the full effects of the curse.

| left the inn, and continued walking about ther&leward,
talking to citizens | met. As | was moving througiowds about
an outdoor café, | saw a woman who | recognizean fra
description given to me. The tall, slender womanasonally
looked up from her cup of wine to scan the surrangpgbatrons
and passers-by. Her facial features were elegantyic and her
eyes — a brilliant gold in color — caught the lighparkling as
she looked about. | caught her attention. She deghme
carefully for a moment before replying. She spolkevly and
carefully, avoiding direct eye contact with me.
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“I, Aelwyn, return your greetings.” | had met heiehd
before.

“Aelwyn? Your friend, Nemelle, is looking for youShe
began to smile, but then covered her mouth withhaerd and
looked down at her drink.

“l, Aelwyn, am most pleased to hear of Nemelle. Mig
Aelwyn, persuade you to tell her of this place?”

| readily agreed. She looked at me directly and e+jdist
the briefest of moments, before she cast her egek thown to
her drink — my senses were awash with a warm, cdatite
feeling: pure happiness. “I, Aelwyn, thank you.”

“It's my pleasure. May | ask you about her, though@ her
nod, | said, “The way she speaks, and what her svoial..
how?”

“l, Aelwyn, can only say that we come from anotp&ace,
another world. We are not like the people here, sghaords,
thoughts — very feelings, even — affect nothingedily.”

“I, Aelwyn, take great care so as to not affectstharound
me too greatly. Nemelle, she is new here, and datmso. It is
something she must learn, should she choose toinenese
much longer.”

“But why?”

“There are many reasons. |, Aelwyn, feel it is right to
impose reality upon those without the ability topwse their
own reality upon me, Aelwyn.”

“Is there anything you cannot do by simply spealong?”
She frowned; a strange, unpleasant feeling rosieeipit of my
stomach.

“Please... |, Aelwyn, would speak of it no more.”

“Just one other question....” | temporized. She labaeme
directly, my face reflected in the glittering gotddiscs of her
eyes.

“He would speak of it no more to Aelwyn, and thusuid
no longer force her to speak in such a way to hilmfdund
myself unable to voice another question... my worasgbt in
my throat as | tried to ask.

Her ability to mold reality, now that | had experied it,
was impressive. | had bent the reality that wasl Sigghtly
myself, but never as directly as Aelwyn had doneohdered,
however, whether in time | would gain that abilias | had re-
learned so many other abilities since leaving tloetivary.
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A little further along, an old woman examined meselly
with her sharp, gray eyes... first my face, then mypsaand
various tattoos.

“Greetings, scarred one. Come to speak with Ela®an
have ye? Come to have yer fortune told, mayhapafpaltry
five coins?” Smiling, | gave her coins to read mytufe.
Elobrande placed my coins in her belt pouch and toty
hands. She quietly studied my palms, frowning deefl long
last, she spoke.

“Some rare folk are what's called fateless, ye Sdeey
wander through their lives doing as they see fiégating their
own destinies. Ye have no fortune to tell, scaoed... none at
all. I've nothing to tell ye... and so here is yerincb She
returned my five coppers.

As | was about to go, she said, “Hold ye one moment
scarred one...” Elobrande reached out, touching my. &ly
mother gave me something once, long ago... a ssed|ed
with wax. A hooded man had entrusted it to her, said that a
man such as ye would one day unwittingly come &intlit.
Here... I would have ye take it, now.”

“What is it?”

Elobrande’s shook her head, frowning. “I do not\wn&he
was sworn never to read it, and | obeyed her reéqoésave the
seal unbroken, myself. The man had paid her hanelyoto
take the scroll, but warned her of the direst cqusaces should
she open it.”

As | walked away, | examined the scroll. | couldpiit my
finger on it, but | had a bad feeling about thenghi— as if
opening and reading the scroll could be somehovgeiaus.
Curiosity about this message apparently to me waom, o0
however. | broke the seal, and read it.

The scroll contained a few lines of shaky callignaand a
strange rune. The calligraphy read:

this may notie you but it will sow you down | anmsure

STOP CHASING ME YOU THIEVING BASTARDS it's My bodymiNeE mINE
MINE

NOW... DIE

The rune suddenly throbbed, and the entire scaghh to
dissolve into a stinking, black mess. The fluid psek directly
into the flesh of my hands... in seconds, the madieatotoxin
began to render my blood into black bile. For a raonl
clutched at myself, howling in agony... and then theEn
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subsided. | went back to Elobrande, and asked hewcame by
the scroll.

“As | told ye, scarred one... it was given to me by m
mother. A hooded man had given it to her some fiftgrs past,
paying her well but bidding her to never read ihatever the
circumstances.” Elobrande sighed, looking awayafenoment.
“A user of magic, she was, powerful in the Art, fughtened
of this man just the same. She had said his eyedl she could
see of him, really — hinted at madness, and that fbsh
around them was puckered and gray... like yours. dwkn
nothing more of him.”

| decided to catch up on several promises. | teaddack
across the ward, and let Nemelle know where hendriAelwyn
was located. | also re-visited the Lower Ward tofgem Penn
the printer a letter.

| returned to the Clerk’s Ward, this time to fiddetFesthall
used by the Sensates. | needed to walk close byewhbad
seen Aelwyn, so | returned to that spot to seéd was still
there. She was, and her friend Nemelle had joireed h

Aelwyn saw me. She clasped her hands together andd
her head to me in thanks, tears of joy falling frber golden
eyes. Just as my own eyes began to water, she \&ipagd her
tears and smiled — causing a wave of intense pleasuwvash
over my entire body.

“Aelwyn thankedthe stranger! She had been reunited with
her dearest friend, Nemelle!”

“It was my pleasure.” She nodded, then looked dagain,
the feelings her smile evoked fading away into fded
memories.

“I, Aelwyn, would tell you something now, strander.

“The name |, Aelwyn, chose for you — ‘stranger’ s-riot
so fitting. You and |, Aelwyn, have met before... the
Festhall. In a place you could not have been were ot a
Sensate, yourself. Whether you recall or no, unjessbetrayed
the Society of Sensation at some point, you arers&e.”

“I see... tell me more.”

She nodded. “You and I, Aelwyn, have met on twéed@nt
occasions. The first was no less than two centyaess, the last
more recently. Perhaps no more than fifty years”ago

I was finding information on my past from the most
unlikely sources. “That'’s quite a long time ago...”

She nodded again. “My, Aelwyn's, people are exttgme
long-lived, Forgetful One.” She sighed unhappilpausing a
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chill to descend over me. “You seemed a differeahnthen...
less grim, less scarred. So eager to see all tleatnultiverse
had to offer. You courted me, Aelwyn, then, and wasrly
taken as a lover — but then you disappeared.”

“Where did | go?”

“l, Aelwyn, was told you had been slain... murdere8@tie
looked up for a moment to peer curiously into mgsyl met
you only once more after that.”

“Did | remember you then?”

“No.” She shook her head sadly, then touched heyath
“No, you did not. You lashed out at me, Aelwyn, mdd slay
me. Screamed how |, Aelwyn, could not fool you, gouoot
ensnare and murder you...”

“We had met in one of the northern towers of thetifall,
on the seventh floor. Before you could choke tFefliom me,
I, Aelwyn, used my powers to bade you leap fromirdaw to
your death. When |, Aelwyn, finally went in searoh your
broken body, you had already gone...”

“I see...” | knew | had traveled many paths in preso
incarnations, but | had not considered insanityoas of the
branchings.

“That is the whole of my, Aelwyn's, tale for you.e\Were

not strangers, once, but have now become so. Fhrewe

stranger, and may fortune walk with you in youwéia.”
“Thanks, Aelwyn. Farewell.”
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CIVIC FESTHALL

Fall-From-Grace pointed out the Civic Festhall ahe# us. |
hurried towards the structure, nearly colliding hwi woman
and her two companions.

The smell of alcohol wafted heavily from the youmgman
and, despite her dark skin, | could see that har fa beautiful,
but cruel-looking — was flushed. She was slender vieil-
muscled, adorned in exotic jewelry and transluséhtclothing.
Numerous scars crisscrossed her thighs and foreatmy
looked to be from battle-wounds. A sneer appearelden face.

“Well, well... what have we here? A little tieflinguger-
queen, come crawling out of the Hive?” The womanuted,
talking as one would to a small child. “Are you tlottle
tiefling? Oh, look! It has a tail' How...cute!”

Annah flushed, and with a snarl, blades sproutech fher
fists.

“Now, fiend-kin, don’t do that,” The woman seemed
unconcerned as Annah drew her weapons, and clucked
disapprovingly with her tongue. “Careful now, df temove
that tail of yours and feed it to my dogs.”

Fall-From-Grace spoke up. “Young Sarhava? Sarhava
Vhjul, could it be you?” The young woman appearedfased
for a moment, then recognized Fall-From-Grace. Semed
startled and abashed.

“Mistress Grace! | had not noticed you... only shautigf
do | admit this, for your noble appearance wouldbeious to
even a dullard.” Fall-From-Grace gave the baresioafs.

“Your words are most skillfully chosen, unlike tleokeard
so recently.” Sarhava seemed shamed.

“Yes, Mistress... | regret that such words were spoke
your presence.”

“I regret they were spoken at all.” Her tone barghanged,
but the subtle reprimand seemed to crack the youmman’s
face like a whip. “It pains to see an old studeftnine
behaving so...”

Fall-From-Grace continued, “These are my companibast
I am traveling with. | would expect the same cosytgiven to
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them as you have given to me. Such is a hallmark the
responsibility of those... noble-born.”

Annah glared at Grace and Sarhava furiously.

Sarhava bowed low. “Then allow me to excuse myséH
an apology, Mistress Grace, to you and your congremiMy
words were ill-chosen. 'Tis the drink that caused to speak
such rubbish, and | am filled with shame for havirittled
myself so before my teacher of old.” She turnedleftd

No one else standing in front of the Festhall chtse
intercept us as we entered the main doors. We am=tiering a
large hall, with doors opening off to our right. tbbse moving
about the hall a large man directly in front ofdmsninated it. |
moved towards him.

This towering man’s golden skin sparkled slightiytost
as if it were metallic — whether it was his actdlgsh or
merely painted on, | could not tell. He regardedauelly as |
approached, giving a respectful bow as | drew near.

“Welcome to the Civic Festhall, traveler; We ardif8pr,
doorman to the Festhall and Priest-King of Ur. Hmay We
help you?” Despite his humble offer of aid, his cmiwas
powerful and commanding, a deep and rumbling sotinad
resonated throughout the chamber. | asked how tid belp.

“We do many things in this fine hall, traveler. Vdaswer
questions guests might have regarding it or italiitants. We
direct both visitors and members of the SocietySefisation
alike to the sensoriums or lecture halls. We alsoept new
members into the Society. Lastly, it is throughthet purchases
from the Society’s vaults are made... spells, items such.”

Curious, | asked about him. He replied, “Thereititel to
say that We have not told you. We are the Spliteorman to
the Festhall, demigod son of Isahar and Priest-KafigUr.
Planewalkers came to our world and told Us of thei&y of
Sensation; We were fascinated and returned witm.tvee left
Ur in the capable hands of our queen so that Wétaigme to
this place and experience ‘servitude’ and ‘huniilfr a time.
As time does not pass here as it does in Ur, theigeWe have
spent here will be as a mere several months iroour world.
After another decade or so, We imagine We shalteagly to
return to Ur and rule it once more.”

| asked about the layout of the Festhall. He erpladithe
location of the meeting rooms and training hallsd @hat he
would have to be consulted to take us to a sensQrio
experience recorded sensations. | had recalledthorgel had
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heard from Barking-Wilder, about my room in the thed. |

asked Splinter how | could get a room in the h&fblinter
replied that | had to be a member of the Societgafisation.
But | had just learned | had been a member, once.

“What if | alreadywas a Sensate? | haven't come to this
place in a long time, but | assure you... | was asatn’
Splinter bent down a ways to examine me more gjosel

“We do not recognize you... but We see no lies drigpi
from your tongue. Very well. We shall grant you e&x to those
privileges allowed only to members of the Society o
Sensation...if you can show Us what sensations you have
gathered recently. We would ask for five sensatitimsn, each
pertaining to one of the body’'s senses... or a siegf®erience
which has strong elements of all five senses.”

I had just the thing. “I'd have a single experiertoe
contribute, then: | woke up, not knowing where kwan a cold,
blood-slicked iron slab in the bowels of the Moryaa place
where only the Dustmen or the corpses in their dzaee
seen...”

“My entire body reeked of embalming fluid, but evére
smell of that was not enough to match the coppegntsof gore
around me. Dozens of bodies lie on countless blatalys like
the one | rose from, all in the process of beingegl) flayed,
and the like by nightmarish clockwork devices fa@asons
unknown. The only sounds were the squeals of labaretal
and the unsteady tread of undead workers as thslyeguthe
slabs about the Mortuary on rusted iron tracks.”

He nodded. “A disturbing experience.”

| replied, “And | even left out the part about ttieattering
skull that flew at me as soon as | was upright.| Wisuffice,
Splinter?”

He granted me full access as a member after | dhthee
experience.

I moved about the rooms off the main hall. | ratoithe
lover of Juliette from the brothel, and fulfillecethrequest to
make him jealous with a false love letter. At lehstied; he
seemed willing to give up the affair at the firgnthof trouble.
Perhaps they were better matched than | thought.

| was also able to do a service for Dolora as veddtaining
the keys to her heart from Merriman, a bitter, aakérous old
codger. Naturally, | had to do a service for Meaimas well
first; after my service | found Merriman a much mdikeable
fellow, if somewhat confused.
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| also ran into Jumble Murdersense, and after sonmer
difficulties persuaded him to remove the curse &e placed on
Reekwind, a story teller | had met in the Hive.

| continued walking, and found an area of guestmsoon
the fall side of the Festhall from where | had esde | spoke to
the room clerk, who startled me by offering me g ke my
room. She could only explain that her ledger indidathe key
she handed me was for my room, which had beenngaftr
me for a good, long time.

| entered the room, which seemed neatly kept deghi
likely many decades since | had last used it. Amomgny
common items on shelves in the room was one tha wa
different. It was a heavy dodecahedron — abousihe of both
my fists balled together. It seemed inexplicablyifaar to me.
Its texture was cold and smooth, but whether it wetal or
stone, | could not tell. A certain, almost intarigiiension’ ran
over the object, as if it were ready to spring itite air at any
moment.

Upon closer examination, | realized that each sifi¢he
dodecahedron was a plate that could be twisteckwise or
counter-clockwise... it appeared to be a puzzle-bax o
combination lock. As each of the pentagonal pldted five
possible positions, the dodecahedron had no leas ttvo
hundred forty-four million, one hundred forty thamsl, six
hundred twenty-five ‘settings.’ It would take evesgcond of
the next seventy-seven-odd years to hit all thebioations —
but then, | decided inight just get lucky and stumble onto a
solution in minutes...

As | methodically twisted the cold, gray facets tbhe
dodecahedron, a strange sensation formed at the dfasy
skull. My hands seemed to move of their own accarthing
the object and spinning its facets with mechangrakision. |
had done this before... | knew the combinations, an@nd |
also became aware that there was a cedaimgerwithin the
object. Whether it was from simple traps or sonmghiess
mundane, though, | could not recall.

In moments, | had what might be the first four sittecked
into their proper places. As | began to twist tifih fside of the
dodecahedron, | recalled a cunning blade-trap watld snap
out to lash at a meddler's hands, slashing theistsvrand
severing fingers. | avoided the trap with the propember of
rotations, certain that | had made progress inutiraveling of
the object’s secret.
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After avoiding the dodecahedron’s springing bladés,
slowly puzzled out the next series of facet pos#ioAs | started
to turn the ninth side of the dodecahedron, | suobde
remembered a second trap — jets of toxic gas tbhatdvform a
billowing cloud of lethal, corrosive vapor around carious
meddler. | circumvented the trap with the corregtoant of
twists, positive that | had nearly unlocked the etmahedron.

| began my work on the final facet positions. Jastl was
locking the twelfth pentagon into place, | recoléet sorcerous
runes hidden within the dodecahedron that wouldstbtae
unwitting holder with bolts of magical lightning. ftar
disarming the trap with the correct number of faagttions,
the dodecahedrariickedand began to open in my hands...

The dodecahedron split once, twice, and eventually
unfolded itself impossibly into a perfectly rectatay tablet the
size of a large book. Etched into its surface werseries of
bizarre symbols. It looked to be a code or language | felt
should be familiar to me... but it was not. Furtheamination
of the tablet revealed that by twisting the penteddacets that
were now upon the underside of the tablet, differeages’
could be displayed across the tablet’s face. llfiraalized that
the dodecahedron was a tome or journal of some sort

It was frustrating to have these notes by a former
incarnation in front of me, but be unable to relad uselessly
attempted for a while to access the secret of thitngs from
the depths of my mind. With a grunt of frustratibput the
journal away and left the room.

| entered the main area of the Festhall again. heseof
lectures was just starting in rooms reserved foeirth
presentations.
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FESTHALL LECTURES

| entered a room just as a lecturer was startingpeech,
“Sigilians, welcome! Please, take your seats, éstérl to the
‘darks’ of which | speak!”

“ ‘Darks?! “ Morte spoke, “Gimme a break! We'realty
not going tolistento this rattletrap, are we? C'mon... let's go
find some Sensate chits that have never had thesyileus
sensation of tasting the fiery passion of a skulifs.” He
waggled his eyes in anticipation. | ignored him akept
listening to the speaker.

The speaker outlined his theories on what one ceuct
when they died, such as what plane of existengewioalld end
up upon. He seemed quite sure that one who had éivgoodly,
or at least a proper, life would after death findeav life on a
pleasant plane.

He was finishing his talk, and said, “No matter vehgou
go, know this: You shall be embarking omaw life. A new
life, my Sigilians!”

Morte whispered: “And that's supposed to be anritivce?
We get to do this aldgain? Gee, | can't wait to be a floating
skull all over again. Whee! Pike him. What a taBgoken just
like someone who hasn't died before, huh?”

The speaker continued. “You shall be one of thalitants,
the petitioners, on this Plane or, ideally, onetlad building
blocks upon which the Plane is built! It is the bod all
petitioners! To accomplish this goal, you...” He gagd his
hands together for emphasis: “must clap! HoLo clap! To clap!
vour clap! ipeaLs!”

Morte whispered again: “Oh, this is one, big stemmi
load.”

The speaker ended his talk. “And that is what awvgitu
after ‘death,” my audience! Have a care as to how youyloug
life, but know that it isnot oblivion that awaits you after this
life!”

Mort said, aloud this time, “What wash!”

The speaker’s head turned to face Morte, frownlighty.
He leaned out, trying to see who spoke.



242 Festhall Lectures

“A question? A question from one of the living, paps?”
Morte ducked below the lecturer’s field of viewethturned to
me and whispered.

“Go ahead, chief. Tell him the dark of it.” Morteas not
alone in being dissatisfied with the lecture. lided to put the
lecturer to the test.

“Prove what you say is true.”

“Eh?” The lecturer looked taken aback. “And how htid
do that?”

“Die. Here. Now.”

The audience became silent. Feeling the pressie, t
speaker swallowed slightly. “Well now...” He smirked
suddenly. “If you go first, | shall do so.” The aexce
chuckled.

I smiled slightly as | replied, “Agreed.”

The speaker's face was stone for a moment, then it
brightened. “Come up to the stage, my friend!” Hened to the
audience, smiling. “A rare treat, Sigilians! Today and today
only — we shall have a live demonstration of hovbézome a
petitioner.”

I moved to the front of the room. | killed mysetfien got
back up.

The speaker turned white at this, taking a stefi.d&y the
Powers...!"

| simply smiled, turned, and started walking frdme toom.

| heard him eagerly trying to wrap things up behimel “...
then | shall end this session... um, | shall contitmdecture
here at the Hall, so... eh... tell all your friendssvas sure the
audience would talk about this lecture to thegrids.

I had gotten only a momentary satisfaction by ventiny
frustration over the journal | could not read ois thypocritical
speaker, and resolved to try to find a more usefelase for my
feelings.

In the next room another lecture was about to befiin
and sharp-featured, his yellow skin covered witttotss, this
lecturer looked over the room and its inhabitantth veold,
black eyes.

“I am knownas Three-Planes-Aligned, a githzerai scholar.
If you are here for my lecture, it begins in a fmements.” He
spoke in a very low, somber tone. “Today | shatapof the
power of alignment and belief, and how they shapetianes.”

“First, | shall explain the concept of alignment.”
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“Alignment is a descriptor of one’s beliefs, andwhone
acts upon those beliefs. At their core, all cresgur
predominately behave in one of three ways: withdgimotheir
heart, with evil in their heart, or indifference er neutrality —
in their heart. They predominately express eacthe$e core
behaviors in one of three different ways: in aneoed manner,
in a chaotic manner, or in an indifferent, neutr@inner. Thus,
there are nine core alignments that one is capzbl€he nine
alignments, then, are lawful good, neutral good] ahaotic
Good... lawful neutral, true neutral, and chaotictrau. and
lawful Evil, neutral evil, and chaotic evil.”

He continued explaining how alignment, and thediglit
engendered, could affect one’s environment, or foweity
gained power from the faith of worshippers. A deitithout
worshippers could die, its corpse ending up orAteal plane.

He then gave the example of gate towns, which aratéd
on the neutral Outlands, but which share belief$h wan
adjacent plane which a portal in the town open®.oHe then
discussed the sliding of a gate town.

“ ‘Sliding’ occurs when there is a high concenwatiof
belief in an area of differing belief. When thiscacs, the area
itself will move — or slide — to a Plane that matshthe new
belief.”

“Now, the gate towns usually have a strong belfeit t
matches the Outer Plane beyond the portal, bubelief is not
yet strong enough for the town to slide from thetl&@hds and
into the Outer Plane.”

“For example, the town of Ribcage borders the pootéhe
lawful evil plane of Baator. As expected, the resig of
Ribcage are largely lawful evil residents, but &mgire town’s
alignment and beliefs are not strong enough soRfatage will
slide into Baator.”

“For example, Ribcage might one day see the sudderof
a lawful evil order of clerics, promoting their &dbeliefs and
converting many citizens to the worship of thewfial evil god.
Were this to occur, there would be a good chanaettie town
would slide off the neutral Outlands, becoming pafitthe
lawful evil plane of Baator.”

“Whole layers of Planes may move this way. Thusnyna
wars are wars of belief and faith by necessity.yTére the tools
by which territory is obtained and held.”

“This, then, is the power of alignment and beliefshape
the planes. This session has ended.”
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“May belief guide your actions and shape the Plaog®ur
will. Farewell, all of you.”

The speaker refused any questions, and left tha.roo

| overheard in the hallway outside the room thattiaer
lecture, on the Blood War by Ghysis the Crookeds alout to
begin. My fascination with that conflict had consd me |
must have some connection to it, and | hurried atother
room where the lecture was to be held.

The squat, hunched old man who was to give theidect
still had the broad shoulders and scarred, callisedls of a
worker or warrior. An aura of weary despair seerteedhang
about him. The speaker started his lecture.

“Right! Now lissen up... this is th’ seminar on tWar. If
ye're ‘ere ta lissen ‘bout th’ Blood War, take rotitye’re not,
ye're in th’ wrong ‘all and ye'd best ‘ump yer soffomfort-
lovin’ Sigilian limberstembs outta ‘ere.”

Morte commented, “The Blood War? More boring than
listening to a Guvner recite laws. Let's find sorgeung
Sensates who need to be indoctrinated in the whgassion!”
He waggled eyeballs in anticipation.

I had missed a few words while listening to Mouws, the
speaker continued, “It just tells the Blood Wamfréhe ‘uman
point 0’ view. I's not promotin’ one side or anoth&ause they
bothstink in different ways.”

“So... what's left 0’ ye're wantin’ ta lissen ta sorBéood
War stories... tales about t\¥ar. 'Ere ta 'ear the orror of it
all, no doubt. Th’ floatin’ fortresses wove and wed 0’ 'uman
skin! Th’ Planes-wide battlegrounds th’ Blood War fought
on!” He bared his yellowed teeth. “Tales o’ fierdskin’ fangs
with other fiends! Grar! Snrarrrr!” His snarl fadednd he
looked suddenly bored.

“Well, lemme peel back yer lids an’ crack yer bdrexes:
‘tis all a steamin’ ‘eap o' barmy nonsense ta beltin/ on that
forge-dung.” He spat in derision, rolling his eyeifdly.

“Il tell ye this, though: Ye can'timagine th’ scale th’
Blood War is fought on. Nothin’ ye've seen, ‘eardr
participated in —nothin' compares: time, numbers of ‘legions,’
sheer bloodshed... nothin’ compares, berks. Ta thynaagine
it — forget it. My advice? Simple: Stay away from’' tig
bloody mess all together.”

“Th’ only thing ye needs ta know is this: fiend ddllin’
fiends. Baatezu are slaughterin’ tanar’ri, tanaaie butcherin’
baatezu. Right now.” He spat again. “Neither’s viinDon’t
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think eithercan win. Biggest stalemate this side o’ eternity...
thank the Powers.”

“That’s it.” He shrugged. “That’s it. I'll be ansvie’ any
questions ye gots fer me, now...”

Evidently he had decided to terminate the lectuready,
before he had barely begun. No one else in the i@memed to
be interested in asking anything of the speaket, Ibhad
guestions enough for all of them.

“So you'll tell us no tales of the Blood War?” kasl.

“All right, one: let me give ye an example of whateat’
means ta them. Theyll get some mean-spirited 1norta
mercenaries together, maybe a drop o’ a few militong an’
let them slaughter each other for no real reasoallat— a
pointless battle over some Power-forsaken piedarm. Guess
whereall those souls go?” | asked the rhetorical ‘Whereteso
could continue.

“Their souls sink inta th’ Planes o’ evil they figbn, where
they can be ripped from th’ soup o’ th’ Plane aet & fight
again as lemures or manes or whatever the pikihtisose little
fiendish dung-heaps become. The more of those wsoddi
petitioners they get, the more troops they ‘ave.”

| asked for more information on the Blood War itséb
which he replied, “If | were ta boil it down, it'de this: th’
Blood War’s been goin’ on damn-near-forever, anll weep
goin’ on until damn-near-forever itself gets penireth’ Dead-
Book. Th' tanar'ri, th’ champions ahaosan’ evil are tryin’ ta
stomp th’ green-colored dung out o’ th’ baateze, ¢thampions
o' law an’ evil. They butcher each other over ‘ow eachhem
thinks evilshouldbe, if ye can believe that. Hah!”

| asked what would happen if someone stopped tohedI|
War, to which he said “Ye can’t make any pikin’fdience in
the Warl! It's too soddinbig. Ye're a stone, a pebble in an
ocean that's a pebble in another ocean which i®lzlp in
another ocean an’ so on and so forth ‘til th’ stdwws come
‘ome. As a pebble, yer goal is ta be not noticedsak ta th’
bottom with th'rest o’ the dregs...”

“If ye could make a difference — which y@an't —ye
shouldn’ttry, 'cause then th’ Planes would tumble on down.”
To my questioning look, he held up his hands likkags. “Th’
Blood War’s like a big, bloody support beam proppip th’
Planes... kick it down, an’ a lot o’ th’ Planes'd amumblin’
down with it. Lot o' baggage rests on th’ back lo” War.” He
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suddenly brayed like a donkey, laughing bitterlyh* biggest,
nastiest pack animal on th’ Planes...”

He grinned cynically. “Besides, as some say, waré&atfer
business.” He laughed hollowly, then looked as éf dould
suddenly cry. “Eh... never ye mind that... another tjor8”

| asked if he was all right, since he seemed paitmzl
smiled sadly.

“Aye, aye... listen, cutter: I'm no priest, nor wouldiant ta
be one, but ‘ear this: keep evil out o’ yer heslthen ye die
with evil in yer heart, yer spirit falls inta th’dwer Planes
where ye become a petitioner...”

“Any guesses as ta what ‘appens then? Petitiomet$’i
Abyss an’ Baator get twisted inta footsoldiers... get ta fight
in th’ Blood War fer all eternity.” He chuckled, aking his
head. “So that's th’ dark as ta why th’ baatezu tanar’ri try
an’ corrupt all they touch; ‘cause they need mooeps. ‘Eed
this: keep evil far from yer ‘eart, berk.”

| questioned what had started the Blood War. Hdiedp
“Ye got a right ta be curious what started this bigsoddin’
soupy mess in th’ first place: what set th’ fienddockin’ ‘orns
in the first place, bitin’ an’ clawin’ at each othentil that was
the only reason they were alive...”

“Simple: they met.” He sighed. “Tanar’ri an’ Baatez
crossed each other one day an’ like two drunkeatbjdhey set
ta fightin'. That simple.” He frowned. “Well...”

“Naw, pike that: imagine two drunkepriestswho believe
each knows thonly way ta live. Now make those priests ripped
with scales an’ fangs an’ horns an’ a cruel strezken leagues
wide an’ put them in an itty-bitty soddin’ cell... 'aye ‘ave a
good idea o’ th’ love that can spring forth. Ankte ye ‘ave it!
The origin o’ th’ Blood War.”

| asked why it was two evil races which were fighti“One
believes evil should be nice an’ orderly. One hele evil
should be chaos, runnin’ rampant across th’ PlaBeth evil,
but doesn’'t mean they can agree on anythin'. Baddhlbad
blood... each wants ta exterminate th’ other so athigir
‘brand’ o’ evil remains. They hate each other, likdike...”

He wrung his hands together, trying to find thétigiords.
“Ye see, they don't hate likee hate. We don’t even know what
hateis. We have onepneword fer ‘hate.” They ‘ave...” His
voice dropped. “...thousands, upon thousands, theanim’s
twisted an’ piled like... bodieg hat'swhy they fight.”
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To my question where the Blood War was fought, he
responded “Plenty o' places..usually th’ Lower Planes.
Anywhere along th’ River Styx... the nine layers @dior, th’
four furnaces o’ Gehenna, the Gray Waste, cold Qaxteri —
the prison plane — an’ the pikin’ near-endless wébvil that's
th’ Abyss.” Somehow, the Gray Waste sounded famit@a
me...

He described the Gray Waste in more detail at myest.
“Also called th’ ‘Glooms.” “ He shrugged, then shred, as if
by reflex. “Gray in every sense o’ th’ word. Coldrarn yer
eyes there; they shout, are too loud, and yer dseampulled ta
th’ surface an’ poured on th’ ground, lost forev@nly th’ night
hags rule there... the Gray Ladies o’ th’ Waste.”

| asked about the tanar’ri. The man nodded. “Thrarta
pay better than baatezu, but ye need ta be twireeffaced an’
have a bunch o’ eyes sprinkled all over yer bodguse ye
can’t ever turn yer back on them: they're chaos, dhes with
whim an’ whimsy in their hearts. Trust, or upholdimeir word,
aren’'t high on their list...” He sniffed, then shragly “They
don’t care what happens, so longsasnethinhappens an’ 'tis
evil. Mostly they attack th’ baatezu ta keep fromiirk each
other.”

He then described their enemies, the baatezu. “Hoept
usually pay as much as th’ tanar'ri, but they ddwéak their
written word. They're smart, though — several hutr
hundred,hundredfold smarter an’ they been makin’ contracts
since time began. They know ‘ow ta peel someonbk witrds,
they do. Sign, an’ most likely ye'll be peeled hohg ta dry in
their legions...”

“They plan like bastards. They put more thought an’
preparation into a single, strategic skirmish tmaost ‘uman
armies devote to an entire campaign.” He sniffed, scratched
at his chin. “They usually assemble their forceshwarnus, the
first layer of Baator.”

He described Avernus in response to my question.
“Avernus? Hrm...” The man grimaced, as if recallihg place
caused physical anguish. “ 'Tis inhabited by thhmed an’
those that prey on th’ damned. Th'red-flecked lamdsi0xious
sands and blisterin’ fires that scream acrossahddcape. That
was my taste o’ Baator, th’ layer o’ Avernus. Teleiplace.”

| was particularly interested in one type of fiesdgccubi,
because of my companion. He described them, “Tana#
lovely but dead evil, they are. They seduce motalsry an’



248 Festhall Lectures

drag them inta th’ Abyss.” He nodded to Fall-Froma&e. “No
offense, m'lady.”

She replied, “None taken. You are quite correct.”

| asked how one survived the Blood War. “Ye wannavk
‘ow ta survive th’ Blood War? Three things, cuttéde held up
a maimed hand with only two fingers.

“First off, ye stay th’ pike out o’ it. Secondlye&p yerself
th’ pikin’ "ells out o’ it. An’ lastly... ye stay thédloody, pikin’
sod-pike out 0’ it.”

“If any part o’ th® War rolls yer way, let yer imamation
give yer bum a kick an’ run as far an’ fast as ga.df ye can't
run, then liegeally still an’ pray it passes ye by.” He paused for
a moment. “ ‘Cept, there’s no place it don’t towaft there's
almost nowheres ye can run ta get away from it.”

| asked why the War wasn't being fought in Sigil,wthich
he said, “Aw, now, cutter, look: they ‘ave fougtera... a few
times. Sometimes we get a lil' spillover from théo® War.
Our Lady of Pain, bless ‘er steel-ridden heart,spotut th’
fires...”

“... someo’ th’ time.” He sneered. “There’s been times,
some horrifyin’  drizzle-on-yerself-ye're-so-sodddatared-
times, when they've smashed an’ burnt an’ clawesir tivay
through whole soddin’ city blocks in Sigil aforeesdecides ta
clean house.” He clucked his tongue and winkedaafyi. “So
she ain’t always as keen on stoppin’ the Blood \A&it might
seem, see?”

“Why don't the fiends just take Sigil?” | asked.

He laughed, but it turned into a sputtering codBton’t get
me wrong now: both th’ tanar’ri an’ th’ baatezu waBigil
fierce. 'Tis th’ most precious stagin’ ground in’ thikin’
multiverse — th’ Cage is th’ City o' Doors an’ caguts
everywhereYe can't ignore it, an’ if ye're servin’ in th’ Blad
War an’ wanna win, ygottahave it.” The man coughed again.
“ 'Tis just th’ fiends aren’t goin’ tegetit while th’ Lady’s in
charge, 'tis all. She’s tough as nails, ‘er bldtlesit ye deeper
than any fiend’s fang. An’ that knots th’ fiendsess like ye
wouldn’t believe. One quiet Lady, ‘er ‘ands tuckéd ‘er
sleeves, ‘oldin’ back th’ Blood War all by ‘erséliHe laughed
bitterly.

Fall-From-Grace commented in a low voice to mejdh’t
find it hard to believe that a woman can stop tleoB War.”

| noted that fiends were still allowed in Sigil, tehich
Ghysis replied, “Oh, damnably certain. They camawd in th’
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streets... too much. So as neutral ground, Siginaithem ta
rattle their bone-boxes without tryin’ ta murdercleaother.
Sometimes they'll chat it up with each other ‘efbe peace
don't stay that way fer long, though...”

“Also, just ‘cause they can't butcher each othethirstreets
don’t means spies, recruitment an’ back-stabbimi'tdstill go
on ‘ere. They fight battles with lies an’ wordsrkeSometimes
'tis all in th’ bluster an’ blather. An’ there’s feahouses about,
too. Places where they can cool their talons atbrenext
skirmish...”

“An’ they like ta recruit ‘ere, too. Lookin’ fer lys fresh off
th’ Planes with a little greed in their ‘earts tliaey can make
part o' their glorious army.” He stopped speakirg geer
closely at me. “Mayhap they recruited ye once, eltter? Ye
look like ye've tasted th’ War.”

“Perhaps.” | replied noncommittally.

“The War leaves a scar on ye, cutter. Yiaxbw.And ye'd
know ye neverwant ta go back.” My temples begin to throb
painfully as | considered the man’s words... a menimgan to
surface...

The lecture hall began to fade from view as tegriikions
began to seep up from the base of my mind... visidresplace
where seasons were like nothing I'd ever felt, eardi, or tried
to shut out. A place where prayers went unheattindalike
stones to the earth... vein-colored lightning flashedoss
things that were once sky, but now boiled beneatHfeat and
screamed when | brushed against them...

| ran at the head of a large band of men, pass$irgugh
dark canyons where the walls quivered moistly aealt liike a
heart, wearing only my own blood as clothing. Atlastood in
a place where the ashen gray terrain slithered dikmass of
snakes, coiling around my ankles and whisperingemilto the
earth. | marched endlessly, silently, through tdbrless land,
where fatigue seemed liwe and hunt me like a shade over the
wastes, whipping me with despair...

In time, | and the ragged men who followed me capen
a hag sitting upon a mound of gigantic, writhingrée, poking
at one of the slime-covered things with a brokelontal
indicated for one of the men to run forward andagpsith her;
the hag’s grating voice carried to my ears...

“I would speak with him,” she said, then cacklecrtéyes
gleamed as she pointed me out to the man. “Thesoame one
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that leads your ragged column. | would speak with.’h...and
that is all | could recall.

Ghysis had noticed | had faded out, asking, “Cattée
feelin’ all right, there?”

I assured him | was fine, and deflected his condeyn
asking if the fiends recruited often. He noddedndyi “Ye can
be sure o’ that. Sigil's th’ best source o’ fodaer th’ Planes.
Beats milkin’ planets o’ all their prime inhabitant too much
work.”

| asked if he had any other advice on surviving \ar.
“Aye: whatever ye does, dontalk about th’ Blood War with
anyfiend... or any deva or archon fer that matter. dosit talk
about it, period, ‘cause ye never know who in thks‘ye’re
really chattin’ with. And all o’ them get mightyuohy when ye
bring up th’ War. It's their reason fer livin'.”

“Don’t go through any portal unless ye're pikin'reuye
know where it goes. Maybe ye ‘aven't ‘eard taleschieless
planeswalkers steppin’ through a portal an’ endip’ smack-
dab in the middle o’ a Blood War skirmish. Know wig
‘aven’t ‘eard o’ them? ‘Cause those sods are deéeald dead”

“An’ whatever ye does, never sign on fer a toudoty, no
matter ‘ow much jink they flash in yer mug. Certaieath an’
signin’ on fer a tour in th’ Blood War are th’ santking,
cutter.”

“Chances are when ye sign up, they peel ye soorerd’
duty is ‘il time itself grinds ta a ‘alt. Even dbawouldn’t be a
release, ‘cause then ye sink inta th’ Lower Plaaas get
dredged back up as somethin’ worse'n ye were heftien
they got their talons on ye fer all eternity.”

| asked how one could get out of a contract. “Usldey
don’'t want ye, ye don't ‘ave much chance. | neveard o’ it
bein’ done with mean-spirited recruits, or somebtihy really
wanted ta keep their talons on. Outwittin’ a tarias risky but
can be done... the baatezu are much more dangerdusheir
contracts. Ye sign one o’ those, ye're dammedifeer. |”

“Ye might try a little garnish, try an’ dawb theran’ they
might let ye make a run for it... but where wouldg@? There
are so many ‘ells...”

| questioned how one got hired into the Blood Wde
replied, “Ye know, every once-a-when some leathezeed
berk comes ‘round askin’ about a job in th’ BloocakVThey
want some jink, they want a quick stint an’ theng&t along
with their lives. Mayhap | was one o' these lealtieads.
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Mayhap | was a sellsword, an’ ‘eard there wast ljink ta be
made in th’ War. Got me interested...”

“Taught me a lesson, it did: we're like ants runrdround
th’ heels of dancin’, sod-pike gods. | saw big meno claimed
ta be big soldiers...” He shook his headPdpersoldiers. Wars’
afurnacefer them. Makes them wake uphrn”

| asked, then, how he had survived the war. The'srfane
darkened. “I... well, that’s th’ one thing | won'tesgk of, cutter.
Suffice ta say a man does what ‘e ‘as ta do tapesttee War.”

| had heard a hard story of his survival. “But anvem
named Vrischika told me you had to murder your ownen to
escape the War.”

The man'’s face became red with anger. “Watch yeutimo
cutter! That's a lie! Foul, foul lie! Are ybarmy,jawin’ with a
fiend over th’ War and believin’ ‘er every word it?!”

| simply replied, “What happened, then?”

“I'll tell ye what happened, berk!” He sighed analmed
down slightly. “I was part of th’ Company o’ the &iin’
Effigy... a part of its original number was fifty-#s mortal
mercenaries, though only nine o' us remained. Campe
somewhere in Avernus, we were, awaitin’reinforcetader th’
next battle...”

“Well, my tour was nearly done, then... in fact, |sv&a
leave after that battle. Th’ trouble was, had Hdieere, | would
‘ave been theirs forever — too much blackness,moch evil
in my ‘eart. | would ‘ave ended up a petioner inaBa, an
eternal soldier in th’ War.” He shuddered at thautjht.

“Me an’ two other lads fled like dogs, that's whappened.
We scurried across the Plane fer a handful o’ ddgse we
came to this great pillar o’ livin’ ‘eads... an awfglght, it
was... they jabbered an’ hissed at us, callin’ fertaicome
closer. That night | stole away from the othersaant ta talk
ta th’ pillar.” Ghysis shut his eyes and rubbetiiattemples.

“I... | asked this pillar ‘ow | might be freed, ‘ow right
escape Baator... an’ it told me in exchange fer wo b’ my
brothers.” He was quiet for a moment, biting onkmsickles as
if fighting back tears. “Ta me... at th’ time... t'wast math.”

| felt sudden compassion for the tormented sodtdnt of
me. | softly said, “That'’s a terrible choice tofoeced to make.”

He nodded. “Not sure if I'll forgive m'self. Nown'just a
soldier who's lookin’ fer a place ta die. Tryin’ &mase th’ stain
o' evil, cleanse my inner Ghysis afore | die aniretta th’
Blood War. | lecture ‘ere ta keep people away frivnall, ta
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prevent them from ever havin’ ta make a choice tiat.” It
didn’t escape my notice that his story wasn'’t flaatfrom what
Vrischika had said.

“Right... this is th’ last bit, then. Some 0’ ye dBensates,
so’s | got one thing ta say ta ye: don't sign upde ‘what th’
pikin’ Blood War is about.” Don't be a barmy idioUse a
sensory stone if ye gots ta know, but stay thes ‘alvay from
anythin’ ta do with th’ Blood War fer real.”

“'Tis just not worth it. 'Tis...” For a moment, a && of
great pain crossed the man’s face; it looked &= ifvas going
to weep. “...not worth it, at all. That's the endthis session, so
farewell.”

The day was far advanced, so | retreated to a rathe
Festhall to rest for the night. As we walked to tbem, Annah
turned to Fall-From-Grace, who she had ignoredupotw.

“So, how long will yeh be traveling with us, sucas”

“As long as | am permitted, | suppose,” came th@yrein
Lady Grace’s even voice.

“Well, ye're not permitted. | don'’t trust yeh.” Threwas a
note of triumph in Annah’s voice at this petty vict.
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PUBLIC SENSORIUMS

Next day, | had Splinter send us to the public sgams. |
sampled stones there, and the experiences thegicedt

The experience ‘unavoidable pain.’

The experience was a short and violent one: stingglith
another, slightly stronger man on the edge of aifphot
stream of molten lava, my weapon-hand was slowlgxarably
forced ever closer to the magma. Beads of swegtoeated the
instant they appeared; the hair on the back of rapdh
blackened and smoldered above the awesome heatlyFimy
howls of suffering echoing from the canyon wallsward me,
my hand and the axe it held plunged into the laxdacharred to
ash in a few, agonizing seconds.

Pain was something | had long familiarity with, eva the
short time for which | had memories. | had knowtnpes bad
or worse than this.

The experience ‘tender love.’

My eyes were closed; | could sense myself standimghe
tips of my toes, pressed against someone tighdt, Soft lips
brushed against mine, giving me the most gentlésses... my
heart seemed to flutter in my chest, and | feltfdscould fall
backwards and simply float off into space...

There was an innocence to this experience whicloesth
what | must have felt every time | began a new rina&on,
bereft of memory. Yet, from the same beginningd Falowed
many paths, mage and soldier, good and evil...

The experience ‘mind-numbing tedium.’

The experience couldn't be more than a few miniges,
but hoursseemed to pass... a long, boring lecture in the tdries
dustiest hall in the University of Chalm in Sidillooked about
the vast hall, hoping to catch someone’s eye tbgpfdce at —
but the other students were either asleep or gtéistiessly into
space. | dropped my quill pen, picked it up, andpged
again... just for something to do. | considered stadplmyself
in the eye with it, just to see if my senses hatieen wholly
numbed by the incredible boredom...

Perhaps there was some benefit in not remembeang,
immortal’s years must include long stretches ofuted
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The experience ‘bitter loathing.’

Venomous tears of pain brimming in my narrow yellow
eyes, | gathered the tattered remains of my sreadlled, red
wings off the floor. | humbly backed out of Grobastudy,
gritting my needle-like teeth beneath sealed lips.

Sure, | was only a spinagon — least among devildut
that was no cause for a pit fiend to tear my wiofjbecause he
didn't like the message | had brought him! What idomy
gelugon master do, now? He certainly couldn’t sayttsing to
Groba, and what use was a spinagon without its singvould
probably get cast into the Pit of Flame for ‘incatgnce!’

Vengeance out of the question, there was littleldobut
shake my clawed fist and hate, hdtate Groba with all the
loathing my hard little black devil's heart couldister...

Besides the many | had killed in my lives, therestrhave
been others, the friends and lovers of those édjlanyone who
stood in my way, who had loathed me.

The experience ‘pure glee.’

Dancing and leaping about in rhythm with the wobck€
bouncing festival music, | and a dozen other danagun
through the forest clearing like a whirling dervisgimiling and
laughing like mad. As the cheering forest dwelledsooped,
clapped and danced alongside me, fairies caredmedgh the
air above our heads, leaving sparkling trails déid light...

| was in a rare good mood for some minutes aftés th
experience.

The experience ‘consuming impatience.’

| stood debating with Amnas the Horribly Slow, Keepf
the Lion Key, as to whether or not my quest wasartgnt
enough for him to relinquish the artifact into mare. The
whole experience was an exercise in sheer tormezdch and
every one of his words was followed by a significpause;
each and every point he made was reiterated tindeagain
before he let me speak. | presented an argumenen. whited,
and waited, andvaited while he made his counterpoint. To
which | shot out a snappy counterpoint of my owrhert must
wait yet again for another of Amnas’ drawling, méaring,
seemingly endless counterpoints. It was everyttiaguld do
not to simply lop the fiend’s tusked head off andtsh the key
from the twitching corpse...

This reminded me of my frustration at not beingeabl read
the language in which the journal | found was penne

The experience ‘grim determination.’
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The entire hall was in ruins and still in the pree®f being
destroyed, as dozens of combatants hurled weaptmas]ly,
arcane magicks and themselves at one another wspedhte
struggle to be the last one standing. Plumes afl agreen
smoke rose from the pile of limp bodies | draggegseif out
of, having barely escaped the wrath of some figndigell.
There it was — across the way, through the batttimgpng,
through the bloodthirsty battle ahead of me, gttimtouched
on a miraculously upright table — my pint of medahd I'd get
it back, if | had to kill every last one of the fding tavern
patrons to do it!

| thought back to the barkeep of the SmolderingpSer and
how he said | had busted the place up some fifyeans ago.

The experience ‘supernatural lust.’

| found myself coupling with a succubus, a creatfrsuch
intense, otherworldly beauty that even her fienksns and
thrashing tail give me no pause. She gasped undger. rh
desired her so completely that the whole of my terise
seemed focused towards this single goal. As my€iifploded
from me in a starry burst, | heard the delightasgtger of the
succubus as she drained me dry, leaving my bodg katlless
husk...

| glanced at Fall-From-Grace, and realized she t¢w@de
about as far as was possible from what | had xs¢genced. |
also wondered how the recording had been made,hehet
Sensate had deliberately attracted the attentibras succubus
just to leave this record.

The experience ‘horrible regret.’

| stood on the deck of my flagship, the Divine Haenpas
it floated over the continent of Agarheim, held falby the
winds of magic. The very landscape roiled and shueftl
beneath the bombardment of my fleet, one thousdmigs’s
cannons and bombards hurling their sorcerous finendlike
vengeful gods. The shockwaves had begun to hit iy @anly
minutes ago — a constant vibration that sent shisdifeough
the whole of the ancient craft and moved my verpdso—
accompanied by a constant, rumbling bass. As timel'da
mountains began to sink and the seas that surrduhbdegin to
boil off into the atmosphere, my first officer cane stand
beside me.

“My Lord Admiral... permission to speak freely, sir.”

I nodded my acquiescence, my stomach sinking asssged
at his question.
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“My lord... forgive me, but how? What gives us thght?
A billion lives...”

| spoke without turning to him, unable to take nyg off
Rhumos, the nation’s vast capital city, as it vigeat into a
cloud of super-heated gasses twelve miles acradgawing
ever-wider. “If you only knew the full treachery thfe Agarites,
First Officer Felm, one which is beyond most anynisa
comprehension... then you would know. You would spefk
our right to annihilate them? We've no right tothetm live.”

“But... sir? Traitors, all of them? Surely, among the
hundreds of thousands. How many innocents—"

“Silence! Speak of it no more — our king has spoKdis
will be done. The task set to us is a horrible amat, fit for
contemplation or questioning. There is no room (dy, no
room for remorse — onlgiuty.”

The two of us stood silently for a time, watchirgp tlast
minutes of Agarheim. At long last | sighed... a lostuttering
exhalation that sounded as if something had brakside me.
Beneath the brazen plate that covered the ruindfdofiany
face, my dead eye began to weep...

“Falm... my friend... | would have you understand. bkn
now, as | look down at what | have wrought herat there | to
think upon what | have done... what | hatrely done... |
would be struck mad. A deed such as this... the ahgubuld
overwhelm, destroy me. So, First Officer Falm, itlghbe that
thereare no innocents in Agarheim... no mothers, no children,
no people.Only traitors. Vile, cunning traitors, who desene
less than the full brunt of our most Holy King'sath. Do you
understand this?”

“Y-yes, m'lord.”

“Good. Now go... | wish to be alone, here.”

“By your command, Lord Admiral.” Falm bowed his kea
and returned below deck, leaving me to stand dwerend of a
civilization.

The fact that this experience was here at all atdit the
admiral must later have had second thoughts. Theecr
committed was horrible, awful, almost inconceivabjet |
wondered whether | had done worse.

The experience ‘indescribable frustration.’

| could see it now, the crown of Haephon, gleamipgn a
marble pedestal. No more than twenty strides autayas...
with it, |1 could wrest control of the armies of Aanopolis
away from my treacherous brother and restore migefa
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kingdom. A fool, my wretched brother was... | smilgriimly at
the thought... to leave the king's only daughter glithinking
she could do him no harm.

A sound! The creak of leather sandals, the softes...
over there, by that third pillar! She was close n&wlaphi the
Medusa, jealously guarding the crown her servaats stolen
for her so long ago. Crouching behind a wide pillavrapped
my hand tightly around my trusted Thrice-Blessecelia. With
my Helm of Swiftness and the Hundred-Mirrored Shielven a
beast such as Polaphi would be no match for me.mrAoment,
now, she would round the pillar and meet the sighhe. Even
if she turned away from the shield, my javelin wbsurely find
her throat...

Suddenly, there was a gentle touch on my shoulber.
gasped, spinning around to face — of course — tleeluda.
Accepting the inevitable, | only had time to lo@spiercing cry
of frustration before my lungs... and every othert gdrme...
solidified into cold, gray stone.

I was glad now | had not gotten a good look atptwestitute
Marissa in the Brothel of Slaking Intellectual Lsist

The experience ‘shock and a rise to seething veirgess.’

| stood somewhere in the nether regions of the éBlan
sweltering place where the ground was beaten coaper the
sky was of brass. Here, the bodies of sinners —itigragrs in
this horrid place — were rolled amongst iron bragsbblnd
bronze scorpions until their bones were fine, ghast.

| squinted at the horizon, the bone-dust risinghvatitrid-
smelling gusts of wind that carried with them thmursd of
agonized moaning. There was nothing but flat, rietal
landscape as far as the eye could see. The dustweagvhere,
in everything... it stung at my eyes, coated thedesiof my
mouth with a pasty film. | spat, wiping at it withy finger, but
it was of no use: the stuffs taste had fouled myputh
completely.

| looked down at the ‘key’ in my hand... a minutetplam
orb... and pictured the man’s face who solemnly swiorene
the magical portal | just passed through — now gofieourse
— led to the green fields of Bytopia. Someone, Hytlze
Powers and their proxies, was going to pay for dimis.

| wished my problems were so minor.

The experience ‘slowly dawning horror.’
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“How good could it be?” | thought, regarding therdpundy
liquid carefully. Across the table from me, thedted old man
smiled slyly.

“Please, sir, try.” he whispered, his hushed vahee sound
of dry leaves blown over a roughly cobbled str&Ehou shall
find it more than lives up to thy expectationspi sure.”

| nodded at him and lifted the crystal goblet itbe air,
watching the light play through the crimson liqubd. come a
long way for this drink... searched long and hard tfis old
man... and I'd be damned to let anything rush me,. ridve
moment was to be savored.

| raised the glass to my lips, inhaling the stuéftema. The
bouquet was light, sweet, intoxicating... almost yiagly so.
I'd tried countless drinks... written tomes aboutnthetheir
flavors and smells, means of manufacture, in myrneys
across the Planes. But this... this stuff was suppdsebe
legendary. No living man I'd found or heard of haed the
stuff. The stories were ridiculous — nothing cotddte quite so
good — but if there were the slightest bit of trtththem, this
would be some fine liquor indeed.

At last, | drunk of the goblet, a cautious sip...

Incredible! Indescribable! As the flavor washed rovey
palette, | fought the urge to shudder with delighthing...
nothingl had tried in all my long years had tasted guike this.
| looked up at the old man, startled to find mysgl@mpty — |
had drained it all in a single draught. | wiped eyes with the
back of my hand, not entirely sure when | had betiguery.

“Tears of joy, eh?” The old man laughed softly. f@u
pleasing to the tongue, is it not? Wouldst thoe Home more,
perchance?” He smiled at me once more.

“Yes... yes, if | might...”

“Surely.” he replied, refilling my glass. Try asniight, |
could not resist downing it in a single gulp. Iukr my finger
into the goblet in an attempt to find some lastiden drop of
the stuff. Several times more did he fill the gobknd each
time | gulped the stuff down as a starving man walévour a
feast, unable to control myself, to deny myselftaapexquisite
taste of it.

“A drink such as this... a man wouldst do anything ifp
no?”

| nodded without hesitation. “Yes, a man would... oking
at him, his sly smile suddenly took on a whole me@aning. A
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sense of horror began to creep over me, even eganto yearn
painfully for more of the blood-red liquor...

“Yes, yes...” The old man grinned, his yellow eyes
gleaming. “A manwouldstdo anything, in thehrall of such a
drink... even the most terrible, the most heinousledds... as
thou shall see, my newest servant.”

| thought of what | had been learning about my
incarnations, and how, with some exceptions, | foadd bitter
truths about myself. | did not like my actions, nthreir
consequences, and had come to realize, with samgethi
approaching horror, that | was probably doomedefeat my
actions. | would eventually lose my memories agaimj start
over. | must find a way to end the cycle, once fanall.
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TIEING LOOSE ENDS

The public sensoriums, while interesting, was matding me
anywhere. | decided to go back to the Brothel cdkiBig
Intellectual Lusts to fulfill some errands.

| found Juliette, and briefly explained the fiadver plan to
turn her lover jealous had become. | suggestedrsgkt want
to try openly talking about her relationship withmh She
promised to try, but | had my doubts.

| found Dolora, and gave her the keys to her heart
literally. | had learned something of her naturher creator,
Merriman, that she was a magical construct, aneédasler for
more information.

“Merriman never told me much regarding my constarct
I know little of the inner workings of my body, muas you
likely know little of yours. Outwardly, though, Inea human
woman in all respects... save for the texture angézature of
my flesh. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”

“What about your mind, your emotions?”

“Its functions are as much a mystery to me as amygén's.
When | first came to this place, | did not undardt@motions,
nor have any of my own. | have... feelings... now, tjitollam
only beginning to understand them.”

“What do the keys do, exactly?”

“I can only assume that Merriman made the keyshso t
there would be no risk of me drawing away from Hiefore he
had tired of his experiment. Now that they are inpossession,
| am free to develop and possess my own emotions.”

| also asked her if she knew anything of the sifgnstitute.
She replied, “Yes. Her name is Ecco. Her voice -¢ @nfact
her every means of communication — was stolen and
destroyed. Ecco’s words once wooed away the parapfahe
godling Paramisha. Paramisha, in a jealous rage, away
Ecco’s voice, sealed it within a crystal vial, dmatled it into a
megogalamdraga’s maw. Ecco’s voice is forever toster;
only another, new voice could return to her thelitgbito
communicate once more. | know this because | spke
Paramisha’s paramour myself, once.”
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| next went to Ecco, and asked if she couldn’t kjeecause
her voice had been stolen. When she nodded, | lexveéchad
acquired a Fiend's Tongue at the Curiosity shoph ver in
mind. | told her | needed to place it in her moutat | had
been told this would allow her to regain the apilito
communicate. | asked her to trust me, and atterhgt t
experiment.

She nodded and took the bottle from me. She gingerl
picked out the severed tongue from the briny sofuéind, after
staring at it for a moment in disgust, placed foiher mouth...
suddenly, her eyes widened, and there was a bfirgtddish
light from between her lips!

I anxiously asked if she was all right. Ecco opeiten
mouth, closed it, then opened it once more... andelgd... |
can speak again! Oh, joy! | than savmNn THEE TO THE DARKEST OF
PITS, THOU STENCHRIDDEN WORM! KNEEL BEFORE ME IN SUPPLICATION,
INSECT!”

Morte yelled out, “Yikes!” Ecco yelped and coverkdr
mouth with both hands... her eyes were wide with @ani

“It must be... the Fiend’s Tongue...” | said.

She slowly took her hands away from her mouth, madd
“It seems | MUSDEVOUR THY FRAIL SHELL AND CONSIGN THY SOUL TO
THE ABYSS FORALL ETERNITY! THOU SHALT SERVEIN MY BATTLE-THRALL °
TIL THE PLANES GRIND TO A HALT! THOU ART MINE, MINE, MI—" ECCO
shut her mouth again, and began to softly, quiedgp.

I remembered something, another item at the Cuyiosi
Shop, and told Ecco | would obtain help and quickturn. Of
course, when | entered the shop to purchase time \eschika,
sensing my need, raised the price. Helpless, Itbgmhy what
she asked.

| returned to the brothel, found Ecco again, arid, sdry
using these Deva’s Tears... they should soothe thgutis
cursing.”

She nodded, smiling, and took the vial from me. dEcc
placed a few of the sparkling blue drops onto bague: “I... |
believe the Tears are working. Yes... they are! | speak in
my own voice once more — oh, how | thank you!” Ecco
squeezed my hand and bowed her head gratefullyepes
welling with tears of joy.

It took her several minutes before she was readwlkoto
me again, so great was her happiness. When shshiidsaid,
“Well... I've been without the ability to speak far kng. Most
patrons came to me seeking someone to listen, swmeo
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attentive and capable of understanding them they tould
speak to, free of interruption and the like. Nowtthcan speak
once more, | wonder if the time has come for mentwve on...
leave the Brothel, and become a Sensate.”

| also asked if she knew of Ravel Puzzlewell. Ecodded,
and lowered her voice: “In fact, | do... not only daghe exist,
she haghildren!

| nearly shouted, “Shehat?

“One of them is here, at times... Kesai-Serris. She c¢hild
of Ravel's, though she is loathe to accept the fatto could
blame her?” She paused for a moment, thinking.attehnever
gotten her to admit it, though | am sure 'tis tfue.

| didn’'t see how this information could benefit nand it
would doubtless hurt Kesai to question her. | tleghkcco for
her help, and moved off.

| recalled the small toy | had bought, and sineeNtodrons
were still in the brothel | talked to one of themsking what the
toy could be. It replied that it was a portal cuésed that it could
be activated by arranging its limbs to the propesiton.
Unfortunately, it didn’t know what the proper pamit was.

| examined the toy carefully. It was a replica ofube-like
mechanical creature with huge eyes on one of @ssfaThe toy
had two legs, two arms, two folding wings, andeaist eighteen
points of articulation.

The intricacy of the toy was incredible; its jointgere
composed of tiny gears, cogs, pulleys, and swivgitg, and
there were even tiny springs on the legs that ldeppport the
feet. There was a little switch on the back thavedothe eyes
back and forth, and the wings were made of sonsididike
metal that folded up neatly when the wings wersHlwith the
body. Despite the toy’s awkward shape, it restesilyean any
surface, no matter how uneven.

As | gazed at the toy, | tried to remember somethin
anything, about my childhood. Nothing came to ms,|found
a peculiar mood had settled over me. | regardedothavith the
eyes of a small child.

Then | picked the toy up, and moved the arms andema
sword-fighting noises. The toglicked andwhirred as | moved
its clockwork joints. Within moments, the tiny cullead
vanquished every imaginary opponent | had sennag#i and
settled back to its normal position.

| then waved its arms and made cheering noiseddddoof
imaginary creatures from across the Planes chabeedube’s
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victory. | could almost see a tiny oily tear brirmgion one of
its eyes... it was a hero, the greatest cube evepdam the
Planes, and everyone loved it. In my mind, Fallf@Grace
and Annah hugged it and showered it with kisses.

| sighed, the mood suddenly broken. | noticed Mettging
at me. When he saw my look, he shook his head.

I cocked my head as if listening, and said, “Whakiat,
cube hero? ‘Morte’s a stupid skull?” Why, yes heiéa’t he,
cube hero?”

Morte indignantly replied, “Hey! It didn’t say tHat

“Yes, it did! It said it just now!”

“Wh —?! Gimme that thing!”

The tattered persona of a child | might once hagenb
prompted me to petulantly reply, “No, it's mine. dely wants
to hang out with me anyway. Don'’t you, cube her@3,Yyou
do!”

Morte ground out, “I. Just. Want. To. Hold. It. Fok.
Second.”

“But you don't have any hands.”

“I'll' hold it in my TeeTH.”

| didn’t think it would be wise to let Morte anywteenear
the toy. “No, I think not.”

“I'm gonna smash that modron cube to bits.”

| started to put it away, then remembered the sy rhade a
pop while | had been playing with it. | concentratedyda
recalled it happened when | bent the left kneeeritlihe knee,
then tried moving other limbs. | heard a swofhir when |
extended the left wing. | quickly found that movittye right
wing caused dammmmssound. | rotated the right arm, when
suddenly there was a blinding white light...
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RUBIKON

We stood in a metal room, a cube, with one dooraragach of
the four walls, although three of the ways wereckém. A
modron stood near the only open doorway.

As | approached, the creature focused emotionlgss en
me. “Greetings, adventurer. Welcome to Rubikon,dhegeon
construct. Thank you for choosing Rubikon for your
dungeoning experience. You may access Rubikon ghrahis
door.”

| tried to question it further, but it would onlgspond with
its opening speech. Shrugging, | moved througlofiening.

The room beyond was also a metal cube, with four
doorways. Three creatures, which looked the satnedsabout
the room. Closest to me | saw a mechanical man peth green
skin. Although it was obviously a construct, it dichve an
animated face, which was scowling at me.

| essayed a greeting.

“Grrrr.” The creature growled at me and then paused
weighing my reaction.

The mechanical man, although armed with a buikviord,
barely came to the middle of my chest. Its armokén paper
thin as well. That made its response to my greetattper
ludicrous. | asked, “Am | supposed to be frightebgdhat?”

It looked confused. “Grrrr?” It made a feeble theséng
gesture toward me.

“I asked you if I'm supposed to be frightened bgtth

It stared at me for a moment while considering mgstion.
“Yes. Grrrr is a sound indicative of a threat. | have included
appropriate gesture to add weight to the threaar ke the
anticipated response which will give me the advgata the
fight that follows.” It leaped to the attack.

The three creatures fought weakly, and were soattesed
parts upon the floor.

Dak'’kon remarked, “This is Limbo, but it rings of
Mechanus.”

I glanced at him, surprised by the comment. Sireevas a
githzerai, he must be sure we were in Limbo.
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| entered the next room, which had only one medani
creature. | asked it who it was. My question seetodfirow the
creature completely off balance. It stood starihgna with its
head cocked to one side, unsure of what to do.

“I am a monster. Now we do battle?”

“You've got to be kidding...” It continued to starenae for
a moment.

“No... Grrrr.” It attacked. After dispatching it, heered the
next room. The creature there gave me no timelko yalling
out as soon as we entered.

“Die in the name of the Evil Wizard!"” The creature
brandished a weapon at me. When | asked what éxdrd it
was talking about, the creature stopped wavingvéapon and
paused to think for a moment.

“Uh... The one that doesn'’t exist until you set thebiRon
Dungeon Construct tbard difficulty level. Boy, will you be in
trouble then. Meanwhile, Die in the name of thel BVizard!”
It leaped to the attack, and was quickly hackepi¢oes.

In the next room, the construct first scowled at ke
creature suddenly stopped scowling at me and ada@pkeok of
mock terror.

“Eeeek! It is the hero, sent here no doubt, to shay evil
one. Woe to me, the hapless construct on dutyestirie of his
arrival!”

“What are you going on about?”

“The plot, you dolt, stick to the plot. How do yedpect me
to play my part if you do not cooperate? Where weee..” It
paused to think for a moment. “Oh, | remember, $\&hout to
trounce you.” It leaped to the attack, lasting arstvhile longer
than its predecessors. At the end of the combay lGihce
made a comment to another of my companions, cdntinto
try to learn more about them.

“Your mastery of discipline is impressive, Dak'Kbn.

“In the eyes of Zerthimon, | am nothing.”

“Surely you are being too harsh on yourself?”

“A long road must | still travel. This is but thedinning.”

We passed through several more of the cubic roeasily
defeating the mechanical inhabitants. Finally, wenbled into
another cubic chamber. Complex clockwork mechanisms
covered the walls, and half a dozen modrons stdmditathe
room. | asked one of the creatures what it was.

“We are modron.” | asked if it meant its name wasdkbn.
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“We are modron. We do not have a hame. We are modro
All that you see here are modron. We are one.”

“All right. You are all modrons, but what this modron’s
name? The one | am talking to.” The modron begaent
sporadic knocking sounds. Its face took on a paagiession
as it continued to stare at me.

“We... I...” It looked away from me and the knocking
sound faded. “We are modron. We have no identitgothan
the whole that is modron. We have no name.”

“Then how do you tell one modron from another?” fEhe
was a pause as the modron considered my question.

“We know. We are modron. We are a part of the whiust
as you recognize the hand that is part of the amnrecognize
each part of the whole.”

| asked what this place was, to which it gave thmes
unsatisfactory reply as the first modron we metubRon
Dungeon Construct.’

| suddenly put together Dak'kon’s remark, with thems
we were moving through and a remark Candrian tlamepl
walker had made when | talked to him in the Smatder
Corpse. He had travelled to Limbo and seen a aactstof
interlocking cubes, which | now realized we werside. Rather
than Rubikon Dungeon Construct, | reflected, itdtiochave
been called Rubikon Cubes. | asked the Modronlitont more
about this ‘construct.” The modron frowned at menttglanced
about the room.

“We should know... We are modron. We are part of the
whole... We... Information not available. Address yaurery
to the engineer.”

“Where do | find the engineer?” The modron glanabdut.

“We do not know. Information not available... We are
confused...”

| addressed another of the modron, asking it wiiatglace
was.

“This is the Rubikon Dungeon Construct Project.” &bl
asked this one for details, it was more forthcomiFlie modron
began to emit a soft humming sound as it answered m

“Rubikon: Project goal is to determine the dynamiasth
social and asocial, surrounding the environment roomy
construed as a dungeon and to attempt to explaialikerrations
that tend to occur in such environments.”

“How do you intend to do that?”
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“Rubikon is capable of forming a series of roonmkdid in
such a fashion as to form what is commonly refeteds a
dungeon. Each dungeon can have one of three difficulty
settings: easy, normal, or hard. The dungeon is fopulated
with monsters, traps, and treasure, according ¢odifficulty
level chosen. After creation the dungeon can Hg &xplored.”
The modron began to emit a low hum.

“Queries to be answered: What attracts people hgeons?
Why do people often seek to enter them if they maees of
such danger? Why are dungeons there in the fiesteffl What
are the dynamics of a workable dungeon? We do not
understand...” It paused. “I... do not...”

This was the first modron | had encountered whongtab
any signs of individuality. | commented, “You sttto sayl
instead ofve...”

The modron gave me a concerned look then glancedtab
the room. “You are in error. We are modron. We #re
whole... We will not discuss this.”

“I know what | heard. You started to sayand...” The
modron frowned at me. | heard a hint of angersrvitice as it
answered me.

“No. We are modron. We are a part of the whole. Wile
not discuss this further.” An angry buzzing filldee room then
subsided.

This was also the first modron | had seen showraatien,
but it obviously was not willing to admit to anymaonformity.
| was curious about the different settings it hashtioned.

“All right. I'd like to try out one of these dunge® you
mentioned.” There was a significant pause befoeerntiodron
answered me.

“Request denied... Project halted due to... accident.”

“What accident?”

“Dungeon construct became unstable, cause unceRaik
safes activated causing dungeon to collapse, cansertain.
Portal lens malfunctioned causing contact with hgteme of
Mechanus to be severed, cause uncertain. Resetrafedn
necessary.”

“Then why don't you reset it?”

“Reset can only be initiated by project directorojEct
director disintegrated. Portal lens has malfun&tand contact
with Mechanus severed. Cannot acquire replacemieattor
from Mechanus.”
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“Let me get this straight. You can'’t reset withaudlirector,
but you can'’t get a director without resetting?”

“Assessment correct. Project halted.”

I had an inspiration, “Look, I'm an adventurer dwe been
through some dungeons in my day. Why not let meydag
director?”

The room was suddenly filled with a buzzing soumat just
as suddenly subsided. “Assistance welcome. You reve
project director. Advise on next task.”

“Reset the dungeon.”

“Initializing reset...” The room was filled with a ‘o
thrumming sound that could be felt rather than thear
“Collapsing existing dungeon...” The sound rose imvpountil
the floor began to vibrate. “Initializing new dumge..” The
sound rose in volume until | thought my head wasuatio
explode. Suddenly the room went quiet. “Reset cetepl
Dungeon construct status: Easy. Awaiting furthetrinctions,
Director.”

The modron went on to explain that | could alsedtdrom
the dungeon to any portal | knew of, and that wiinendungeon
was reset any creature or item left in the dungeas in danger
of being destroyed. | then told it to reset theghon to hard,
since | was curious to see what constructs wouwlfl gtat that
level.

The rooms of the ‘dungeon’ looked the same, but the
constructs were larger, about my size, with heawgoa and
two built-in weapons. | tried talking to one of the

It replied, “Greetings, intruder.”

“What makes you think I'm an intruder?”

“Because you are not one of us. Therefore, you aare
intruder. As an intruder, you must die.” It leafiedhe attack.

The constructs were much harder to defeat, andt deal
several wounds before they went down. In the nerinr |
asked what the construct was doing.

“I am reporting your every success, your everyufa) and
your every move to the Evil Wizard. From you, warle
Because of you, we will better ourselves.” It ledhpe the
attack. After another hard fight it went down. ked a question
of one of the constructs in the next room. It cacke head to
one side and gave me a questioning look.

“Why do you persist in questioning us? | do not
understand.”
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“There is always the chance that | might learn ghing.”
It looked away for a moment in thought. Returnitgygaze to
me, it nodded its head in agreement.

“Yes... | suppose that's true... Let me teach you about
pain.” It leaped to the attack, and its destruction

We entered several more rooms, destroying morewioik
constructs. As we entered a new room, Morte comeaefit
feel like I'm in a cuckoo clock. A cuckoo... cuckdoak.”

The new room was larger than any we had seen anpwo
There were more of the constructs present, as ime#iddition,
a new type of construct was in the room.

I walked into the room, ignoring the constructsadhseen
before. | moved towards a mechanical man constlutiebe
robe shaped. As | approached, he smiled at me avel ige a
slight bow. “So we meet at last...” His voice lackéue
monotone quality of the other creatures | had spdkein the
maze.

| returned his greeting, and he bowed once againd ‘to
you as well, sirrah.” He cocked his head to one sidd gave
me a curious look. “So, do we do battle for contbRubikon
now, or do we engage in conversation so that yoy queench
your curiosity?” He waited for my answer.

“All right, I'm curious. Can we talk?” He nodded artly at
me.

“Ah, a man of knowledge | see. | must admit thdt be
disappointed in you were that not the case.”

“Who are you?” He gave a slight bow.

“I am Rubikon, the Master Wizard. It is | who rutee red
constructs that inhabit this realm.” His conversativas much
less patterned than the other constructs.

“So, are you supposed to be the evil wizard?” Hevired
as he thought.

“I'm not comfortable with the word evil, sirrahatimit that
my views do not coincide with those of others innphavays,
but does that make me evil? | think not.”

“What can you tell me about this place?” | askdufting to
a new topic.

He laughed and looked around. “This little piecehefl?
This is an example of modron madness. It existtherplane of
Limbo, where thoughts can actually become realityat way
they can simplywill this dungeon into being and then populate
it with constructs.” He laughed again. “What a nedsv
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“What can you tell me about the modrons?” He shhisk
head at my words.

“There are no modrons here, sirrah. Only prisonacstheir
captors.”

“I've seen the modrons.”

“No, sirrah. The creatures you have met are nothioge
than the corrupt remains of modrons. Most, if Hotaf these
poor creatures are on the verge of going roguedamd even
realize it.”

“Rogue? What does that mean?”

“This dungeon is composed of the essence of clBush
matter can easily be shaped into objects throughwtii of
many like-minded creatures. It makes the constactif such
structures quite simple. However, there is a pricde paid.”
He paused.

“Modrons are the very essence of law, sirrah. Here,
however, they are being exposed to the essenceaokc Such
exposure often results in a form of insanity. Thednons begin
to lose their sense ofeand instead become individuals. This is
calledgoing rogueand it is a capital offence in their society.”

“What happens to rogues?”

He shrugged. “I don't fully understand this, but dnons
share some sort of common essence. If a modronrgges he
takes a piece of this essence with him. The modndlhglestroy
all rogues so that this essence returns to the @mpnool from
which it sprang.” | suppose he could be considexetbgue
construct.

“Then what are you?”

“I am a prisoner, sirrah,” He replied angrily. ‘hanot here
by choice, of that | can assure you. | was credigdthe
modrons to play in their meaningless dungeon ga@esr time
| became self-aware and asked for my freedom. Tleeider
refused me!” He glared at me.

“l did what anyone would do when they are forcetbin
slavery. | fought for my freedom!” He paused fofeef. “I
disintegrated their leader and made it look likeaagident. |
then attempted to flee this hideous existence k& rtearest
exit.”

| doubted whether the modrons could ever have stz
what they had created, that it could have escaper t
clockwork rules and turned on them. | curtly infeginhim that
the modrons had a new creative director, me. | tsled what
happened after he disintegrated the old director.
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He sighed and frowned. “Unfortunately there waaibsafe
mechanism that | was not aware of. My attemptegdom was
judged arerror and the dungeon collapsed upon itself, trapping
me in stasis...” He gazed off into the distance. &é been in
stasis for centuries, sirrah. | would still be thdfr you hadn’t
reset the cube and set it fhard difficulty.” He turned his
attention to me.

“So, what are your plans now?”

“l intend to openly march on the engineering roond a
claim it. | will then bend the modrons to my wilhé have the
full resources of the cube at my disposal. Freedtral be
mine.”

“Let’s say you do get out. What then?”

“I haven't decided yet. With the power of the cuihind
me, | could be a force to be reckoned with.” Heughed.
“Time will tell.”

“What if the modrons refuse to help you?”

“Make no mistake, sirrah. They will help me. Oneywar
another, they will help me.” Despite his protedise ‘evil
wizard’ title seemed to me to still be fitting.

“So you intend to make the modrons your slaves?”

“They are slaves already, sirrah! They are slagefatv,
logic, and the confines of this experiment of theldnder my
rule, they will finally have a purpose in life wbyt of their
abilities.”

“Why do we have to fight at all? Why not just gorou
separate ways?” He smiled at my comment.

“You have been accepted as their leader and yotatdhe
cube. Therefore, you must be eliminated. Nothinggeal, you
understand.” He seemed fixated on controlling thlaich once
controlled him.

“Well... I'm not going to just stand here and let ymat my
death. | think it's time | take you out.”

The warrior constructs were not too difficult to feks.
Although capable of wielding their weapons with alwjower,
they were slow, and it was a simple matter to surdoone and
destroy it before the others could come to its aid.

‘Rubikon’ the wizard, however, was much harder aket
down. He could cast spells, including a powerfublspvhich
drew energy directly from the plane of Mechanustigh a
portal. That spell alone nearly forced me into heodeath, and
it was only through my regenerative powers thaayed on my
feet. After this one spell, | was able to match iRab magic for
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magic, but he did not possess my recuperative pwaard
eventually fell.

| was pleased to discover on his body a scrollttier spell
he had cast. | copied it into my spell book. Thegival
concepts behind it were too advanced for me tohbe @ cast
it, but | was sure at the rate | was recovering fthegical
knowledge gained in past lives | would be ablede it soon.

We passed through several more rooms, finding ordye
of the mundane constructs. | was close to turniagkpsince
there seemed little more to be learned here.
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NORDOM, PART |

We entered another cubic room, but it was as if Hanlhad
almost breached its perimeter. It looked like thedlsvhad tried
to flow down onto the floor; portions of the floavere so
threadbare | convinced myself that | could looksude the
dungeon construct.

There was a living occupant in the room. | saw laecwith
four arms and two legs; despite its mechanical ampee, the
front of the cube was a strange, organic green, faitd two
wide, elliptical eyes. The cube didn't seem to c®tine; it was
staring intently at the two crossbows cradled g hiands. A
multi-faceted lens dangled from the upper left eorof the
cube; it looked like it was designed to pop doweroane of the
cube’s eyes, like a scope.

| attempted a greeting to gets its attention. Thbec
chrrruped, and there was &lik-klik-klik as its eyes blinked
wildly. The cube whirled to face me, its eyes witleen flung
its two free hands up in the air, as if in surrendeyet its two
crossbows had turned in its hands and were nownetlabn me.
In a strange, detached way, | couldn’t help buiceadthat every
joint on this creature seemed to be a seriewtofrring gears
and cogs.

Morte had come up beside me, and commented, “Chief,
we're looking at trouble here — this modron’s googue.”

“Rogue?”

“Yeah,” Morte continued, “you see, sometimes modrgat
a little chaos in ‘em, and when that happens... Wwajljess the
best explanation is that rogue modrons are kind of like...
backwards modrons.”

“So this is a... backwards modron?”

The modron, which had been silently watching uddsaly
spoke. “Backwards modron = ‘Nordom?’ “ The cubetice
had a metallic, warbling quality to it, as if evemprd it spoke
was jumping off a spring and landing... well, somexehelse.
Its mouth formed a bizarre sideways semi-circleictvH took
to be a smile. “Gratitudes! Gratefuls!”

“Uh... I'm sorry?”
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“Not sorries. Null sorries. Gratitudes! Indentifican of self
comprosized by doubtings + mullings + analysis."eTéube
chrrrupedagain, and one of its eye blinked withkigk —then
after a moment, the other ekéked, as if it didn't want to be
left out.

“You're grateful... that | identified you? Aren’t yoa
modron?”

The cube’s features steadied themselves, and itsthmo
formed a flat line. “Indemnification of this unitwés)
compromised. Subject — addressee indemnified usit a
‘Nordom.” Gratitudes tendered for providing Nordom
indemnification.”

“It was nothing. Really.”

Nordom’s eyesklik blinked once, twice, three times; each
time the black spots in the center of his eyesrested — by
the third blink, they were the size of dots. “Regk-zation
reached: Nordom null know name of addressee. Irfglemi
yourself.”

It wanted me to identify myself. | wished | coulohd a
name as readily as Nordom had, as | answered “t deally
havea name, Nordom.”

Nordom's eyes widened, the diameter of his ‘pupils’
growing back to normal size. Héik blinked once — but the
metal shutters that fell across his eyes didn’e.riéfter a
moment, they begin rattling, as if stuck.

“Uh... Nordom. You can open your eyes now.”

There was anotheklik and Nordom’s eyes opened. “Not
closing eyes: Engaged-ged in Action Clarificatiam Subject
(Unidentified, Nameless). Formulating... submittingeay: Are
you lost?”

“Lost? What do you mean?”

As Nordom'’s warbling query ended with the word ‘t,ba
curious crawling sensation wormed through the batkny
skull — with it came two certainties, hand in hamtis was not
the first time I'd heard this, and that what Nordeasaboutto
say to my next question was important. “When yoy ‘&zss,’
Nordom, what do you mean?”

“Absence of Name = Absence of Identity = Absence of
Purpose = Absence of Place in Multiverse = Nulk&StaLoss.
Nordom existed in State, Null, until Subject (Unitiéed,
Nameless) attached identity to Nordom. Null IdemtiNull
Purpose, Null Place equates to ‘Loss.’”

“Well, I imagine | had a name once, but | forgot it
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“Formulating new query.” There was takk-tkkk-tkkkas
Nordom blinked three times, rapidly — the sound \ike the
tapping of a hammer on a sheet of tin. “ExplaitNtodom why
you performed this actiombrcoring.”

“It's a side effect of my... condition, I think.”

The metal shutters sealed over Nordom’s eyes withrer,
then he rattled to himself for a few moments witk byes
closed. When thexkliked open, Nordomchrrruped. “Query:
Memory defective?”

“Yes, you could say that.”

“Pre-Conditional Action to clarify Query: Nordom mery
space not yet near capacity. Query/Action: In eveit
‘Yes'return from Subject (Unidentified, Namelesspidom can
re-remember for you.”

A living journal? | replied, “Sure, go ahead, Nondlo.
anyway, look, | really have to be about my busiriess

There was a sudden, rapid seriekliks and twangsfrom
the crossbows in Nordom’s hands. His eyes spunexfocused
on the crossbows, holding the right one up closéig side, as
if listening to it.

“Is everything okay?”

One of Nordom’s eyes remained on the crossbow, twhic
wasklikking faintly, and his other eye focused on me. “Query:
May these ones join you on your gurney?”

Nordom clearly no longer had a place among the omr
He could journey with us; at worst, we could le&ia in Sigil,
which at least would be better than remaining héréold
Nordom, “Sure. We could always use a hand... or four.

Nordom’s ‘mouth’ formed the bizarre semi-circle did
before, and his two crossbows beddikking and twanging
violently, almost vibrating out of his hands. “Grades!
Gratefuls! Nordom and crossbows have been attatbed
larger community.”

| thought to myself, | wouldn’t be too grateful juget. |
then introduced Nordrom to the others who had detitb
travel with me, indicating their ‘designations.’

I got some indication of how Nordom would mix withe
group as we were leaving the room. Nordom suddspbke,
“Attention: Morte. Did you know | have six sides?”

Morte replied, “I noticed. Why don’t you go shareuy
insight with the chief, huh?”

| had found a ‘portal lens’ while we had wanderieel tubic
rooms. One of the modrons we had met earlier hadrited its
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function. While we were in Rubikon, it could attacha known,
existing portal, permitting access to the portahaiit traveling
to it. In effect, it let us go almost anywhere igiBwe had been
from where we were.

| used it to go back to the Clerk's Ward, and mste the
night.
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QUELL

The next day we returned to the Civic FesthalkKea Splinter
to take us to the private sensoriums.

Splinter had told me a mage named Quell might hedo
there as well, someone who knew some of the hisaggrding
the nighthag Ravel Puzzlewell.

| entered a large room; opening off it were smaltesms,
each with a stone holding an experience. In onth®fsmaller
rooms | glimpsed a figure, dressed in robes.

| went into the small room. | saw an older man dhewon
something, muttering softly to himself... after a nenh there
was acrack as he crunched down on the object in his mouth,
then swallowed it. His bushy, brassy white eyebréuvsowed
for a moment, rose, and then furrowed again. “Hmnim...

| approached him, and offered a greeting.

Without so much as looking at me, the man reachtedhis
tunic, pulled out a puce-colored ball, regardecliously for a
moment, then popped it into his mouth.

Feeling more than a little annoyed, | loudly repeat’|
said, ‘greetings...””

The man frowned and waved me away, then nodded to
himself thoughtfully as he savored the flavor ofatdver he had
put into his mouth.

Even more loudly, | said, “I've... got some questioris

The man smirked, bit his thumb at me, then abruptly
paused... his cheeks swelled and, with a violent gagspat up
a large black fly which began to buzz around thenaber.

“Minaurosian candies b#gamned! he cried, shaking his fist
at the insect. He whirled on me. “What?!” In a catnvoice |
replied.

“I had questions about you...” He popped a smallaaady
into his mouth.

“Do you always traipse about molesting puissant esag
with your ignorant prattle?! Babbling, blatheringhittering,
cHattering!” The candy shot from his mouth on ‘chattering,’
flying in a high arc to land on the floor with a wglip. He
stared at it sadly. | started to say somethinghleutverrode me.
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“It was sotasty, too...” he mewled. He suddenly looked up,
snarling.

“ sorrY?! As youshouldbe, you piking dung-beetle! Mages
deserve respect, and bashers like you should kheiv proper
place!” He began to jump up and down. “Proper gld&meper
place!” | had not been about to apologize when titente off.
Perhaps ask if he always acted this childish.

“Calm down, | only mean to ask you some questions...”

“I care not, you yeasty, beef-witted pig-nut!” His eyes
bulged out and he jabbed his finger at me. “Nowwagth you!
orel witH! vyou! And do not return without being prepared to
show the proper respect... come bearing tribute —i{tH gle
suddenly drew close and whispered from the sid@isofnouth:
“Candies or chocolate would be nice. But nothingnown,
mind you — bring somethingxotic.Now begone!”

| recalled an item | had seen in Vrischika’s Cutpo$hop,
a quasit she had claimed to have been polymorphea
chocolate. Despite the inconvenience, | left andcipased it,
since the only alternative means | could think bfaining the
information | wanted would be to kidnap Quell andure it out
of him.

Some time later | returned; Quell was still in thevate
sensorium. | approached him, and told him | haditmgorted
chocolate he wanted.

“Oh?” His demeanor changed in an instant. “Verydkof
you, very gentlemanly! May | see?”

He had revealed his weakness to me, and | tooknéalya
of it to repay the trouble he had put me througkvas doubtful
he would learn a lesson from what | had in mind, d&ueast |
could get a little revenge. | replied to him, “Aatly, no.”

He reared back, totally flabbergastedar?!”

“I really don’t think you deserve it. You've beemrside.”

“You... you what? He began hopping about.
“Preposterous! Farcical! Ludicrous!rude would be
polymorphing you into a bowl of Baatorian spice-gaeating
you, and then spreading you about Sigil in foultinmg little
puffs from my bumkhat would be most rude, | assure you, and
I have beemothingof the sort!”

“In any case, you're not getting it until you'veodqmized.”

He immediately became quiet, eyes narrowed suspilyio
“You would let meseethis gift, first, at least?”

| gave him a just a peek at the chocolate quasit.
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The man’s skullcap shot into the air with a reséonggop,
landing straight back on his head. “Oh... oh myhktt. is that
a...?" He licked his lips, reaching gingerly for tehocolate
quasit.

“Oh, no. Apology. Now.”

He scrunched his face up, biting his lip as he kHos fists
silently. Finally, he stopped, brushed off his b&g, and
exhaled slowly. “Very well, sir. | apologize.” | tioed he had
one of his hands behind his back.

Morte floated around behind Quell, and yelled dttey,
chief — he’s got his fingers crossed!”

“Silence, you gibbering... oh! | mean, why, I'm doing
nothing of the sort!”” The mage smiled innocently rag,
presenting his hands for my inspection.

“Hmm. All right, here: a chocolate quasit.”

He took it from my hands. “Oh... quite rare, these, @nd
most delectable.” He bit off a large piece and &ackvhat was
left into his tunic.

“I had some questions...”

He frowned at me, licking the last of the chocolatehis
fingers. “Who told you to bother me with inane dimss?!” He
stared at me accusingly. “Come now... what is it ffmat wish
to bother me with, or begone!” He fished a malt-tr@m his
sleeve and ate it.

Back to one of my original questions, although temote
possibility of him not being Quell didn’'t bear tking on.
“Who are you?”

“l... am Quell.” He held up his hand imperiously, ifi$o
stop me from introducing myself. “...and don’'t bothtr
introduce yourself: you must be the most insolamnoying
pest this side of Sigil that I've heard so muchuéifio

“A true pleasureto meet you, and thank the Powers
couldn’t have waited until you had curled up andddithereby
sparing me the pain of being forced to banter waritls you! |
would gladly trade my formidable sorcerous powens but a
minor enchantment that would pierce your thick klamd
introduce at least the idea of ‘manners! ”

I ignored his tirade, and finally spoke the onedjiom | had
wanted to ask him. “What do you know of Ravel Pewa||?”

At the mention of her name, he swallowed the carelywas
sucking on with a loudjulp, wincing in pain. “What to tell?!
Why tell at all? Such things, such tales are befttih dusty
books and in the attics of old men’s minds! Ewvilil'eSuch a

t
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name, such a name... and such dark tales swarm #@pbke
flies on a corpse.”

“Just the same, | need you to tell me.” He rollésl dyes,
plopping another candy into his mouth.

“She’s a night hag, my boy, who came to Sigil... alil
and cackles, she was, alive with her shadow-magirgly to
butt heads with the Lady of Pain. Barmy, barmy haroid
hag... only succeeding in getting herself mazed. Slikély
dead, by now.”

“Shadow-magic?”

“Yes, yes, yes...” He seemed uneasy about speakihgrof
“Ravel dabbled... no, not dabbled, xcelledin all schools of
magic. She knew shadow magics, magics of illusion a
shadow substance, shadows, residues of dead things.

“How might | find her?”

“Why... why would youasksuch a thing? Are yomad?
What could you possibly want with such an evil tuea?”

“She knows something about my past.”

“Doubtful... she was mazed many centuries ago. Gone —
penned in the dead-book, she is. And even if shee we
somewhy,somehowstill clutching to life with her blackened,
bloody talons, what could shmossiblyknow aboutyou?If she
wasn’t the spitting image of cackling evil, that @d was even
willing to help you...”

| had to find out more about my past, and aboutemgmy.
For that, | needed Ravel. “I'll just have to hope’s alive and
will help me.”

“By Leshe’s six teats and her swollen tummy, what a
flickering candle of hope hurled into the howlingnds of
Pandemonium that igllicker-flicker-whooosh!

Don’t be any more the fool than you need be!”

“I must still seek her out, whether she’s deadlioed

“So if she’s dead — as she most likely is — theraiis
your plan, may | ask? You have everything all fegiout, do
you? Quell is just blowing words out of his pitspnsense,
nothing! Whatdo you plan to do if she’s in the dead-book, eh?”

I had no plan beyond finding her, since | had dteli
information. With nothing to lose, | asked, “What ybu think |
should do?”

“The first brilliant question you've asked! Mé&2hink you
should give up this clueless idea of entering mareschatting
with night hags and lope back into whatever crypi grawled
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out ofl Makes far more sense than fishing for tlaely’s anger,
it does.”

“Can you tell me how to get to her maze?”

“Lunatic! Madman! Addle-cove! Have you not listentda
word I've said?! She’s imprisoned in an inter-digienalmaze
for trying to best thdady of pain!That means she’s at least ten
times as barmy as you, and at least a hundred timae
powerfull She’s also most likely dead, dead, dehdce-dead
and... if by some happenstance she isn't... she'll make
dead!”

“I understand, but I really need your help. Can yeilime
how to reach her or not?”

Quell went quiet, chewing on his lip. After a morhehe
fished around in his tunic for a mint, then ploppethto his
mouth. “You're serious? Serious now? Why so sericas
Baator-bent, so mule-stubborn?” He sighed. “Welbrnb
Clueless, die Clueless.”

“All mazes have portals; this muctkhowto be true. A way
in, a way out... this is how the Lady fashions thémo not
know the portal — its location, or even its formbut | am told
its key... is a piece of Ravel.”

“A piece of Ravel? But if Ravel isazeo, then how am |
supposed to...”

“Then you'll have to make do. Find something thas h
Ravel’s taint in it, mayhap... that is all | know!lABother me
no more about it! If you want to go pestering sone@bout
something like that, go to the Brothel of Slakingellectual
Lust — one of the ladies there is bound to havesuoateone or
know something that'll help.”

Ah, that told me what | needed to know. A pieceRafvel,
and | knew where one of Ravel's daughters was tfobed, in
Fall-From-Grace’s establishment. | still needed artgd,
however. It was possible, | supposed, to actualijdione. But
the amount of research involved, the time takecoimstruction,
could fill a mortal man'’s lifetime. | had hoped fiad Ravel, if
she still lived, in a matter of days.
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SENSORY STONE TRAP

I left Quell, walking about the sensoriums in thbugwhen |
looked up, once again fully taking notice of myrsundings,
my steps had taken me to stand in front of a sgnstme.
Something about it seemed vaguely familiar, altiouge
inscription at the base, “Week-long hunting trekoas the
forests of Arborea,” didn’t seem to promise anytghépecial.

No harm in finding out. | began the sensation.

| was standing in a circle of white tents deephia woods,
somewhere. The trees around me were, by far, tgedal had
ever seen. Suddenly, though, there was an odd lipdck
sensation at the back of my skull...

My surroundings melted into a colorless smear, #iewly
resolved into what looked like the interior of age, gray
sphere. Across from me stood a figure almost idahtio
myself. His eyes flashed in the half-darkness; d sraile split
his features.

“I knew you would come...”

“Who are you?”

“Oh, don’t youknow? Didn't all thoseriLTHY, LYING, THRICE-
BE-DAMNED JOURNALS tell you who | am? Those journals that were
so conveniently ‘left’ for me when | awoke... thosmijnals
that called me amcarnation! Hah! Burned themc, | did, all
that Irounp...”

| felt suddenly ill. The journals, my life, lost htw Pharod,
or the Dustmen, but to myself. If only | could leanything of
what they contained. “What did they say, exactly?”

“They spoketis, LEs, Lies and nothing more! Filth about a
man who forgets himself, other incarnations, ofpreing their
experiences in writing so later lives could benefitrieves! It's
my life; MINE! YOu ALL WANT TO STEAL MY BODY, AND YOU WON'T HAVE
r!”

“So... you're one of my earlier incarnations?” | hadlized
why the figure looked like me.

“If you'd putstockin suchrrash, yes.”

“Where am 1?”

“Oh, tHis?” He gestured around him, snickering. “Just a
little Trap, is all. | realized thakiune you soby THIEVES Might
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not be enough... | might have t&ar you, ensnare you for
eternity. You may have realized, by now, that tteer® way
out of this sensory stone... your mind is locked héfeu'l
note the rathegrarsesurroundings I've left for you... all to help
the mabness set in good anduick while your flesh rots away.”
He chuckled evilly.

His words gave me pause. | thought to myself | waefer
to this incarnation as my ‘paranoid’ incarnatioa, keep him
straight from others | had learned about. There walas no
reason not to take my time with him.

“I had some questions then...” My earlier incarnation
crossed his arms and looked away indignantly. Sava few
more tufts of hair on his head, he was identicains — even
his arms had most of the tattoos mine did.

“Did you create that trapped dodecahedron?”

“I don't know what you’re babbling about. Heh. Hehh.
All right, it was me.sriLLianT,, Wasn't it? Did yourLay with it a
bit? Lose ancer or aneve, | hope?” He chortled merrily.

“Did you put those tattoos on?”

“No!” He looked distraught. “That one incarnatiathat *
pracTIcAL’ one, did. I've tried to burn them off, but theirsk
ReGENERATESWith the tattoos still on them! | have tried tear
them off, stain them withcp... | nate them...” Hmm... this
insane incarnation was probably the one Aelwyn destribed.
That would make the practical incarnation he désctithe one
Dak'kon and Morte knew. | wondered why he had tried
destroy the tattoos.

“But... why?” His eyes flicker uncomfortably.

“It is maddening to feel theves upon you, reading your
soov like asook...”

“How did you make this trap?”

“Can’t tell you that... it'll never beerLicaten, the magicks
used in its creation werest, even to mectever it is, though...
one experiencaooen beneath the other, so thatmesH but my
own would set it off...”

“So there are actually two sensations within thime?”

“Yes; that of the Arborean hunting trip and that tbfs
TrAP.” He looked suddenly wary of me.

| tried to force my way into the other sensationotigh
sheer willpower.

“What... what are yowoing? sTopTHAT!”

| ignored him, continuing to force my way into toger
sensation. | at last pushed myself into the ‘s@faxperience
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— the Arborean hunt — and ended the sensation édfeing
pulled back into the trap.
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DEIONARRA SENSORY
STONE

| sampled some of the other stones there, assumihgd
already triggered the one trap laid for me. Buidiribt count on
another type of trap, indirectly created by a poasi
incarnation.

| stood before another sensory stone. The basehisf t
aquatic blue stone had been sculpted so it appedarddve
melted into the pedestal it rested upon. A strednpesfect
azure tears dripped down the sides, framing theript®n
beneath the pedestal: “Longing.”

As | placed my hands upon the stone, its surfagpled
beneath my touch. A chill washed over my arms, pikenging
my hands into a mountain stream.

As | closed my eyes, | blinked and re-opened thenmy—
eyes were brimming with tears, and | was overconith &
terrible sensation afirowning.As the sensation rolled through
me, there was a stirring in my breashumger,poisonous like a
serpentgiming into my heart, until | felt as if my breast would
explode.l wanted desperately to steady myself, focus, Hut a
that came to my eye was tears...

| raised my hand to wipe away my tears — my hanesew
soft, delicate woman’s hands; they brushed the s&ars from
my cheek, and | cupped them in my hands, eacheotieidrs like
jewels shimmering in the lights...

The lights were cast by candle-globes that driftedugh
my sanctuary. | had come to this place to gathethayghts, to
reflect on the past with an eye toward the futtwesleanse the
mind before the coming journey. Yet... | could woncentrate!
My thoughts remained in the present, trapped th®rethe
terrible feeling that writhed in my breast. What diemean....?!

I closed my eyes, but his words echoed in my mind,
hundred, arHousano times. Would heever return?! The sound
was a whisper, an echo: “Only yownLy you.” Yet | HesITATED,
at the brink of time’s door, and he must have thmuge arraip
to go, but | was not, | wasrrap to stay, and the fear... the
serpent writhed in my breast again, its fangs @itinto my
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heart, filling it to bursting with itpoison.The tears came again,
running down my cheeks in streams, his words echain

Echo: “Only you.onLy you.”

My eyes snapped open — it was voice! | whirled, and |
gasped; he stood, powerful, in the shadows, anstroee into
the light of the drifting candled globes, and Itféle serpent
writhing and ovine... he returned! His face, stern, but
somewhere, in those features, | could almost seelbasure at
seeing me. After all, he returned for m-

Echo: “Only you can help me, Deionarra. But it wasng
for me to ask you for your help...”

| spoke... Deionarra... yet |, it wag, gray-skinned like a
statue, striding from the light — was | thetarred?!My body
looked like it had been bathed in knife blades,woeinds, the
tattoos, horrible — yet, | saw throughionarra’s Eves, and she
saw... how could sheee me in such a way, she putiaaxk over
my features, she saw me in sught, such terrible longing,
light... for she...how... could sheeL such...?

| felt my vision tearing, doubling until 1 was thaman
striding from the light, itwas me, butnotr me... | felt myself
beingTorn; it was Deionarra’s experience, but at the same,ti
it was alsamine,and I... what...

Echo: “I asked too much of you to accompany me,
Deionarra. | have no right to place you in suchggarfor my
sake...”

It was my words, but they were a surgeon’s wortiesen
with cold skill, without arrace of emotion. With every word, |
felt myself sneerinG inside, knowing what the (stricken) girl
would see next through her (longing-stained) eges, who —
was | tHaT person, that mamwistine her with my words, not
knowine how powerful they were to her, like bolts from a
ballista, piercing her breast, her... yet, she only reLier at my
return. How... how could sheeeL... and not know | meant
to...?

Echo: “I have come to ask your forgiveness, Deiaal
shall return to you as soon as | am able —"

My vision tore again, doubling and bleeding, untivas
facing myself again, trying desperately to speak,whrn
Deionarra that this was not a man, but a creahatkilled for
his own needs, he didritre about you, Deionarra, you were a
TooL to him, arooL he needed to — but Deionarra spoke, and |
couldn’tstorher....
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Echo: “I would place myself in a&housand dangers,
embrace eternity for you, my Love! | anot afraid! Listen to
me — | will accompany you, though the Planes thédvese

should bar the way...."

I felt myself shattering, relief and satisfaction -is
saTisFacTIoN at her wordsgnowing she would say them, always
knowing, and her admission of love was like the slammifig o
portcullis across my heart. Trapped. She was ntioe| must
becertain,so | drove the nail home.

Echo: “The way is dangerous. You will have to rersy...
far stronger than you are now.”

Swimming through her mind, relief, the wave of eélithe
end of longing, yetoneine for him more at his words, not
noticing his manipulations... all | needed to be waeng, and
his path would be as one with mine! My thoughts evéke
fires... for | could be strong, stronger than he kneknew no
fear, | wouldbie for him...!

Echo: “I can be strong, my Love. | will —”

Her words slid off of him like water. The serpent her
breast, the one piercing her heart with its poisan been
replaced by this serpent in the flesh. She sawimgtbf this,
and his next words were planned, carefully, sofalye..

Echo: “l can't say if we'll succeed, Deionarra, Bilitdo my
best to protect you. And | will expect nothing lefsthe same
from you. You ...”

“... you may be required to make sors&crifices” At that
final, terrible, word, | felt myself beingorn apart; he meant her
harm... he meante harm, for | wasier, and he meant teurt
her, yet Ineeoep her to be harmed, and — | wantedst@&eaw,
SCREAM AT HER THAT SHE WAS IN DANGER, RUN, RUN, DEIONARRA, FOR HIS
EYES UNMAKE ALL THINGS AND —

Echo: “Of course, my Love. Life is sacrifice. THihave
learned.”

I... she... her... | spoke the words, and in it, | felysalf
dying inside. | was a spectator, and | had watéhedman die,
for the words were a death sentence. Yet, still, s$te spoke,
unheeding, uncaring....

Echo: “I... left a legacy in my father's keeping, rhgve;
ask for the sixth, the third, the Kay and the ‘&’ it, |
bequeathed everything to you; it's not much, buthwit, |
left...”

l... him... a wave ofirritation washed over me; | clenched
my teeth to prevent the irritation from crossing rMeatures.
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Must shealways continue to prattle, even when | did not
prompt her?! Must she — but no — no, kept the irritation
inside, only a trace slipped out...

Echo: “Come now, | cannoig, Deionarra. There is n@&ep
for such foolishness...”

Her... I... she was overcome witlzar, fear that revolted
me, and the fear welled up inside her... |, | as tclvad him
frown, and | hastened to correct him! He must krilog/reasons
and know the wisdom behind them so he was impregstd
my planning! Speak! Speak, before he turned away...

Echo: “l know | often act foolishly, my Love...but ycaid
yourself that yowan forget things if you are badly hurt. There
are things in the legacy that could help you renmamdhould
you forget yourself.”

She... | coldly regarded her through my eyes, tracimg
gaze along her furrowed brow, wrinkled with worry,
desperation. She had acted a®xpected. yet there was
something in what she said...

Echo: “Perhaps... yet | hope nothing in this legasyof
value..l do not want you to leave any things here in saiale
that could be of some use on our journey.”

Her illusion was shattered, just for a moment —akahed,
silent, as the emotion fell to the ground, splimigdike silvered
glass. “...of some use...” such a casual statement,eyeh
Deionarrasaw, and | hoped, just for a moment;drep that she
saw him for what he was... the serpent, #erent.....and my
hope died, as in Deionnara’s eyes, the emotionrelasilt, the
slivers being drawn from the ground, the illusiebuilt, but the
slight sliver of pain remained. He thought | haché@omething
foolish! Yet, | did it forrm! | must... must make amends, but
how?! | must convince him the legacy was unimpdrthat it
WASN' T, it wAsN'T. |t WASEVERYTHING...

Echo: “The legacy, my Love, it... it just has a fevings to
help you remem —"

The scythe of words fell on Deionarra, so quicksbkarp, |
could not follow its arcing path.

Echo: “A legacy? The things you do, Deionarra... such
romanticgestures. No matter...”

No! She... I... Deionarra... | had driven him away again,
like | did the night before! | felt the serpentrstig again,
reborn, curling around my heart. There was theesoftf hisses,
yet he did not hear...
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Echo: “Would... would you wish to leave a legacy, my
Love? For yourself... or for anyone you would wantltanight
help you remember if you left something for youtselor for
the ones you loved...”

The word scythe fell again, terrible and swift. it time,
the illusion held, and the serpent was cloaked. Sérpent was
cunning, and it would not reveal itself until ituwtk.

Echo: “A legacy for myself? Not likely... the thingsvould
leave for myself would not be safe in some advdsaiéice,
Deionarra. But enough of this... | must leave.”

He was leaving! | must make him remain... and the
experienceswirLep around me, terrible, the spiraling toward the
final scene... theuesTion|... she... wanted to ask, don't ask it,
Deionarra! Don'task IT BE SILENT BE SILENT

Echo: “My Love, before you go...”

HIS ANGER HIS IRRITATION WHAT NOW GIRL WHAT NOW YOU MEWLING
BANSHEE

Echo: “ ‘Before | go?’ It looks like | am in no dger of
that. Come, Deionarra, can't these questions waithlfe morn?
There is much—"

SHE... |... SHE WAS DESPERATEDROWNING SAY IT SAY IT SAY IT AND
SHE... I... SPOKEIT

Echo: “Do youwantme to come with you, my Love?”

The rush of emotion died in my mind. This was timel.e
The words he... I... were about to speak were truethsitruth
was not the truth she saw. There were no lies, ol
calculations. Ofcourse he wanted you to come with him,
Deionarra. | understood it clearly, too clearly: h&d invested
too much in the poor girl to let her go.

Echo: “Of course, Deionarra. | would not have asked to
come with me if | did not want your company. Ykaowhow |
feel about you...”

There was a cold silence in his mind, then a hissiha
thought, a response sharp and deadly, like a ddggde. The
lie came swiftly, unburdened by emotion.

Echo: “I love you, Deionarra.”

And | wanted tcscream as | felt the lie wash over her like a
RADIANCE, but it was asHabow Of TRUTH, A SERPENTS KISS, AND HE
MEANT ME HARM AND SHE COULDN'T SEE| WANTED TO CALL OUT BUT SHE
WAS CRYING WITH JOY EVEN AS — EVEN AS —

| cried with joy... with frustration... with joy... with
despair...
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The emotion washed over me, like | was drowning,
prowniNG, and | needed to speaki,dncep to speak, but | could
not...and...

| screamed, screamed as | tore my hands from tree st
bloody tears rushing from my eyes, running in strealown
my arms, my hands, to coat the stone. Blood! Heodlll And...
| couldn’twarn her... and | couldn’t stopryinG......

And suddenly, Fall-From-Grace was there, and hacho
was gentle like silk, and she brushed the teans fnay eyes,
even as | felt the screams welling up within mee §thhhhhed
me, cradling my face through my bloody tears.

“I... I... can't.... bear it... I... couldn’tstop her, | wantep
to, but I couldn’t danything..!”

Fall-From-Grace looked into my eyes, and she nodded
sadly, in understanding. “And that is the naturdéoofying. The
desire for that which you cannot change or posseske
studied me, withdrawing her hand, now soaked in biood.
“Will you be all right?”

“Yes... yes... | just need a moment...” | noticed Annadsw
looking at me, her hand half raised, un-movingif aaralyzed,
unsure what to do for me.

“Very well...” Fall-From-Grace stepped back. “We will
continue when you are ready.”

| took a breath, and tried to collect my thoughts.

As much as | wanted to hurl the memory of the eepee
from me, | held it fast, because | knew it was im@ot to
remember it. It wasnein that experience... it was Deionarra’s
experience, but because it was me, my memoriesidibane,
and | couldreeL both sides at once. Whans 1? Who was that...
thatshadeof me?

| considered leaving the Festhall, but there washance
there might be something of use locked in somehefdther
sensory stones in the hall. | would continue evénl i
encountered another experience like the one | tisidfipished;
perhaps especially because | might encounter anatheh
experience.
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MESSAGE FROM RAVEL

The stone | stood before was sickly green, secdeasitened to
the pedestal it rested upon. The inscription bénigatad “The
Messenger.”

As | closed my eyes, | felt the skin along my atmesome
numb, as if all sensation was being bled from th&ired... so
tired. | tried and blinked, yet the darkness reredjmmy lids felt
soft and sluggish, unresponsive. | was sitting dtvelt to be
a dirt floor, and around me, was the smell of coppgood
and... herbs? Why was | here? | came here to — wiist?
memory failed me, but | felt a growing panic begmnto well
up within me...

“Ah... awake now, are you? A-questioning all-a-done?”
The voice was an old woman's, thick and scratchyif & was
trying to force its way past a thick layer of duBty as | might,

I could not open my eyes and see the woman, et afshiver
of fear. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. letti to
respond, but all | could manage was a raggeak. | couldn’t
feel my tongue... and my eyes? What was wrong witteyes?

“Now, a-see me you did, a-spoke you did aodrly, so the
price have you paid, hmnnn?” The crone sounded ednuken
her tone dropped sharply. “No more of your questiarow you
will usten, and you will a-member my words, for in minding
me, you shallive.” She hissed. “Nod if you hear me, aoTHER
bit shall | a-take.” | hesitantly nodded.

“A-member me, traveler. A-member me to a stone, @ine
the pretty glimmers in your Festive hall — useikela cup,
pour what youfeel into it, and know this: A-member me to a
man who wears a skin of scars n’ tattoos, who seekmories
but has miss-placed them; if smart he is, he wibw the
knowing of me. Tell him to find me — or if | am not to be
found, tell him to come to the glimmer-stone, and shall
speak, my precious man and I.” The woman paused, lfssed
again. “nop if you a-hear me, ragged thing!” | hurriedly
nodded.

“Ah... pretty, polite to a-listen so long... when hentes to
the glimmer-stone, tell the man to speak name,and your
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pain shall not have been in vain...” The crone’s goiiled
off, as if distracted.

| tried to speak again, but there was only a siakgling
noise. What happened? Who was this person? Why lere
and | began to feel myself slip into unconsciousnes

“Ravel! Ravel, it is I'" | cried, suddenly regaimnsome
volition. There was a long moment of silence.

“Ahhh... my precious man.” There was the slow shnoffli
of feet, and ffelt a sharp pinprick in my left eye; | gasped, and
suddenly, barely, | coulske — with my one and only eye. | lay
in a gray hut, upon a dirty floor, where blood, togight-red
blood had seeped into the surrounding gray dustaits were
gone, my legs had been hacked off at the knees..Yefelt
numbed, and there was no pain... only fear. Theresea®one
above me, someone looking down on me... | looked up.

As | looked up through my bloody, blurred visionsdw a
horrid bluish gray face, grinning with yellowed kss “Ravel is
pleased —a-wondering | was if this messenger would make it,
for weakhe was when his hits were placed on my plate...” She
held up a talon in front of me, and impaled ontipeof it was
an eyeball — the right one. “Yet to the Festivd hal returned
it a-seems, and our time two-together has he shawmed now
you have come... success!” If | truly was speakingRevel,
there was so much | wanted to know.

“Ravel... | have many questions for you.”

The crone shook her head, my blurred vision sedinee
images at once; her grayish hair was like bramhdesting
down her shoulders. “No, only time for answers d&ewel
have, and she has no time to a-waste with yoursggesstions.
Know this, and in the knowing grow strong: you meisd me,
my precious man.” | was already trying to do exatihat.

“But how? | do not know —"

“Tchhh! | am beyond knowing, in a Lady's place. Now
shhh-and-a-listen to Ravel, for there is much yastnio — to
find me, a-three things must you do: find the ddavwpw the
key, thenunlockthe key.” | stammered out a question, asking
about the door.

“The door is not a finished thing... at least, whetagt
gazed upon it, hmnnn? But in the passing of tineehaps now
well-wrought it is. Go to the place of forges anede$ perhaps
there you will find the door that takes one to mel.Khew the
key was a piece of her, involved her daughter, How to
unlock it?
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“Unlock the key? What do you mean?”

“A-knowing the key isn~or enough, so Ravel thinks.
Knowing it and unlocking it, two tasks that mustjbmed... for
at times, a thing knows not its nature... but yourarestranger
to that...” Ravel cackled, a long, hideous cry thiéeéd my ears
with pain...

“Ravel... how am | talking to you, if this is someoekse’s
experience?”

“Of stones and experiences and telling will Rave] dut
not the telling of how she speaks to you now.” Sipeke
soothingly. “Many are the branchings and twistirgfsRavel,
and many are hesecrets. need you, and | need you knowing
of this.” | sensed she had given me all the help ansidered
sufficient, and would share no more. As | starteavill myself
to end the exeperience, she surprised me by makifigal
offer.

“Return — | will give what help | can...” Ravel gaegfinal
smile, a horrible, yellow fanged grin; a blackisingue darted
from her lips and lingered at the edge, teasingitiB the end,
only the one question remains...”

“What do you mean, Ravel?”

“Only one question, this | ask...” Ravel's eyes bthii&e
fires, the red light turning her face blood-red.H&¥ can change
the nature of a man?”

At the question, | felt a tremor pass through, likander,
and | felt myselburn... | quickly forced myself from the stone.
My vision cleared, until | was standing once aga@fore the
hideously green stone...it looked different than befenore...
horrid, somehow.

This time | had had enough. | left the Festhallfital a
place to sleep for the night.
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FALL-FROM-GRACE, PART Il

At an inn, we settled into our now customary slegpi
arrangements. | shared a room with Morte. Dak'kah &nnah

were together. Fall-From-Grace, who up to now lelcen a

room by herself, agreed to share it with Nordom.

| went into Fall-From-Grace’s room to talk to her,
pretending not to hear Morte’s comments. Once éredt her
room, | tried to ignore Nordom, who was in the aarrtalking
to his crossbows... or the clicking was his crossbtalldng to
him, | wasn’'t quite sure which. | decided to stayt asking
about something | had wondered since | had metHralh-
Grace.

“How did you come by the name ‘Fall-From-Grace?’ ”

“The meaning of names is a complicated subjectrdfe
much to be said, and a great deal that is befteurisaid.”

“Is Fall-From-Grace your real name?”

“Perhaps.” She smiled slightly. “Perhaps not. Thare
names which are given and names which are earnbd.i¥\to
say which is the real one?” The subject of names seanething
| had given considerable thought to recently. Theas almost
nothing | wouldn’t give to know my first name, thedrried by
my first incarnation.

“I think the name which is given carries the greateight.”

“That may be so. Why do you think that?”

“Because it is how people perceive you. And their
perceptions may outweigh your understanding of self.¥

Grace nodded. “Your point is well-taken.” So faredmad
avoided answering my question.

“So why are you called Fall-From-Grace?”

“Would it matter?” She smiled. “It is a given nafhe,
throwing my own answer back at me.

“It matters to me. | would like to know how you carno be
called that.”

“I have fallen from my people... some would say rifem
my people, perhaps, but ‘falfeels more right to me.” She
looked at me questioningly. “Does that make sense?”

“Yes, it does. After all, ‘fall' carries with it amnderlying
sense of loss.”
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Fall-From-Grace was silent for a moment, then nddde
thoughtfully. “Yes... perhaps that is why it felt asdid. I...
came to terms with the loss long ago, but the ndras
remained.” Came to terms? Although she obviously maich
practice in hiding her emotions, | had thought étedt a trace
of... anguish at times behind her words.

“Are you sure you've come to terms with it?”

Fall-From-Grace met my gaze, and | was once agaicks
by the brilliant shade of blue of her eyes... it wabulent, like
the ocean before a storm. “I had thought so. Yespeaking to
you, you have caused me to realize some thingse”s8filed.
“You have my thanks.”

“Well, if you want to talk about it, let me knowl aght?”

She nodded. “You are most kind. | will do so.” Shas a
fiend, what was commonly thought of as evil incéenat least
by birth. | wondered what she thought of her people

“And you are a tanar'ri?”

“That is correct. | am a lesser tanar'’ri, more #iedly, a
succubus.” She gave a soft sigh. “I'm afraid welréttle too
common in the Lower Planes and elsewhere for our gaod.
Most of my race spend their time seducing mortatk warious
pleasures of the flesh.”

“And you...?”

“I'd like to think that | have distanced myself finathat... it
is ultimately a trivial and non-productive way fone to spend
one’s time here in the multiverse. There is mucharto life,
wouldn’t you agree?” | was curious how she had agdshed
this distancing from her origins.

“How did you end up in Sigil?”

“It is a long tale, and not as interesting as sevoald make
it out to be.” She sighed. “It is intertwined irhet tales of war
and slavery — it is not a pleasant tale.”

“I would still hear it.”

“Very well... know my past is not a long one, at kebhyg
tanar’ri standards. The tanar'ri are a race of Alwgyss, a
staggered series of Planes filled with chaos andhearts. |
grew up upon the first plane of the Abyss. My mothas a
succubus herself — as I'm sure you are aware, butempt
mortals to bring their souls to the Abyss. My mothvas among
the finest, seducing countless mortal men to thearnal
damnation. She now dwells in the Abyss, selling ¢tdldren
into slavery.”

“Your mother sold you into slavery?”
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“Yes, she sold me to the baatezu, the blood eneafiése
tanar'ri. | think she rather expected that they ldadkill me —
despite her knowledge of other subjects, she knittresof their
culture and the delight they take in tormentingeost

“How did you escape?”

“The baatezu are a proud species. The thought a’ian
could best them at anything was intolerable to th&ao |
challenged one of the proudest of the balor to atest of
improvisation, and my tanar’ri nature afforded nmeaalvantage
— you see, the tanar'ri are creatures of chaosd waihd
unpredictable. The baatezu are more cunning, witterty
hearts. They understand improvisation, but theynateits best
practitioners. And thus, | won my freedom — and psth
brought me to Sigil.” Vrischika, the owner of theur®sity
Shop, had told me a different version of this tale.

“Vrischika doesn’t seem to care for you much.”

“No, she does not. | do not blame her. Vrischika tanar'ri
— a fiend, like |, but of a different sort — an dland. To
understand Vrischika, you must understand thatr'tamalture
is chaos, and chaos by nature, cares nothing fanefs or
justice. Alu-fiends are viewed as being... extranedighout
purpose. In many ways, it is worse than a deattesea.”

“What was that she was saying about you being tebaa
camp follower?”

“Surely you remember what | told you about my past?
Fall-From-Grace took on a curious expression... sened to
be studying me for a moment, trying to read myuesst. She
spoke, and her voice was quieter than normal. “Oroestter?”
It mattered, but not because | had any remainingbtdoabout
her. | felt concern over her, and wished some wfeahat she
had endured in the past.

“To me, yes. I'd like to know who | am travelingtini’

“In answer to your question, | will tell you thithe baatezu
are not human. Their lusts lie in power, not foe flesh, and
they care nothing for raping or rutting as humaoswtien they
hold another human prisoner. The torments of thatdza are
far more subtle and far more damaging thagviolation of the
flesh, and the scars last far longer. Is that wioat wished to
know?”

“Yes. | just wanted to know who it was | was tramgl
with.”

“I thought you knew already.” Fall-from-Grace irmadid her
head slightly. “I was mistaken.”
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Fall-From-Grace then asked me why | was askingtgpres
about the night-hag Ravel. | smiled slightly, sintevasn'’t
often sides switched and | was the one being ingated. Ravel
was an essential part of the enigma which was ray. pa

“l intend to seek her out.”

Grace raised an eyebrow. “Truly? | find myself cetigd
to ask why.”

“I need information that she has.”

“Is this information available from no one else?”

“I suspect that only Ravel possesses the knowlédged.”
Grace rested her hand lightly on my arm, and a@tcdconcern
was in her voice when she replied.

“Consider this — if Ravel does indeed exist, théae $s
extremely powerful and cunning. If a fraction oéthktories of
her activities are true, then she is a creaturehhsa discovered
new meanings of evil. To search for her is not astuo be
undertaken lightly.”

“I realize that.”

“Well, | have never met a myth. This should be guhe
outing.” She smiled. “Don’t you ever try doing ahiytg
boring?”

“I try not to... do you know anything else about R&Ve

“She was said to be one of the hags of the Grayt&Vaad
that she was believed to possess powers and angufisi
beyond those of her sisters. She came to Sigil &g and in
addition to the evils she committed during her staynor has it
that her actions threatened the Cage itself. Noga mimarily
exists only as fiction, a figure in children’s sex.” Grace
paused. “l imagine the Lady of Pain dealt with &grall threats
to Sigil are dealt with.” | knew Ravel had been ezl still
didn’t know much of her home, though.

“What is the Gray Waste?”

“A blighted plane that lies effectively ‘betweenaBtor and
the Abyss. It is frequently a battleground in tHedsl War.”

“Can you teach me anything of the Art, Grace?” d lhaen
curious of the magic she wielded since | saw it olestrated in
Rubikon.

Fall-From-Grace shook her head slightly. “No, | dot
believe so. The Art... and the disciplines | practiaee
different.”

“My ‘powers,” as you see them, stem from my faitiot
from manipulating energies as the Art does. The iarta
mechanismby which the power of the multiverse may be
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harnessed, through gestures, rituals and devicgs'pbvers’
come to me through a different means. My faith #renature
of my belief allows some of the multiverse to rdvitself to
me.”

“The nature of your belief? What do you believe’in?

“I believe in Experiencel believe there is a truth to the
multiverse... even if that truth is that there istnath at all. |
believe that the Planes are meant to be experieraret] the
more one experiences, in traveling, in joy, in p&immerriment
or in suffering, the more the multiverse reveadslitto you...”

“And the more you are revealed to yourself. My é&kln
the nature of Experience allows me to...” She pauseda
moment, thinking. “I suppose the best explanat®rhat my
faith allows me toseethings differently. When you see the
multiverse in such a way, you learn how to ‘chantpgs —
mending wounds, seeing a person’s heart, and se- qust by
willing them to happen.”

“Do you believe in Experience because of what hapgdo
you with the baatezu?”

Fall-From-Grace nodded. “I have thought long upbat,t
and | believe so, yes.” She looked at me questippiril think
it is because | am content what | have become, lashal not
think it would have been possible without experiegcthe
multiverse as | did.” | believed she was being toodest,
implying she was only the product of her experisnce

“I don't think it has anything to do with you exjpemcing
the multiverse... | think it's how you dealt with tlesperience
that was important.” Fall-From-Grace nodded slowaly my
words; she seemed thoughtful.

“There is truth in what you say.”

“l think there would have been many others who, nvhe
subjected to the experiences you were, would hawmlded.
You learnedfrom it, and you became stronger. It shows great
strength of will and of character.” Fall-From-Gragas looking
at me silently.

“...and | admire that about you. Not only the stréndiut
the ability to see such horrors as a way of becgrairbetter
person takes a strengtbw possess.” Fall-From-Grace smiled,
then nodded.

“I thank you. Your words are insightful and kindutB fear
that my strength of character is not as strong a®uld seem.
Yet | try to treat each experience as a new oppiytufor
learning.”
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“Do you ever use weapons?”

“No... there is seldom the need, and | find thatrirez bear
the touch of cold iron or even steel for long pési@f time. In
any event, | have a number of... natural defensestéimal to
discourage attackers.”

“Such as?”

“The kiss of a succubus is lethal to mortals — titothey
rarely realize the danger until their death is almgon them.”
Fall-From-Grace sighed. “l can resort to it where theed
arises.” | felt relaxed enough with her answersting up a
question personal to both of us.

“To be honest, | am curious as to your feelingsuainee.”

Grace gave a slight smile. “A lady must have herets.”
She had reached the limits of how close she walngiito
allow me. | suspected she had already allowed mgeclthan
she had let anyone else, at least for a long timendered at
the reason she kept up her barriers. Partly, it inesscars due
to her past. Also the knowledge that her kiss wdillca mortal
man, although | wondered if it would affect an inmtab...

“I'd like to know your thoughts on my situationgth” She
was silent a moment, then replied with a question.

“Do you know anything that might prove helpful?”

“Well, shadows keep coming to kill me — | have aliieg
they're following me, but | don’t know why.”

“Shadows?” Fall-From-Grace was silent for a moment.
“Shadows are shades of the dead. They do not ¢ehdrt, they
tend to lie in wait for victims. Curious.”

“Well, | think there’s someone out to murder me...nsach
so | built a tomb trap to try and kill them. Accarg to an
inscription in the tomb, he’s been coming after méar, well,
as long as my incarnations can remember, it seems.”

“Then... whoever the killer is, he’s lived a very tptime to
have pursued you so long.” She tapped her chim faoment.
“Could the killer be immortal as well?”

“Do you have any idea who or what | might be?”

Grace frowned in thought. “I freely admit that yaume
something of an enigma.” She smiled. “But | findclsu
mysteries intriguing. Shall we attempt to puzzlet qour
situation?”

“Yes.”

“First, while it is possible that you are a tiefliror some
rare crossbreed, my guess is that you are humanwer at
one time.”
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“All right... go on.”

“Your appearance is approximately a male in hidyear
thirties — the stitching and scar tissue make amcex
determination difficult.”

“Tell me about it... go on.”

“The key to your past is your memory, and it sedhat
certain locations, events and people trigger seggniiorgotten
memories. It would seem to be in your best interéstvisit as
many locations as possible and speak to as marsrsots
possible... in short, experience your universe as hmas
possible.”

“A Sensates’ advice, eh?” Fall-from-Grace replietihwa
bemused smile.

“I would not advise it if | did not practice it. Ahif you did
not already know it to be true.” | was interestacher insights
about my companions, and asked her about Morte.

“Morte is most peculiar... | have seen a great deamiy
life, but nothing quite like him. He behaves somatvlike a
mimir. Granted, there’s no denying he is knowledigeabut he
has a certain...” She sniffed the air and wrinkled rhese. “...
Baatorian smell about him.” She hesitated, as d¢kipg her
words carefully. “But he’s not a baatezu... at leaftany
variety I've encountered. The smell alone, howergkes me
treat the skull with caution.”

“And Morte is a mimir?”

‘I don't believe so. Morte lacks the silvery mettilat
mimirs customarily have. And he seems to have tiude of
his own. Such qualities are not present in conweati mimirs.”
Grace shrugged slightly. “Hmay be one, but he’'s unlike any
I've ever encountered.”

“l don’t believe Morte is a mimir, either.”

“Perhaps there is some test to verify his authintic but |
would not do one if you value him as a friend. diuydo, then
you must accept what he has told you.” | still didentirely
trust Morte. | thought he had my best interestsiind, but what
he and | thought of as my best interests didn'tensarily
intersect. In addition, he seemed inherently inbbgpaf telling
the absolute truth about anything. | asked aboutalimext.

“She is strong and capable, and she is quite passol
almost wish | had met her long ago and asked heotee to the
Brothel... perhaps things might have been differe@race
studied me for a moment. “What do you think of HeBPe
wasn’t the only one with barriers, and | defleded question.
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“I think she doesn’t care for you very much.”

“I would agree...” Grace smiled. “But | shall not Igbu
dodge my question so easily. What do you thinkesf?h Grace
wouldn’t give up, and | felt more comfortable taigito her
than anyone | could remem— well, that was a shiorg,tbut |
needed to talk to someone.

“Well, | think | could fall in love with her.” | loked away
from Grace as | said this, since she was someormelwbuld
imagine falling in love with as well.

“You might wish to tell her so,” she said in a leveice,
not acknowledging in any way my discomfort.

“I don’t know... | seem to leave thisreckagewherever |
go, with Deionarra especially, and the lives of enth I've
touched. It might be best to leave well enoughealon

“Deionarra was the woman in the sensory stone rjitg
was she not? The one who loved your previous iratem?” |
hesitated to answer Grace. | also felt uncomfoetatalking
about Deionarra, since | felt much closer to Deiomaor at
least the shade that was all that was left of fedter
experiencing the sensory stone.

“Yes, she was. | did something terrible to her, buhow
not what.”

“To that, | would say this — love may move the Rian
themselves when it is strong and true, and thenetising truer
in all of my experiences than the truth deelsabout another.”
| decided this was enough talk about the womenyirifa, and
| proceeded to ask her opinion of another of my gamons.

“Dak'’kon?” Grace raised an eyebrow. “He's most
uncommon for a githzerai.” | already likely knew athshe
would say, but | was curious how perceptive she rggarding
him.

“Really? In what way?”

“Well, he obeys you. That alone would mark him as a
pariah among his people. His entire race were staees, and
even thereminder of servitude to them is... distasteful.” |
decided to tell her briefly how that came to be.

“Yes, he made a promise to me long ago to serventiel
died. It was after | saved his life, and he did kuaw that | was
immortal.”

“Truly? As a githzerai... he must be suffering, indeow
did you save his life?”

“After he fell from Shrakt'lor, one of my previous
incarnations came to him as he lay dying in Liminol gave
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him the Unbroken Circle of Zerthimon, that religiotext he
has.”

“If I may ask, do you knowvhy the incarnation saved his
life?”

“I think | saved him because of Hiarachblade.”

“Curious,” said Fall-From-Grace. “You know, a blattet
reflects the will of the wielder is a potent weapbthe wielder
knows himself.”

“Perhaps that is why | saved him, then. Is thenghang
else you can tell me about Dak'kon?”

“Dak’kon approaches everything in an orderly fashio
Again, most curious for a githzerai. They tend te b
unpredictable — they follow their impulses rathbart plan.”
This was something | hadn’t consciously noticedobef |
wondered if it was a result of his slavery?

“Anything else?”

“He seems a most pious githzerai and a steadfast al
Finally, | asked her regarding my newest compartioa former
modron.

“Nordom is a rogue modron. Even though some trades
chaos have worked their way into his system, hstilk an
extremely logical, ordered creature. This logic tenof great
help in one’s travels. Furthermore, if he perceiyes as a
leader, then he will be unquestioningly loyal.” @reanother
slave, | thought as she continued.

“Troubles may arise should Nordom be faced with any
social situation requiring etiquette... such things aot well
understood, even by normal modrons.” She pausewotlld
offer you some advice concerning Nordom, if you idokhiear
it.”

“Of course. What is it?”

“Nordom’s existence has been shaken — the morehgtu
him make sense of his situation, his place in thésty’'s
hierarchy, and what led him to the state he is may help him
to focus himself better. It is a thought.”

| considered her advice, and decided | might a$ tatd to
Nordom now. | was uncomfortable at the thought régure
could force him to unquestioning loyalty to me, that didn't
mean | was going to abandon him. Perhaps in time hi
individuality would more fully develop, and he wdulbe
capable of making his own choices.
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Nordom had left the room while | was talking to Gea
although | was sure he was not sensitive enoudtate left to
give us privacy.
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| went into the hallway, seeing Nordom with Morteverhead
Morte asking Nordom a question.

“Psst. Hey Nordom. Calculate the easiest way fortme
‘snuggle with Annah'’s pillows,” okay?”

Morte looked innocently at me as | walked overatk to
Nordom, who was staring at his crossbows inteniie
crosshows were making a variety of clicking noidest one,
then the other, as if conversing. This curious eosation led
me to my first question.

“What are you doing with your crossbows?”

“Attention, Nordom: required!” Nordom turn-swiveleid
me, stuttered in mid-path, then re-oriented himat aklank.
“Response to Query: Action being performed on cimssB
Submit Request for Clarification: Null crossbowsgent.”

“Oh, really? What do you call those two -klickintgHngs in
your hands?”

“Response: Two kricking- objects held in opposable
digits.” Nordom raised his riveted fingers and wauee two
crossbows, which suddenly startdikking andtwanging,as if
in irritation. “Response: Objects = Gear spirits.”

“Gear spirits? What do you mean?”

“Query: Define: Gear spirits. Response: Gear spirit

“Yeah, but whatare gear spirits?” Morte moved closer to
me to get my attention, and spoke up.

“Chief, as much fun as this is, prying a bar stoot of a
baatezu’s rear might prove more worthwhile tharlinat our
bone-boxes with this stupid polygon.”

“Do youknow what gear spirits are, Morte?”

“Chief, | have no idea what this cube is rattlingabout.” |
couldn’t resist getting a dig in at his expense.

“l thought you were theexpert on the Planes.” | had
obviously touched Morte’s pride, as he quickly regl

“Wh — | know more thanyou, you staggering, guttural
amnesiac! ‘Sides, here’s three more bits of knogdetb rattle
around in that empty brain-box of yours: one, thare no
experts on the Planes, two, I'm the closest thingrte you're
going to find, and three, treat me with some respaty? See
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the second reason.” | looked away from Morte, baock
Nordom.

“I'm curious, Nordom... how did you end up in RubiSn

Nordom chrrruped. “Query requires submitting of
Chronology: Shall Nordom submit chronology?”

“Yes, | would like to know.”

“Orders received at initiation of Rubikon projeBteparture
from Plane/Mechanus. Stage First: Arrival at Deston:
Plane/Limbo. Stage Second: Parameters dictated by
Superior/Creative Director: Shaped matter of Pldnmbo) to
test hypothesis. Rubikon dungeon constructed.”

“Superior/ — Director of ‘Create’ — lost in fieldest.
Chronology disrupted upon achievement of Stage r&gcthird
Stage (disruption) occurs, not part of projectdires.”

“What was this field test?”

“Superior/ — Director of ‘Create’ — field test: Sating
perimeters of Rubikon (Difficult) Dungeon construtb
determine: Variances. Many deviations detected:orgrr
considerable.” Nordom gave a low whine and shutkhés with
aklik. “Director of ‘Create’ not return from field test.”

“What happened to him?”

“Citing/Rubikon Wizard/Megalomaniac Declaration of
Freedom: Creative Director encountered Error: Romik
Wizard. Hypothesis: Director discounted strength esfor.
Sought to correct aberrance in Rubikon Wizard. Resu
Director = Nulled.”

“What happened during this third stage?”

“Third Stage, unprecedented: Nordom-specific stage.
Hypothesis: Lack of Director, plus Exposure to Rlqnhaos)
resulted in perspective of /Nordom/ to deviate froonm.”

“Nordom, whatare modrons?”

There was &lik-klik-klik as Nordom executed a rapid series
of blinks, then hehrrruped. “Query: Modron, what is? Define:
Modron? | am modron.”

“Yes, but whais a modron?”

“Query: Modron, Defined: Modron, | am a modron,
Answered.” The shutters over Nordom'’s eléiked close a few
times, and his ‘eyes’ contracted to points. “NeweQu—
"Modron, But whats? Define: But what is Modron? Modron is
Nordom. Backward Nordom = Modron.” Morte buttedaigain,
obviously impatient with my questioning.
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“Aighhhh! For the sake of the Powers and my saruty, it
out! He's going to snap a crank if you keep askiirg that over
and over!”

“Well, | wanted to know the answer, and | was geftit
from him.”

“Look, chief, normaL modrons barely understand anything
beyond their basic tasks, and this stupid polygerefis fresh
off the Planes to boot. Don't confuse the cube,right? At
least, not while he’s armed. You want to know abmodrons,
ask me, not him.”

“All right, Morte... what can you tell me about modis®”

“It's like this, chief: Modrons are these stupidogeetric
shapes that clank around on their home plane, Mecha—
they're really tidy, orderly, and they'd like thest of the
multiverse to be, too. That's why they're such pgst

“What's wrong with trying to make the multiverse rao
orderly?”

“Because, chief, chaos has its place. And if evéng was
the way amodronsees things, it wouldn’t be much of a life... at
least a life I'd want to live. They just want to keaeverything
structured.Yechhhh.”

“I agree; chaos has it's place... too much law, artivall
stagnate. Look, | had some other questions for dord” |
wondered about Nordom's plane of origin. “Tell mboat
Mechanus, Nordom.”

Nordom froze, then slowly the gears in his elbowegdn
turning in a slow, hypnotic synchronization. “DefiQuery:
Mechanus. Plane of Order. Sense. Cause generafest. Ef
Predictable. Law. Logic. Regimented. Obedience.r&earn.
Mechanus = Nordom Origin. Mechanus = Null Home/Naond’
Morte, stung by my earlier criticism, amplified.

“Mechanus? Boring in every sense of the word, chief
Imagine a plane filled with modrons and big turngegrs, and
you have the great bigoring plane of Mechanus. Too many
laws, too annoying. A place you wouldn't even wémtthink
about, let alone visit.” Fall-From-Grace had by nalso come
out into the hall, and added her knowledge to threrersation.

“Modrons share a common ‘energy.’ In some wayss thi
energy links all of them. When one of them dies, énergy is
absorbed back into the common pool, and a new modro
created from that energy. When a modron goes... rogtien
he severs the link from his kind and takes a sipaitt of the
energy with him.” Morte glared at Fall-From-Grace.
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“Do you mind?I had the answer covered, thank ybm the
font of information hereyor you, all right?” Fall-From-Grace
nodded slightly.

“My apologies, Morte. | did not mean to offend.”

| decided to ignore this byplay, since anythingaidswas
likely to only make Morte madder. | instead askedrtd a
question.

“So you're saying that Nordom is part of this Sayrbut
he's cut off from it. And when a modron dies, threy're-
absorbed. Will Nordom be?” Morte nodded.

“And if he dies, another Nordom is created.”

“Eh... no.”

“What happens?”

“Well, they'll take his energy, chief, and theydpit out
another modron, but it won't be Nordom, becauses het
really a modron anymore; he’s got too much of the Planes i
him. They'll make a non-Nordom replacement.”

“So... in turning rogue, he's become... mortal?” Morte
paused for a moment before replying.

“Well... yeah, you could put it like that. | meanhié hadn’t
had his little rogue rebellion, then he'd be fingf.he died,
another modron would pop up just like him. But sinike
became ‘backwards’ — well, that part’s going tolbst when
he dies.”

| considered Nordom again. As a modron, and aivelgt
low level one at that, his knowledge outside Mecisamust be
very limited. But even a modron should have hedrédame
things, and | asked about a subject anyone who lafesther
planes should be familiar with. | was curious t@ahehat he
would have to say.

“Nordom, do you know anything about the Blood War?”

“Define: Blood War. The largest conflict in recodde
history. Underlying cause of war: ideological diffaces
between baatezu — law and tanar’ri — chaos. Qeadifiof
War: Racial Genocide. Prospect of War ending unissy
baatezu and/or every tan'nari is exterminated is
0000000000000000000001%. Primary Combatants: Baatez
Tanar'ri. Participants in war: All.”

“Tell me about the Baatezu.”

“ aka, ‘Fiends, Devils.” Information incomplete: Generic
Descriptor, Baatezu. Inhabitants of the Plane: &a&tumbers:
Incalculable. Primary Attack Form: Dependent on teas
Immunities: Fire, Cold Iron, Poison. Physical TsaiDependent
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on sub-race, majority exhibit resistance to cols/dersonality
Traits: Lawful, Evil, Manipulative, Efficiency: 73%

“Tell me about the Tanar'ri.”

“ aka, ‘Fiends, Demons.’ Information incomplete: Generic
Descriptor, Tanar'ri. Inhabitants of the Plane: AbyNumbers:
Incalculable. Primary Attack Form: Depends on catgg
Immunities: Lightning, Fire non-magic, Poison. Phgk Traits:
Dependent on sub-race, majority exhibit resistatacecold,
magical fire, gas. Personality Traits: Chaotic, | EEificiency:
13%.” Enough pointless questions. | had avoideddinimg the
subject Grace had suggested long enough.

“Uh... how are you doing, Nordom?”

“Introspective cycle commencing.” Nordokiiked his eyes
closed and began tummmmA few moments later, his eyes
klikedopen.

“Introspective Evaluation: Perceptions have becofhe
smaller and (B) louder. Wings have been replacatl aims:
reason unknown. Suspicion/hypothesis: not liked gath
Speculation. Nordom was oncs\e- but is now smaller, louder
-onel-  Change has resulted in information-processing
difficulties.” | decided to see if | could help hiby filling the
missing hole in his hierarchy.

“Actually, Nordom, Rubikon still has a Director —enf

Nordom stared at me for a moment in silence, thelow
whrrrr came from inside his frame and Ikéiked. | wasn’t
certain, but it sounded like something clicked ipkace.

“Uh... you all right, Nordom?”

“Status Updated: Creative Director now re-affirmed
hierarchy.” To my surprise, some of the warblingl lgone out
of Nordom’s voice; it was more level, more contdllthan it
was before. The effect was a little unnerving.

“What sorts of tasks did the Creative Director gski to
do?”

Nordom'’s shuttersvhrrred down over his eyes, as if he was
thinking. “Task Routine: Evaluation/Forward-Scoudiér:
Assigned perimeter of Rubikon project to evaluatalogue,
tidy, then report. Report includes: In-in-in-tegrit
Evaluations/Extermination of Project Errors/Waywatgm
Recovery of Un-Tidiness.”

“Integrity evaluations?”

“Repeated word choice confirmed (Echo?): Interygrit
evaluation. Evaluation intended to detect flaws Rnbikon
project, catalogue them, then /repair/ such flalNature of
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Multiverse and nature of Plane: Limbo compromisesikon
Project.”

“How does the, uh, Multiverse... and Limbo... comprognis
the Project, exactly?”

“Properties of Multiverse: — Cracks — Seals — Crack
Again — Flaws Created. Creates “portals"/conduitsspace.
Frequency: Pattern Indeterminate. Solution: Unkndwimere
was assssas a small trace of steam rose from one of Nordom’s
vents. “Nordom cannot repair/seal cracks. CurretdtuS:
Nordom is limited to: perception of cracks.”

“Hold on a minute. You can see ‘cracks’ in PlanBspals?
How?”

“Ability to detect portals: 80-90% Percent. Maximum
Distance of Perception Varies According to Flaw/Mea
Distance = Y+78...” A bewildering series &fiks came from
Nordom, as if a parade of snapping beetles werechiray
around inside his body. “Nordom must approach witiein feet
of portal. Margin of Error: +/- 5th of Foot. Willosind off if
near portal.” | asked about another of his tasks.

“Extermination of errors?”

Nordom’s normal warble dropped to a wavering murmur
“Errors: Many. All constructs in Rubikon Projecteain error
and exist in dis-obeyance with Creative Directord aall
personnel of Rubikon project. Order issued: Ertbeg persist
in dis-obeyance are to be rescinded. Obstacle:dvombt up to
specifications of task without suffering Null State

“So you couldn't stop these rogue constructs byrseld...
at least without being torn gear from gear?”

“Affirmatory. Null State counter-productive to coiefion
of task.”

“Well, maybe if they'd given you better weapons...”

The crossbows in Nordom’s hand bedgdikity-klikking and
ta-wanginglike a pair of strange insects. He listened to tfiem
a moment, then glanced at me. “My crossbows wisfiléoa
query followed by thirty-three pleas for help: ‘Ammition
limited by suggestions of creator.” Do you wishpt@vide new
specifications for them?”

“Sure... well, how about something like... | don't knew
a pyramid-shaped head, except the head splitshirte when it
hits something?”

There was a suddagring from Nordom'’s crossbows and a
sheaf of crossbow bolts begin spitting out fromirtheps,
arcing into the air. Two panels opened up on Nordasites,
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and the crossbow bolts sailed into them with deratine after
the other. After streaming out ten or so, the dyoes were
silent. | had a strange feeling they were exhausted

“Maybe they should rest for a while... look, what abthe
task Wayward Item Recovery?”

“Affirmatory. Items appear in maze that were naggemt in
original design of Rubikon Project. They must behgeed,
catalogued, evaluated and stored to prevent imesrée.
Modrons are sent out to retrieve them and seceara.th

“Hmmm. Did you find anything during your last trip?

“Affirmatory.”

“Can you give me what you found?”

“Affirmatory.” There was a moment of silence, théme
shutters slowly descended over Nordom's eyes. Thea® a
tkk-tkk-tkkfrom inside his frame, followed by whrrr-klik. A
hatch opened up in Nordom’s left side, and he redobver
with his free hand and passed off several objeotsme,
including a stream of copper coins.

“Hmmmm. Nordom... out of curiosity, what sort of dasi
is the Creative Director responsible for? And houcido you
have to obey him?”

A slow tkkk-tkkk-tkkkbegan building in Nordom — like a
clock about to explode. “Response: ResponsibilifeBirector:
(A) Integrity-Maintenance of Rubikon Project, (2)rder-
Issuance to Rubikon battalion/work group. Periodlbéyance
in accordance with Nordom obedience: Until Rubikmoject
halted, Creative Director = Nordom’s superior.”

“So... you'll do whatever | tell you?”

“Affirmatory”

“Well, then, | have some orders for you...” | had retfy
good idea of how I could help him, if he would olray orders
literally. “Nordom, | want you to focus on clearimgut any
excess baggage from your memory and use it to wepyour
logic and introspection routines.”

“Affirmatory.” There was a moment of silence, théme
shutters slowly descended over Nordom's eyes. Thea® a
tkk-tkk-tkkfrom inside his frame, followed by a low grinding
noise. The grinding noise turned into a metalliesching, as
panels opened up in Nordom'’s sides, and... excesggdme”
started flying out, and | tried to catch each piasét flew out.
Nordom settled for a moment, then his elised open. “Order
processed.” My first order had gone well. Now tg for a
greater change.
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“Nordom, | order you to listen to me. | have sorhgs |
want to say to you.”

Nordom froze. “Awaiting. Talk.”

“l order you to bewore than you can be, Nordom. | order
you to become stronger, faster and more focused yba've
ever been. know you can do this, becausedLieve you can do
this.”

Nordom stared at me in silence. His crossbows hsal a
fallen still.

“Now repeat the following words: ‘| am a strong mond.’

‘I am a fast modron.’ ‘I am a powerful modron.” ‘M@reative
Director believes in me.” 'l am focused for my Qiter.” Come
on, repeat it.”

Nordom spoke, but his voice no longer carried thetattic
wobble | heard before: It was flat. Focused. Emuéss. “l am
a strong modron. | am a fast modron. | am a powanfadron.
My Creative Director believes in me. | am focused My
Director.” | focused all my will into what | tolditm next.

“Now reeL those words, Nordomsecome stronger.secome
faster. secove more powerful. Let that energy within you
surraceand use it to make yowroom.”

Nordom continued to stare at me, but | cotdel my words
taking hold — | could feel just apark, just aspark of the
energy inside of him... if | could coax it out... bririgto the
surface...

“Come on, Nordom... Strength. Speed. Power. Focus.”

“arrirvATORY.” The pupils of Nordom's eyes suddenly
klikedand became brilliant, white dots, like tiny sungs Rands
raised above his head, in a curious flying motiand then
settled back to his sides... when they descendedddxor
seemed more... definite. Sharper to my senses, sameho
Something had¢hanged Given time, | doubted Nordom would
need my belief to sustain his new persona.

“orper processen’ Nordom blinked, and suddenly settled
into himself with aklank. A small wisp of steam rose from one
of his vents; his voice seemed uncharacteristiadlgp, like he
was speaking from within a huge stove, then resuitsatbrmal
tone. “O-o0-o-rder processed.”

Annah came out into the hallway, no doubt wondevigt
everyone else was doing talking rather than sleg@is soon as
she appeared, Nordom faced her.

“Annah! Morte wants to ‘snuggle with your pillows.’
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As Nordom spoke, Morte rolled his eyes and frafitica
stage-whispered to him, “Shut up! Shut up!!”

“Oh, I'll give yeh somethin’ to snuggle up to! EBjiAnnah
glared at Morte as she spoke.

| suggested it was time everyone got some sleeptdred
my room, and examined the junk | had gotten fronrddm.
There was a mirror, which | determined was magiCal. one
piece of clockwork junk was inscribed symbols, noabi
symbols. They were similar to the writing on magiserolls,
and | found | could decipher them.

The heavy gear that | had pulled from the twisteabsnof
junk held the last algebraic ruminations of EnolaEwho was
apparently the recently disintegrated Creative @me of
Rubikon. Inscribed upon this twisted gear was a mlem
mathematical equation the modron discovered whikngting
to calculate the permutations of the Rubikon méasas likely
the presence of Limbo had an impact on his thoughépiring
the narrow-minded modron to think of something blotitliant
and extremely dangerous. What was written was cioseigh
to a magical scroll that | found | could copy itrtty spell book,
and | determined to try this new spell at the fagportunity.

Enoll Eva? | wondered if it meant something backdsar
like Nordom? No, nothing.
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DODECAHEDRON JOURNAL

The next morning, | knocked on Grace’s door toisshe and
Nordom were ready to go. Grace assured me they, vasick
they both joined me in the hall. Nordom suddenljveted, and
looked at Grace.

“l estimate Fall-From-Grace to be found attractbse the
male sex of over 321,423 separate species. Gitakefrfive.”

“Oh? Does that include Modrons?” Grace asked.

“I am no longer able to answer that question. | rox
know.”

| indicated to Nordom he should join the others wiere
waiting for us in the main room of the inn. We wa¢d Nordom
move off down the hall. Grace turned and smilechet

“I must confess, Nordom is quite possibly the cutite
rogue modron | have ever encountered.”

| had earlier been told a linguist lived in thisrdiaand |
decided to look him up in the faint hope he mightdble to
help me decipher the journal | had found. | askeslad the
Clerk’s Ward for a while, until | found someone whkiew of
the linguist, named Finam, and where he lived.

When | found Finam, he was at first unwilling tdgheout |
convinced him | solely needed his assistance iprofessional
capacity. | unfolded the dodecahedron journal fpage with
writing on it, and asked if he could translateHe took the
unfolded dodecahedron in his hands and examingdsely.

“This language is a long-dead one, known to vityuab-
one. | believe my father — a linguist, like myself knew this
language, and may well have been the only mangi &i the
time that could understand it. | recognize it frbia notes, but |
cannot translate it.” There had to be some wayanostate the
journal. With enough work perhaps | could do it,hié had
retained his father’s notes.

“Do you have those notes, still?”

“They'll be of no use to you if you're looking toahslate
anything... and the few actual books he had pertgitinthat
language disappeared around the time of his murtetieve.”

“Your father was murdered?”
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“Strangled, he was. He had left to tutor someonehe—
taught various languages to supplement his reséacoime —
and was discovered dead in a side-chamber of théc Ci
Festhall. The killer was never found. This was someh...
perhaps fifty years ago, now. | was but a child.”

“He knew the language, though, and could teach it?”

“Surely he did and could, were he alive today. Myhér
was said to be a great teacher.” Finam sighed sélihg his
skill with language, but not his patience for othesadly.” He
father might not be entirely out of reach, at leadtto me.

“Is he... interred at the Mortuary?”

“Why, no... his ashes are kept here.” He pointed bocaze
urn sitting atop a cabinet beside a bouquet of Ipuiipwers.
“Why?” A wry smile crossed Finam’s lips. “A necrage, are
you? Speak with the dead?” He suddenly frownedsdie no
wish to speak of these things any longer. Youllehto excuse
me, sir... farewell.”

Finam had been joking, but if only he knew. | hadried
my abilities on a pile of ashes, but | didn’t seleyvthe state of
the corpse should matter. Ignoring Finam, | moveerdo the
urn, blocking sight of it from the rest of the roevith my body.
I removed the urn’s top, and used my Stories-Baradken the
ashes inside.

The ashes seemed to stir faintly as if moved bybnmeath.
A far-away voice whispered up from within the ufhy, why
have | been summoned to these ashes, cold anégiég heart
of a hag?”

“To answer some questions, spirit...”

“Ask, then, so that | might return to my most quiet
thoughts...”

“Who were you?”

“I was Fin, a linguist and scholar. | was murdered
murdered! — by a student of mine... murdered so Itwaiuld
not teach another the language that | taught hime. tbngue of
the Uyo, it was, one of the rarest in the multieersknew of
none who spoke it, save myself and that one, dalnab
murderous student...”

| described to him the writing from the folding
dodecahedron, asking if he knew the language.

“I could teach you this language, yes... it wouldgsie me
to do so, in fact, if only to spite that bloody-ldad student of
long ago. First, tell me what languages gmspeak...”
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As the spirit spoke to me of the lost languagehef tyo,
there was a throbbing sensation in my temples ase@mory
began to surface... memories of this language. llezttetters,
words, phrases, until — like a Spire-wind blowingag the
blanket of poisonous smog over the Great Foundrythe-
language was once more revealed to me in its gntire

There was another memory, though, bubbling to the
surface... a darker one. Its presence troubled meelsom
filled me with unease and unexplained pangs ot guil

At last, | recalled Fin Andlye himself. | rememberais
gentle voice, his kind manner, his schooling mehim ancient
language of the Uyo. | also remembered my scagadrled
hand wrapped around his frail throat, crushing laignx and
thus ensuring that the secret contents of my jduradidden
and thrice-trapped in a dodecahedral puzzle-boxpamthed in
the obscure language of the Uyo — would be foreade from
prying eyes...

Another death | was responsible for. There walg littould
do now, but that little I owed the spirit to which was
conversing.

“Fin... I must tell you... it was me who murdered you.”

The spirit was silent for a time, the ashes rugtlgoftly
within their urn. When it spoke once more, its eowas full of
sorrow. “But... why... and why would come to me oncerefo
Did youforgetwhat you had been taught?”

“No... well, yes. It is difficult to explain, but inust have
been a former ‘self’ of mine that murdered you. liEtime | die,
I reawaken, as if from long sleep... but having fargo
everything... who | was, or what I'd done...”

“l think | understand... | sense your regret, and ldou
forgive you. May peace be with you, pupil of oldidamay you
prove kinder in this life than in the one which saw end to
mine...” The spirit, as he must have been in lifeswauch
gentler than | deserved.

“Thanks, Fin. Farewell.” | came to myself again, fiod
Grace spinning an unconvincing tale of temporaryalyais,
which failed to explain why the lid was off the uMdo doubt
Finam would have called the Harmonium guard if fusther
charismatic manner.

| was too full of what | had just learned to pay ahu
attention to Finam, and left his house without advd sat down
against a wall in an alley adjacent to his house, pulled out
the dodecahedron journal.



316 Dodecahedron Journal

| hefted the cold, gray dodecahedron up to exaniine
carefully, now aware of the various deadly trapleid for the
incautious user and how to avoid them entirely. iRgearned
the dead language of the Uyo, | was at last abletdpher its
contents...

The tablet turned out to be a journal of sorts... kegt by
some prior incarnation of myself, it would seem e aot an
altogether sane one, either. | thought it must heeen kept by |
what | thought of as the ‘paranoid’ incarnationefédwere only
a handful of completely coherent sections, as Wiseal through
it.

The whispers are not the shadowsinc. They arespeaking
PLOTTING TALKING tO each other. | can understand some of what
they say.

More about the shadows that dogged my steps. |oadad
the journal.

The book tells me things, whispers things. It tefis to
avoid the ghost girl, avoid hemont know HErR and sherorvenTs
me.

Deionarra, obviously.

And so IswaLLowep it, hoping it'dcatcH in my BoweLs. | can
make someoneemove it when | need to.

| had already removed that ring, hard to believehad
stayed put for fifty years.

| have learned thaty LiFe 1s NoT My own. | will not allow
you have my life...

you will have to pull my life from mysroken sopy if you
want it...

It's you who will b, if | cannot have iterHer will you.

YOU ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR THIS TREASON OF FLESH, YOU WILL NOT
LIVE TO LIVE MY LIFE.

| had already encountered the results of this madan
incarnation’s life several times, especially thaps he had left
for his other ‘traitor’ selves.

The accursedartoos will not leave myskin! | have tried to
burn them off of my skin —raiep, failed! | try andcrLoak
myself, but | always feel that people ateabine my FLEsH,
reading me like @ook. Whenever theyook at me Iwant T0
TEAR THEIR EYES ouT pluck them from their sockets an@usHTHem
BENEATH MY HEEL...

More paranoid ranting.

WHY CAN'T | DREAM?!
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| used the Goblet of Semir to forcevaxing pream. | saw a
HAG. ShetempTED Me, THREATENED Me WithsHabows! | have never
seen her, but she came whemdeavt. | mustnor dream again. |
must always b@ware. | DESTROYEDTHE GOBLET.

She says she is someonerofier and that she wilkave
me, will enp Me. Get awayrac! Stayrar from me! Leave me in
peace | wantnotHing to do with you!

Her voice reeked of evil'sacons, talons likespioers they
BURROWED iNto my gray matter, and | needed ber of my minp.
out! our, hag!

She was auyTtH, araRry TALE Who alonecHaLLENGED the Lapy
or paN! How can onesicHt someone who isavtH? | don't have
the weapons | need weapons that wilii. her should sheino
ve. | need astraTeGY SO she cannot defeat me when sbiges
For ME. | mustpevisg, andrHink — | shallseat her.

So Ravel had been trying to reach me for at léfhgtylears.
I hoped she hadn’t gotten too impatient.

Fearnaves. names have power in identitywames can be used
aswearons by otHers They are aiook that can be used taack
YOU FIND YOU HUNT You across the Planes. RemaismeLess, and
you shall besare.

A passage that was the same as one written ondhenw
the tomb | found in the Drowned Nations.

| went to the Festhall, looking for the path of myse seLr
in its halls. SasLarinGg Was it, that those | did netow, theraLse
ones,weLcoMmep me into their confidence, treated me agianb,
showed memy roowm, attended to mweeps. | had to restrain
myself from launching out against them. That wodde been
premature. First, | needed taotect my ibentiry. | found one
who knew the exclusive language of the Uyo, leariteab |
could, thenkiteo him. Then | went to the sensorium and
prepared t@no the matter. Soon, soon...

| already knew of the murder of Fin, and the trappe
sensory stone; for that matter, | had found thigral in ‘my’
room in the Festhall.

There isnotHing he can do. Memories akng, he says,
NEVER tO return. He says/lies and tells me this is winattold
me! Les! He says my mind iseakening from every deathlies!
He sat theresetraving my conripENce With every turn.

He says that only afteiree MORE DEATHS, THREE MORE LIVES
will | gain the benefit of keeping my memories, bhat I,
myseLr, | will oie when | die.oie! How can one be immortal and
still be?! He could not answer, so he wasvofuse. | BUTCHERED
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him so that no other incarnation will ever bendfiam his
USELESSNESS

Could this explain why | retained my memories ewéren |
died? If so, then in a sense, this ‘paranoid’ ination was
responsible for my life.

So thesHasTLY HEADS Said:

vou have beemwibep. you areone of many men. (One in
many MEN?) You bear manyames; each has left their scars on
your flesh...

LOST ONE

IMMORTAL ONE

INCARNATION’ S END

MAN OF A THOUSAND DEATHS

THE ONE DOOMED TO LIFE

RESTLESSONE

ONE OF MANY

THE ONE WHOM LIFE HOLDS PRISONER

THE BRINGER OF SHADOWS

THE WOUNDED ONE

MISERY-BRINGER

YEMETH

vyou are silvered glass that hasackep and the pieces
scattered across history

onLy onE pieceis Of import. Regain that, and youe will be
yours again. There will be a price. This price vidlly you a
chance. Without the chance, you atewep...

YOU HAVE LOST THAT WHICH IS NEVER MEANT TO BE SEPARATED FROM
MAN. YOUR MORTALITY HAS BEEN STRIPPED FROM YOU. LOST. IT EXISTS,
BUT YOU MUST FIND IT BEFOREYOUR MIND IS LOST TO YOU AS WELL.

My mortality stripped from me? What could that m@an

A Lecacy, the note read, FORGET NOT TO COLLECT YOUR
Lecacy,” and a smaltooe scratched beside it: 51-AA...

A TraP, NO doubt, set by yet another of mwyse secves. I'll
see itbestrovep, | will.

A legacy. | already knew of another one left by dwirra.
There was still a chance they were available. et the last
coherent journal entry.
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ADVOCATE IANNIS

As | put the journal away, | heard a voice yell atime.

“You'll ‘pike off quick if you know what's good fo you.
Get out of here!”

| looked up to see a group of what passed for thinighe
Clerk's Ward. | got up, and approached the one \kad
spoken. The young but well-muscled ‘thug’ — whilertainly
well armed and large enough to be dangerous — skeme
awfully clean for a typical street tough. He wasrgiag a
massive axe in one hand. As | neared him, he puiffednd
scowled at me.

“What are you looking at, ‘sod?’ ‘Pike off,’ befol&ve to
‘scrag’ you!” Annah looked at the thug in disbelief

“‘Scrag?! What in the nine Planes o’ Baator aeh yalkin’
about, yeh idjit? Scrag's nagged, nipped, yanked thg
Hardheads, yeh clueless, addle-coved berk.”

He glared daggers at Annah, but said nothing. ldrou
refrain from commenting on his appearance, so rdiffefrom
the thugs | had met, and killed, in the Hive.

“You seem a little well-groomed for a thug.”

“Stop shaking your ‘bone-box,” leatherhead! Thisniy
territory and you'll be leaving it quick, if you dd want my
‘bloods’ to tear you apart!” Annah snickered, simakher head.

“Rattle, yeh sod. Rattlin’ yer bone-box, it is. ko like ta
see how long yeh'd last dropped smack in the middlthe
Hive, actin’ as yeh are...” Annah turned to me. “Cimtet’s be
off. No use wastin’ our time with this wee-stemmiedsher
would-be.” The thug'’s face flushed angrily as heagired his
teeth in frustration.

“That's it — you've ‘piking’ asked for it! Get hinloods!”
He raised his axe and leaped to attack.

The fight was extremely short. These ‘bloods’ héainty
never met any real opposition before, and those ditho't have
the sense to flee were soon lying on the grounattesged with
their own gore.

Nordom had stayed in the back during the battl®ygukis
crosshows. Annah, meanwhile, not having the oppdstuo try
her usual sneak attack from behind had been fightiimost
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directly in front of him. After the battle ended idom asked a
question which had evidently been puzzling him miyrihe
fighting.

“Annah, does your tail assist you in maintaininguyo
balance?”

“No, it's fer scratchin’ me back, yeh soddin’ box!”

“Yes, that is quite logical.” Annah only sigheddisgust.

Several people had described a prominent advochte w
lived in the ward. He might have information on e
legacies | was interested in. Even if he didn’t,umgloubtedly
would know the other advocates in the ward.

It was simple finding the man’s home. We were atidit
into the downstairs of a large house. If there wamg servants,
they were not in evidence; only the advocate hifivgas there.

This man was dressed in soft blue robes covereti wit
intricate designs; despite their opulence, howete, robes
looked wrinkled and worn. | placed the man’'s agmeahere
between middle-age and early sixties... the worrgdimade an
exact determination difficult. As | entered, the rmeurned
slowly towards me; as he did, | was suddenly strwitk the
terrible sense that knewthis man... or did at one time. The
man squinted, as if trying to place me.

“Yes? Is there something that | can help you with?”

“Who are you?”

“I am lannis.” He studied me and frowned. “Were you
looking for me?”

“I don’t know... what is this place?”

“I am an advocate. These are my offices.” lannigice
took on an irritated edge. “Do you seek counseltotf perhaps
you had best test your curiosity elsewhere.” Mbrtgke in with
a whisper.

“He’s saying he’s a lawyer. A counselor. One ofstaderks
who rattle their bone-boxes at the courts.” | g&werte an
annoyed look, since | already knew that. lannis trhsve
overhead Morte, because his frown deepened as plaireed
his profession.

“An advocate provides counsel, helps others nasigae
labyrinths of Sigil's legal system, arranges legador citizens
to insure that their property is divided as theyate upon
death, defend those in Sigil's courts who have besingly
accused...” He paused. “Did you need help in anyhekée
areas?”
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“Actually, | believe you have a legacy for me.” dast, |
hoped he did. “The legacy is number ‘51-AA;" | lgsie.”

He looked at me in surprise as | named the ledgdtat is
extremely old... are you certain... “ A shocked lookneaupon
his face. “I hope that wasnt one of the ones thare
burned...”

“How old is it?”

“Well...” lannis pondered for a moment. “Several ddes
at least.” If it was the one | wanted, it shouldrbere than five
decades old. If it still existed.

“You said it might have been burned? What do yoamf&

“Yes, this office was the target of a senseless afct
vandalism. A year ago we had a break-in here abffiee. The
vandal's sole desire seemed to be to burn my legal
documentation. Much was lost. A shame, really. ISigh be
quite... wearing on a person’s faith...” He seemedogelan
inch as he mentioned Sigil. “The vandal only dandagertain
documents. Irreplaceable.”

“Can you tell me anything else about the fire?”

“There is nothing much to say about the matter.was a
strange, localized fire. | cannot imagine what wiohhve been
precious in the documents that were burned, buesam must
have wanted them destroyed. A number of old legagiere
burned, and some mementos and other keepsaketuefaay
to me.”

“Any luck in locating the person responsible?”

“No, neither the Harmonium nor the Mercykillers bavad
any fortune in locating the person responsible.”

“Can you check and see if the legacy still exists®’ left
me for a few minutes, to look up the number inrkisords. He
returned, to report that fortunately it had notrbéamaged by
the fire.

“Could I collect on it? | am the beneficiary.” Igsied the
papers he put before me, and he gave me the items the
legacy.

“There we are; that should be the last of the papak.
Here are all the items that were in the Vault... touks like a
Foundry receipt, though quite an old one, to be.shid the
deceased have something commissioned at the F&indry

“I don't really know. Perhaps... I'm beginning torhkijust
about anything is possible.” | might as well seééf had the
other legacy. “l have also come to collect the ¢ggaf a young
woman...” He asked me for the number of the legacy.
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“The young woman'’s legacy is ‘687-KS." "

He went off to check the number. After a few mirstkee
returned, looking dazed.

“That...” His eyes widened. “Myaughter'slegacy... ?!"
He looked shocked. “How do you know my daughter?!”

“I'm not certain. There is a sensory stone in thstifrall that
held the legacy number.”

His eyes blazed with hope. “There is? But in whicte...?
You must tell me!”

“It is one of the Sensate sensory stones... if yaurat a
Sensate, you could not gain access.”

He thought for a moment. “I must find a way... perhap
they would make an exception for her father...”

“If you wanted, | could speak to someone. I'm darthey
would make an exception in your case.”

lannis looked relieved. “If you could, | would beost
grateful.”

“I will see what can be done. | would know more @atbo
Deionarra, though. What was she like?” | had skbpe
mentioning his daughter’s name when he hadn't tiotd me,
but he didn’t seem to have noticed as he replied.

“Deionarra? She was... young. She had recently jothed
Society of Sensation, the Sensates... not an unpieéesaion,
but she had also met someone there... she followmadohi a
journey and there, she died. Her bod...” He lookeithgzh “I
was not even able to recover her body...”

“You say she was a Sensate?”

“Yes... “ He became slightly more animated, as if wiag
himself on a precious memory. “She had joined thegause of
her gift... and the fact there was smchabout the multiverse
that she wanted to experience. The Sensates |lemds#ives
readily to the sharing of experience and sensétion.

“Gift?”

“Oh, yes...” lannis nodded. “My daughter had the lblad
an oracle running in her veins, but it was a uakdé talent. At
times, she could predict events before they toakel.. she had
‘Sight;” she could see through time itself, siftrahgh the
threads of fate...”

“Do you know where she went on this journey?”

“She never said. | am not certain she was capdtdaying
where they had gone. It must have been a... tempialee.”

“How did she die?”
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“l do not know... her body was never recovered.” iahn
face turned blood-red and his hands clenched iste. f‘And
that is perhaps the mostaddeningpart of this misery... | will
never know what possessed her to run off like thatat
happened to her, nor where her body lies now!”

“Forgive me for asking, but how do you know sheéad if
you never saw the body?”

“It is most curious... | went to the Dustmen to skéhey
had found her body, and they directed me to orteeif faction
outside the Dustman monument... a Dustman named hBat
Names,’ | believe. He is said to be an oracle afssaoncerning
those who have died. He told me my daughter hadi'die

“Do you know anything about this man she journeyed
with?”

“Little. | barely even knew of his existence ungthe had
departed. By then, it was too late to have known.'hl barely
knew lannis, but | owed him at least part of thettr

“I believe the man was me. But | have forgotten mtic

“You?!” lannis looked me up and down. “You are the
one... and you say you ha¥ergotten?? lannis drew himself
up; he looked like he was squaring himself for &l®a“You
haveforgotten.. but the incident was not so long ago. How can
this be?” Not so long ago? More than fifty yearsthie past.
lannis must be older than | first thought. But ultbsee how his
torment was still fresh to him, and his daughtés®s must still
seem like it had happened only yesterday.

“I have a strange condition... | lose myself... forimd.
Anything you can tell me about myself or your dategtwould
be invaluable.”

“Countless liars have | known in my tenure in thig.”
lannis studied me intently. “You do not strike me @ne of
them... at least on this matter.” He sighed. “If yiouly do not
remember, then whatever befell you and my daugbteyour
journey must have left deep scars.”

“l am inclined to agree.”

“Then | ask your word on this: If your memory retsy and
you discover what has happened to my daughternrédume so
that my mind may at last be at rest on this métter.

“I will do that.”

| then asked for the legacy Deionarra had leftrfe. He
disappeared for a time.

“All the articles are accounted for...” lannis waslding
two scrolls and a ring in his hands. “I had no id#e had
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established a legacy here...” He was staring attémesi, almost
hypnotized. “Here you are. If | may... may | readnhesir?” |
could not deny him. One scroll held a healing entihent, but
the other was a note written by his daughter.

“Of course. Here you are.” lannis took the scrolll studied
it. There was a long silence, then he slowly loolpdit me.

“You... meant very much to my daughter. She was mglli
to give up her life for you.”

“I believe that is the case.” lannis handed thelstrack to
me.

“Thank you, sir. | appreciate your kindness.”

“It is the least | can do.”

| was about to leave, but | had not been fully tsbrveith
lannis. | knew something more about his daughtad, ladidn’t
feel right about leaving without mentioning it. Evehough
what | had to say could only increase his agony.

“I saw a woman by the name of Deionarra interredhia
Mortuary memorial hall. She had become a ghostdcaithed
that she knew me.”

“Wh... what?!” lannis looked flustered. “Wh... what did
you just say?!”

“Her spirit now resides in the memorial hall. | &powith
her for a time, and she seems to be in distress.”

“You... spoke to her?!” lannis seemed to become more
confused by the moment. “What distresses her?”

“Me, apparently. She said that she loved me andlthad
loved her... and that | had forsaken her.”

“I see.” lannis frowned and studied me... his facel ha
become like stone. “You are the one she left Sigh. The one
who led her on the journey that killed her.”

| had nothing to say to lannis’ accusation, becalse
believed it was true. | had led her on a journeg Heliberately
manipulated her into coming with me just to use pewers.
The fact that | didn't directly remember these @sewr that |
now felt exquisite anguish over her fate, didn'gukin't,
change what had happened. | left his house witlamather
word.

Once outside, | opened the scroll from Deionart@gacy.

My Love,

If you are reading this, then the tragedy | haverSkas
come to pass. | have died, and you have remainsdfter the
loss.
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Know this, my Love... | know why you were forced to
shield your feelings from me. You sought to protew from
the terrible burden you carry with you. The diseuyou kept
between us was your way of protecting me, and thef b
moments when we were alone and you let your feglibg
known, that was when | knew you cared for me. Carry no
regrets with you, carry no guilt, for | came witbu on your
haunted journey of my own accord, and no matter keath
came for me, | know that you did everything in y@awer to
save me.

Our lives are intertwined my Love, and death shatlbe a
wall between us.

For my Sight has seen what is to come, only incsitac
segments, but it is enough for me to know that wi be
separated for a time, but we shall be reconcilednaghus, do
not see my death as a farewell, but only as anviaitbefore we
meet again. Carry my ring with you, and these ofiieces of
me, and think of me. Keep me in your mind and heard that
will be the beacon that brings us together.

Forever,

Deionarra.

I examined the ring she had left for me, havindidgifty
seeing it, for my vision was blurred with unshedrte Some
memory from the depths of my mind allowed me tatieg it.

The ivory ring radiated a slight glow, and thougtvas cold
to the touch, the chill was strangely comfortingnéng the
many secrets of the Society of Sensation, | haceneinered,
was the ability to shape a peculiar stone from ikijs dubbed
“soulstone.” While this stone was not as powerfuttee sensory
stones, the soul stone was said to carry an imminthe
shaper’s feelings. Such rings were often used ins&e
marriage ceremonies, each ring inscribed with #edirigs of
the other.

| put the ring on my finger, resolving to find somay to
help Deionarra. The ivory band stretched to fit width of my
finger.



326 Preparations

PREPARATIONS

| returned to the Lower Ward, to the Great Fountirnysee what
my receipt would get me.

When | gave the receipt to a clerk, he returnett wimetal
framework, which | unfolded. It was a shimmeringega of
filigreed metalwork. It looked almost gauzy, shaedges
protruding from it. It must have been importanitliéft it behind
for myself.

Then it struck me. | must not have been the ortgiination
to learn of the importance of the night-hag RaVéis item had
been commissioned by another incarnation, the tjpat one,
and whatever else he may have been, he was exjretegkr.
It would have been just like him to devise a plaat tvould take
decades to reach fruition. The clerk at the fourtdagt said the
receipt looked like it was a hundred years old,olvhf he was
right implied the project had already been neaifty fears old
when my ‘practical’ incarnation created the legaayhold the
receipt.

And if this was a means to reach Ravel, it coully dre a
portal. More, | already knew what the key was te@roft, a
‘piece of Ravel.’ | knew just where to get the ke well. |
folded the portal back together, and stowed it. Hoeindry
clerk, who had been staring at the portal tryindigoire out
what it was, would probably never learn anythingrenol
smiled at the thought; it was just as well for him.

| hurried from the Foundry, headed back to the ICier
Ward, and the Brothel of Slaking Intellectual Lusts we
entered, Morte asked Grace a question.

“So, Grace... you uh, have any sisters?”

“Thousands.” was her reply.

“Give me a moment to be delirious with joy.”

Despite the urgency of my self-imposed errand cidi to
visit Yves the Tale-Chaser first. | was curiousNifrdom had
any conception of what a tale was, and | asked thirshare a
story.

“In the 13.7th Revolution, we were required to di@ar and
cog sub-set thirty-one in the fifth ring of Mechanuwe
removed the obstruction and the gear turned astp&ormal



Preparations 327

speed. Upon completing our task, we were thenmetuto the
Source.” Morte exploded as Nordom finished.

“What in the hells was that, you stupid polygonfgfs the
most boring story | ever heard!” Nordom replied s
maddeningly even voice.

“It was what took place. With embellishments, ofise.”

“Embellishments?” Morte gasped with disbelief.

“l thought the return to Source was a particulditting
image to close the tale.”

Yves smiled. “A fine tale, Nordom. And now l|'ve ofw
you and your companion... ‘Flowers and Sensates’”

“There was a man who read much of flowers — essays,
treatises, biological texts, poetry — and as suchsidered
himself well-learned in the way of flowers. One dag came
across a half-blind gardener who tended the Sergatiens.
Who was blind in the way of flowers?”

While Nordom and Yves had been talking, | had been
examining the magical mirror which had also beenttie
‘practical’ incarnations legacy. Seeing it, Yve$eoéd to share
the tale ‘Fanged Mirror of Yehcir-Eya.’

The Fanged Mirrors of Yehcir-Eya were the hope of a
empire.

The last Great Matriarch of the Sea of Black Safehcir-
Eya, found herself slowly dying. Surrounded by rimations
that wished to claim her lands for her own, Yeliya sought
to choose one of the Lesser Matriarchs from theosuading
nations and enter into an alliance, preservingnla¢ion against
invasion. Yet she knew not which of the Lesser Maths to
trust.

Consulting her oracles, she asked them for a meéns
testing the hearts of the Lesser Matriarchs. Tiodg her to
travel to the edges of the Sea of Black Sand —ethehere the
shifting black sand gave way to slate, she wouid fivhat she
sought.

The Great Matriarch journeyed many leagues, tranglbn
foot until she reached the edges of the Great Beare, her feet
fell upon a great plate of silvered glass the siza courtyard
embedded in the floor of the desert.

Her oracles instructed her to cut the great glasisfashion
thirty-three mirrors. These mirrors were sent te thesser
Matriarchs of the surrounding nations as gifts. Therors
would test their hearts, the oracles predicted.
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No one is certain what happened on that final nitlt
with every mirror that was delivered, a Lesser hath fell
dead. There were wild tales of spectral forms ¢thatvled from
the bodies of the Lesser Matriarchs as they gazmmh uhe
mirrors, and the howling cries as they strangleir thwners.

In response to the assassination of their leadss,
surrounding nations attacked the nation of Yehga&-Bnd razed
it to the ground. The Fanged Mirrors of Yehcir-Eweere
scattered and lost.

According to several planar scholars, the Fangedol4
had the ability to cause a soul to slip from itsewand take on
physical form. Whether it was because the Lesseridehs
were consumed by greed and a desire for conqueshether
the great plate of silvered glass found on the edg¢he Sea of
Black Sand was evil in itself, the mirrors createdvicious
reflection of their owners. Their souls took on stance and
killed their owners.

When she was done, | asked if she knew if KesaisSemns
Ravel’s daughter. She replied with another tale.

“Once upon a time, an elderly man from the CleiWard
vanished, and his body could not be found. To calnitethe
murderer buried beneath him another body in theetem A
diviner told of where the body could be found, aodhey dug,
and uncovered a body, but not that of the elder@n.nThey
were confounded. They were forced to release the, anad it
was not until they continued to dig to re-bury thider man’s
body that they found the second body.”

“Sometimes one must dig deeply to find the truth.”

| decided to talk directly to Kesai-Serris, who hkdh
previously learned was a daughter of Ravel. | ast@dlirectly
if Ravel was in fact her mother. Kesai suddenlyebarner teeth,
her eyes narrowing to slits of blazing crimson.

“What?! Where'd you hear such a thing?”

“Ecco told me.”

“Ridiculous! | think I'd know if that wicked hag was my
own mother! Now stop bothering me about it.”

“Who is your mother, then?”

“I don't know, all right? My father raised me; | ver knew
her. But do llook like a night hag, to you?!” This was too
important to spare her feelings, and | was absiglfitank in my
response.

“Well... there is the skin... and the eyes... and mayie t
teeth, too...”
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She refused to even admit the possibility, so lidket to
follow another path.

| talked to several of the other prostitutes ali¢esai, and
finally got a lead that might get Kesai to admit&r parentage.
| looked up Kimasxi Adder-Tongue, and braved heugio
tongue to ask her some questions.

“I heard you're Kesai-Serris’ half-sister. Is thate?”

“Yes, I'm related to that chubby, mewling, hook-edslay-
dreamer. Same father, different mothers. So?”

“I was hoping you could help me find out if Kesaréally
Ravel’s daughter.” Kimasxi frowned at me.

“Normally I'd be loathe to help you like this, blive a
feeling it'd upset that flirting, preening doxy gband well. Tell
her to ask our father... he's a powerful cambionsts® ought to
be able to call to him right then and there. Thgét you your
answer.”

“Cambion?”

“Yes, cambion? Kimasxi rolled her eyes. “Didn’t hear me
the first time? Ears all stopped up with last oluydorains
running out of them?”

“I'm asking what one is...”

“My, you're Clueless.” She shook her head sadlitjrtg all
the while. “A half-fiend, berk; sort of like you.. ubyou’re half
dung,l think. You smell it, at any rate.”

“Better than halfou,Kimasxi.”

“You wishyou were half-Kimasxi, sod... even if you ended
up with a goat's bum on your shoulders it'd bedyetthan that
scarred-up face of yours.”

| hurriedly left, not wishing to endure any more loér
verbal flaying, and found Kesai again. Kesai hast teer anger
at me, although that wouldn’t have been enoughdp me. |
shared my new information with her.

“Kesali, | talked to Kimasxi. She told me she’s ydaif-
sister, and that Ravel's your mother.” Kesai srhrleer eyes
blazing with malice.

“That... that... hells, how | loathe that woman! Why wia
you everbelievethat sort of tripe?”

“She says that you deny it, and in fact may notvkiito but
that it's true. She said you could ask your fathethat he
would tell you.” Kesai stared at me silently fotirae.

“Give me a moment.” She turned from me, and began t
mutter softly... the air seemed to shimmer arounddfightly,
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and filled with a coppery smell, like warm blood..strained,
trying to overhear what she was saying.
“Haughazanenel, Banished Prince of Ithag, Marqtithe
Bloody Shadow, my father, hear me, for | call ugon...”
“Yes, beloved father, it is |, Kesai-Serris. | wdubid you
answer me one question, a question I've asked iyo& and

again...”
“Yes, beloved father. | cannot bear to have anodis&r me
and not know myself. Youmusttell me... | have asked for

nothing save this. Tell me, | beg of you...”

“Y-yes... yes, beloved father, | understand. | thaok...
farewell...”

“Well? What did he have to say?” Kesai remainedhédr
away from me for a moment before finally facing me.

“l did not want to believe that wicked hag may hédneen
my mother. | have lived long, | do not appear te,agnd
have... disturbing dreams, sometimes.” She shuddéBaat.
still... 1 do not wish to be the inheritor of the kshe caused,
nor draw the Lady's gaze as my mother did. Such things
she did!”

“Tell me what you know of her, will you?”

“I heard she would pose impossible riddles to peopl
riddles she could answer but no one else could. &had
devour the person if they answered incorrectlyleave them
dangling in her horrifying gardens as exampleditaraose few
who somehow escaped she tormented in their dreddisg
them like steeds, breaking their wills and hurlihgir souls into
the colorless oblivion of the Gray Waste...”

“Her magic was said to be beyond anything most é\aat
seen; it was imagination woven from nightmare arinkbrg
substance. Stone and solid shapes bent to helikeioft clay;
the laws of the Planes would bend beneath herdedtfrom
nothing she could weave illusion... and from illusiameave
realities that could horrify and kill and confouhd.

“She was a mistress of all the Dark Arts, mistressl
master of them all. She hounded a Guvner that dguete Sigil
law to her with shadows that devoured him all bisttbngue,
his fingers and the flesh of his face. She turneerdykillers
inside out, and shattered buildings of those wispldased her.
Terrible, terrible powers were at her command.”

“She changed her shape like water, and would uge it
destroy some for amusement, and to steal knowldrgma
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others. She was a monster, like all that has bpawrsed from
the Gray Waste.”

“In the end, she threatened to open the Cage anladdury
of the Planes come rolling in, like a wave. Forteha she did
not succeed. She existed solely to cause malice...”

“I do not know if she is dead... but | know, now, tishe
was my mother.” Kesai's shoulders slumped, andchiad hung
down. “Oh, that | had tears, so that | could weéih worrow!”
She suddenly fell into my arms, shuddering as & stere
wracked with sobs. For a time Kesai simply stooéreh
clinging to me... but then she pushed away.

“Thank you, but... I'll be fine. | just need sometitoe think
about it, that’s all.”

“I hate to ask this now... but | need you to give apiece
of yourself, Kesai. The portal key to Ravel's méza piece of
her, and you are of her blood. It is close enough.”

“You intend to seek her out?” Her surprise quickhanged
to an expression of wariness. “What... what would peed of
me?”

“Your blood, most likely. Only a drop or two, I'nui®.”

Kesai nodded, and took a handkerchief and gingeitked
the tip of her finger on one of her fangs. Aftettitey several
drops of blood soak into the cloth, she gave im@ “You're
placing yourself in grave danger, you know. Eveth# stories
of my mother are greatly exaggerated, she’s hgrioiwerful
and completely evil. Good luck.”
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| should have waited at least one day to prepare| tvas too
close to the answers | had sought. | went intoraptg room in
the Brothel, and found that touching the portalhwite cloth
that contained Kesai's blood was enough to actiitateassing
through, we entered the maze where | was certairwaad
find Ravel.

We appeared in a brambly, bushy labyrinth. ThickHas
formed walls about us, while the ground undernéatked to
be formed of thousands of interlaced roots. We shiscovered
dangerous living hazards as well. Two creaturescléid us,
more plant than animal, although they moved quiakipugh,
and had two branch-like claws. Fortunately, theghting
ability did not match that of my companions, andythwere
quickly dispatched.

We moved through the maze, dispatching several rabre
the creatures. We reached a breach in the walrarhibles to
our right, and followed it to another opening. Aetopening,
we saw a small open area, and a single individwaio |
approached.

The plump, hook-nosed crone before me didn't loalcim
like a myth; she was oultfitted in a simple (if gjrbrown shirt
and leggings, with a number of pouches hanging fitoen
frayed belt. She seemed oblivious to my presencerem
concerned with the tangled black roots woven taogreth form
the floor of the maze than anything transpiringuaid her. |
studied her for a moment.

A tangle of jagged gray hair jutted from beneath dlone’s
hood, spreading down her shoulders like a maswisfed gray
roots. Sickly blue-gray flesh hung in loose foldsnfi her face;
her narrow chin, long and sharp, jutted forwarcamextreme
under-bite, and two filthy yellow canines protrudiedm her
lower jaw, like small tusks.

“Ravel...?”

“Ah... visitors.” The crone’s voice was thick and amhy,
as if trying to force its way past layers of duser eyes were a
dull, bloody red, with black veins running througiem like
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tree branches. As she gazed at me, a strange regasdnsation
passed through me, like snakes burrowing beneatskiny

“Greetings... Ravel.”

“Well, now, my pretty thing, have you returned astP”
Ravel's face split into a grotesque smile, dispigya row of
chipped yellowed fangs. “You were a-gone so longsféared
you forgot poor, lonely Ravel.” Despite the horiite she
presented, | was not repelled as | might have @ggdetnstead,
I had no trouble matching the light tone she héelcaéd.

“How could | forget you, Ravel? | missed you, bouyhid
yourself in a place that was difficult for me toach. Come
now... did you not wish my company?”

“Ahhh....” Ravel's yellow smile widened, peeling battie
folds of her skin, and she cackled softly. “Swssteetwords...
you already are a-knowing the answer of your askimg
precious man. | scattered clues like caltrops,thede were my
means of a-guiding you to my garden. | a-feareudai vou who
had forgot.”

“l assure you, | did no such thing. | have returt@gou at
last.”

“Have you? ButwHat has returned?” She squinted at me
with her black-veined eyes and hissed softly. “Retvel see
how you've a-fared in this life.” She reached astjf to caress
me, and | suddenly noticed her fingers were talozach
fingernail filthy and wickedly sharp. However, litfeo fear at
her movement, and let her touch me.

Her ragged talons traced their way across my s, in
their wake | felt the same strange tingling seosatifelt when
Ravel first looked at me. Her eyes dimmed somewduad, her
talons slid gently along the contours of my fadegéring on
my scars. | reached out to touch her, feel heufeat My hand
touched Ravel's cheek as her talons caressed ng; fand
instinctively, 1 mirrored her touch — as her talodsagged
along my left cheek, my fingers dragged along hiees. eyes
closed, and mine followed. It felt strangely faimili.. |1 felt a
memory surfacing.

When my eyes opened, it felt as if all the colad béed out
of the trees and the mazeyerythingwas a featureless, dusty,
dead gray. Ravel’s eyes were still closed, butwaatthed, they
slowly opened and she smiled, a sad, gray smitelt words
rising to my lips, echoing something | had saidhe past, in a
different place, on another plane...
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“It is said you are the greatest of the Gray Ssst&avel. |
have traveled far to reach you.” She nodded, bmwlgl too
slowly, as if through a dream. When she spokeweds were
muted, as if being spoken underwater.

“But why have you traveled so far? Your need must be
great... yet you seem to have brougdthing that would
interest me. You mustv for your services...”

“My need is great. My currency is this: a challengerhaps
an impossible challenge... one | fear is beyond eyeuor
abilities....” | echoed the words, and | felt thevpuLation, the
subtle twist designed to pull Ravel’s strings. ldges blazed a
fiery gray in the dream-memory, and the gray thas wating
the landscape seemed to ebb from her features.

“There isnotHiNG that is beyond me, foolish mardrtHing!
Pose your challenge, | will hear you!”

“Death waits at the end of life for all men. | ndetb wait
for me no longer... can you do this, beautiful Ravel?

The vision cleared, the gray bleeding away fromrttaze,
until the color resumed, my hand still cupping R@veheek.
Her eyes were closed, and she sighed. | withdrestoitly, and
after a moment, Ravel's eyes opened, and she gamsping
hiss.

“Yessssss...” Ravel's finger withdrew, and she looled
me sadly. “Oh, sad, sad, broken half-thing. Alliagges.” She
squinted at me again. “No longer the one Ravel kaewou...
are you still a-broken, after all this sad, saceth

“Broken? What do you mean?”

“A body you possess, but a body of knowledge you do
not?” She pointed her ragged talon at my chesimyatscars.
“Many and such, such scars you have, all a-scrawtegour
skin. Many tales does your skin tell.”

“What tales does my skin tell?”

“Your scars and tattoos shout to me, ‘here is a mnman
confrontation with the world.” “ Ravel made a craw noise,
not unlike a dying bird. “Yes, such tales as woshdivel even a
hag’'sears...”

“Tell me these... tales. | would know them.”

“The tales are many. They echo of balance imbatince
trials of war, battles with fiendish elements, andreature that
feeds on others from a-far to sustain itself... ahdooments.
Suchtormentsflesh has never known...”

“Divided in two you were, when your mortality wasegded
from you. No longer balanced, much a-broken in the
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separation... both a blessing and a mistake... but mistake
than blessing, Ravel thinks.”

“You tookmy mortality? How?”

“Forgotten the how of it, | have... have I?" Ravefjaze
dimmed for a moment, the black veins swimming in ées.
“And even if | a-membered it, | would never dowite. Not
forgotten the moment have |, after theak,a-seeing the pain
stream from your veins, your cries like a wailirgld, every bit
of your being filled withemptinessTerrible, even for these
eyes.”

“So... that's why | feel hollow inside? Because my
mortality is gone? Very well... what are these ottees my
skin tells?”

“Great, great trials of war... much too much to benbby
any, any mortal thing. This war touches, my precious half-
man. There is no place where its caress is not.felid it touch
you?” Ravel’s voice dropped, almost bitter. “TostHRavel says
‘aye.
“That would explain the scars... What about the battlith
fiendish elements?”

“Two fiends butt heads...” Ravel sniffed, as if inntempt.
“Their tiny heads filled with ideas of how the Pésrshouldbe,
yet canneverbe or the Planes they would be no longer. Such
foolishness!”

“A creature that feeds on others from afar?”

“No base hungers do you feel, but far, far morgtikr ones
boil beneath your skin. Anducha cost... | know not... knot?
Knot the nature nor the cause of these hungershBed this:
Coming events cast theghadowsbefore them, my precious
half-man... there is no a-saying of what these ewsiitbe, not
even withRavel'seyes.”

“And these torments... what are these torments y@alsp
of?”

“A lodestone pulls iron to it... and so do you, mye@pbus
half-man, but it is not iron, but tormented souls others
suffer, they are drawn to you, and your path besotheirs.”
She made a sweeping gesture. “Do you not see théhe ieyes
of those that have traveled here with you?”

“My companions? What do you mean?” Although eveh as
was saying the words, | reflected | had alreadyébtroubling
sides to all those shared my path.

“Do you wish to explain, gith?” Ravel threw a burning
glance at Dak'kon, tempered with a fanged smileows may

1
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prove tighter than any chain, no? The manacles rata once
enslaved, now a slave again?”

Dak'kon was silent, but his bladaiftedat Ravel’s words...
the blade darkened, the edge sharpening untikaach itself
seemed to carry a horrible malevolence about it.

“The cog-box...” Ravel's gaze drifted to Nordom. “@nit
knew onlysuffering’sdefinition, but now it feels its sting. There
is no room for ‘2’ in the world of 1's and 0's, muace for
‘mayhap’ in a house of trues and falses, and neegrwith
envy’' in a black and white world. When it discovérsw the
planes turn, when it discovers theustH behind loyalty and ill-
logic, more torments will it know...”

“The chattering skull...” Ravel didn't bother to evkrok at
Morte, as if he was beneath her notice. “Are thipgienough of
a shield for what lies buried inside your brain-pdsxnmm?
Why speak truths when lies suffice?”

“The Abyssal temptress...” Ravel snheered, her yeltbwe
fangs piercing her purpled lips as she squinte&adtFrom-
Grace. “A skin so fair, lips so rich, eyes that htigause you to
forget Ravel herself... and yet she suffers, more tray other.
When one turns on their nature, many are the tasrtbat arise
from such a betrayal.”

“Ravel...” Grace replied softly, almost cautiously.Have
come to terms with m—"

“You vE, succubus!” Ravel's lips peeled back in a snarl.
“You Le! Do notoare lie to me, when your heart issaok to
me! Every word yoweir screamf your torment!”

“Ah...” Ravel gestured at Annah, as if she was fole sa
upon on auction block. “Look upon the feisty tiefi.. such
fiery hair and voice...” Ravel smiled, baring her rows of
yellowed teeth. “Shall | speak gburtorment, tiefling?” Annah
seemed paralyzed, her eyes wide as Ravel turnedlaek-
veined gaze to her. | could see her trembling,Heart beating
fast.

“No... no, | shall not speak of it.” Ravel's voiceogped,
almost in exhaustion, and the smile faded from fare.
“Grown tired of cruelties and torments, Ravel hathe world
is a-jagged enough place...” She turned to me, toardyl eyes
dimmed, and she sighed.

“And my precious, precious half-man... foyou, the
greatest torment of all... life forever-more. Cabaetlife a-cares
for you as Ravel does?” She gnashed her yellowsds twith a
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horrid clackingnoise. “One so brave, so passionate, so terribly
lost, sad, sad.”

“A puzzle of bone and skin were you, always, inting,
and the most beloved of all who came to me, petitig,
requesting, pleading... pleasing? Pleading for helpavel
stared hard at me, her black-veined ember eyeswiag. “So
hard to see a-past the scars, to dig up the man-who-waee
underneath...”

“Ravel, can you tell me anything about who | onas®%

“A shadow with substance, a-seeking that whichscése
light. I know you more and no... know...” Ravel pauseer
eyes dimming. “No more than | know the natureaef man.
Crossed pasts have we... a man tainted with un-detth,
feeling the pangs of separation, and an old witherene, now
all-imprisoned. Seems it that we are a-meeting tfar first
time? No, no, not, not... knot?” Ravel seemed confuse a
moment, then shuddered, as if throwing off a weitiihot at
all. An echo of a future meeting this is... or a pasteting,
depending on which way time is facing.”

“So this... this meeting echoes a meeting in the?ast

“The now and then — very... similar? So tangled tben
and-then is, both mirrored in each other... once agan, you
come a-fore me with a problem, to challenge meafsolution
to anwvrossieiLITY.” Ravel hissed at me, and her eyes blazed.
“Beautiful, ungrateful beloved man!”

“What was this impossibility | asked you to solveRavel
didn’t seem to have heard me — she still seemeuktin the
past, for her eyes dimmed, as if looking far away.

“Such fire in your eyes, enough to stir a Gray Lady
heart... passion to be free, but when freed, theidingour eyes
guttered out. With the separation, your life hasdshall
meaning, | fear.” Ravel smiled with her yellowedda, then
clickedthem together, as if laughing. “Mayhap you shoutd s
on your hind legs and limp your forepaws — mayhapdR will
give you a another scrap of knowing.”

“I will not beg for your aid, Ravel. | will ask, nothing
more.”

“As it ever was for you, you would not bend youreknto
me, my precious man.”

“Ravel, | have many questions | wish to ask you...”

“Oh, more questions do you have?” Ravel crooned softly,
but there was an edge to it, as if she was repdmgnme.
“Tchhh-tcchhh. But you have already asksdooo many.”
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Ravel’s black-veined eyes took on a curious gledrhe time
for mv questions is now, half-man. Know this and know é&'av
law: if you do not answer my questions, no moreyofir
questions will | answer, my precious man. Stepghtly with
the answers, or the asking shalr you apart...”

“Your rules are fair. Ask your questions, Ravel.”

“I would know why you traveled here with these others...
know not the place they were traveling to?”

“Of course they knew. Who woultbt want to travel here to
meet with you, beautiful Ravel? Few opportunitiesedl life
provide for such a meeting. They wished to sedadfthles of
your power and beauty were true... as | knew thebetd

Ravel stared at me for a moment in silence, thenfdue
split into a horrendous grin, her row of yellowednds
glistening in the faint light of her eyes. “Ahhhhmy precious
man, you carryonly words...” A blackish tongue darted from
her purple lips, and rolled around the rim of heuth, as if in

anticipation of a meal. “...but you areeLL armed, indeed...”
She nodded slowly, and her grin faded. “And theyet with
you willingly?”

“They chose to walk my path with me. As | said, who
wouldn’t wa—"

“Chose?Ahh... a dangerous word. Is it so?” Ravel threw a
black-veined glance at Dak'kon, her voice like aow.

“Is it choice,gith? Is it? Or is it a matter of two skies?”
Dak'kon’s blade bled into a vicious dead black,raming his
eyes... and to my surprise, thkarach edge silently split into
jagged fangs. | felt anger; | was the one who hathet to
question her. | was the one with whom she had niaste
bargain.

“Ravel... leave him bel will answer your questions, not
them.” Ravel ignored me.

“What of the cog-box?” Ravel turned to Nordom, sirep
“What doesit know of choice? She snapped her fingers, like
the sound of cracking bone. “There is only obey ahey,
hmnnn?” Nordom'’s eyeldikedas he regarded her.

“Query: What does Nordom define /choice/? Defineice:
The act of choosing, selection; the right or opymaity to choo
—" Ravel cast her gaze on Morte, overriding Nordengply.

“Skull, skull, skull...” Ravel clicked her tongue afteach
word, and her smile widened. “Your expression iiadilt to
read without the skin wrapping, but | feel yourr from here.
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Coming here wagmotyour choice.” Morte replied with his usual
jauntiness.

“Well, | didn't have anythingerTer to do except go to one
of the Lady’s mazes and meet one of the evilesitares ever
to set foot in Sigil, so | said ‘sure! Why n-?’ fdlt sudden fear.
This was not someone to take liberties with. Idrie shut up
Morte.

“Morte, be quiet. Ravel, I...”

“ ‘Be quiet?!" “ Morte clacked his teeth. “Like thieells |
will! | think we've listened to this crone rattleethbone-box
enough, and now she’s got some pair of stonespgdyiaven’t
got any skin! Sownat if | don’t?! Obviously the factre has
skin has done wonders fetr looks! Does she thinklike being
nakep all the time? Andanotherthing—" Fortunately, Ravel
chose to ignore him, moving on to her next victim.

“The succubus...” Ravel squinted. “Did she have dad®
Mayhap in her smooth-skinned mind of soft silks dratd
truths, mavse choice... tchhh. But no. A Sensateust
experience all, and to refuse to comenet a Sensate would
you be. Still no choice!”

“The tiefling. The rery one.” Ravel cackled softly, and her
eyes kindled, as if amused. “No choice. At. All. &hyoufeel
instead othink, there is little room for choice.” Annah made no
response — Ravel's mere presence seemed to haweesil her.
Her tail had stopped flicking, however, and hersehiad lost
their hard edge. | needed to get Ravel’s atteriigmk to me.

“Enough with this, Ravel. What other questions gl
have?”

“Shhhhhh... there will be time enough for you to spaay
precious man.” Ravel tapped a talon against orfeofellowed
tusks. “This question next: What do you feel fozgl that have
come with you? Do thewarTer in your heart?” She smiled,
black veins dancing in her eyes. “Or are they.s for your
will?”

“They matterto me, and that is all the answer you need.
Ask your next question.”

“Even the gith?” Ravel's ember gaze fell on Dak'ktren
slid off to lock with my eyes again. “Speak what means to
you, and say it true, dranketingmy garden he will be.”

“He is my ally. Iknowhim. He is my friend.”

“Ah...” Ravel nodded... then she smiled again, hernalo
tapping against each other. “What of the skull?’ag Ravel
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didn’t bother to look at Morte. “Surely he matterst to one
such as you! Or... does he?”

“He seems trustworthy enough. He's loyal, and hipdte
save my life in the Mortuary.”

“Curious, curious-er, curious-her...” Ravel smiledQuite
the puzzle box you are a-shaping up to be. What leiks in
the dark places of your mind?” Ravel's voice took a
threatening weight, and she turned to Fall-Frome€rder red
eyes blazing. “And here is the core of it — the A&sl
temptress... does she rise above the merely carnaluoor is
she somethinglsein your eye, hmnnn?”

Grace said nothing. She seemed to be studying Ravel
intently... |1 was suddenly struck with the feelingaGe was
sizing up Ravel for weaknesses. Ravel turned backne,
clacking her yellowed tusks, as if in anticipation.

“Speak,precious man, but have a care where your words
fall.”

“l could fall in love with her.” The truth, but Idew | was
on dangerous ground when | saw how Ravel’'s gadeoflime
and narrowed on Grace. | had played a dangeroug ggrto
now with the night hag. Dangerous indeed to tryigato her,
but more dangerous to answer the truth to RaveBst n
question.

“Hmnnnn...” Ravel turned, clacked her tusks, themgéad
at Annah with a sneer. “And what ofis slip of flesh... the
fiendling, the tiefling with the scarlet hair arttetfiery passion.
What issHEe to you, my precious man?” | had known Annah for
too short a time to be sure of my feelings for Herd now |
focused my will, made myselfelieveshe was no more than a
travel companion to me.

“I like her company... | consider her my friend.”

Ravel glanced at Annah, then snorted, her blackeceeyes
gleaming. “Hmmmmnnn... so be it. MyxT question is this...”
Ravel’s voice dropped, almost whispering. And sunfigld had
a strange feeling she did not want to hear the ansiWwhy did
you wait so long taeturnto me? Ravel grew a-lonely without
you, precious man.” | felt the moment of peril sppst, and
again could comfortably make a flattering answer.

“The way to this place is difficult, beautiful Rdvé&fforts
have been made to insure you have little compang, many
were the trials | was forced to undertake in otdestand before
you. Yet | am glad to see you once again, Raveime has not
dulled your beauty, | see.”
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“Your answers...” Ravel's eyes glinted, and her lgeled
back in a grotesque smile. “Your words amothingand have
not been heard in such a time... they stir even nacksl
brambled heart. No matter where your memories logir y
charms remain, pretty thing...”

“Nay, it is your charms that persist, beautiful Ravel.”

“Of charms, enchantments, beguilements... all themeeR
has mastered... yet, there is much it seems you teaddhl...”
She paused in thought for a moment.

“Ahhhh, yessss. The third and last question.this...” As
Ravel opened her mouth to speak her final questionas
suddenly gripped with the terrible realization thhts final
question had murdered many others to whom it had bsked.

I knew what it was, and | felt it welling up withime, and | felt
compelled to ask it.

Echo: “What can change the nature of a man?”

“I see you have not forgotten...” Ravel smiled, her
yellowed fangs gleaming. “What is your answer?"dsw’t sure
if it could change the nature of a man, but theas something |
had felt almost from the time | first learned oé thctions of my
previous lives.

“Regret.”

“And that is your answer...?” The veins in Ravel'segy
began to shift slightly, and she gave an evil snflBe certain
before you say.”

“It may not beyouranswer, but it isnyanswer.”

“And that is all | wished for, my precious man.” \Réls
smile relaxed. “A simple answer, and in the endnynare the
men have | laid low while they sougit answer.”

“That's it...? | thought...”

Ravel cackled. “Countless times has the questioanbe
asked, and naince did the pathetic shells who came a-fore me
answered withrieir answer, but always sought to creep inside
my mind and find what thought... tchhh! There is no truth in
that.” | knew she was lying.

“l... don't believe you. In fact, | don't think thegver could
have answered you true, even if it was true to th&avel fell
suddenly, strangely, silent. She was watching maéywa

“You nevercared about any answer other than mine. Ever.
Did you? Yet still you asked the question, knowithgt no
matter what the answer they gave, they would dieybyr
hand.”
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“Of courseyour answer was the only one | sought, for you
were theonLy reason | asked the question! Did you think | cared
for them...? Tchhh! Did you think | even caredraction of the
amount for them that | cared fgou,my precious man? Answer
me that!” It was obvious she already knew her anshiastead
asked another question.

“Why did you make me immortal, Ravel?”

“I's what you wanted, seedling, and you asked so
sweetly... now how could Ravel say ‘no’ to one sushyau?
Immortality wasyour solution and your challenge to me.”

“My solution? But why?”

‘I don't know, seedling. Time has chipped away at m
memories as well, it would seem... seam? If you rebertell
me... I'm a-curious myself. It must have been somethi
important... isn’t it in the nature of a man to want live
forever?” Dak'kon quietly spoke, replying to heegtion.

“Only if what lies on the other path carries gregiain.” |
glanced at him, surprised he had said anything,ttitaed back
to Ravel.

“Ravel... this isvery important: do you have any idea why |
asked you to do it?”

“Death was a thing you needed to dodge. An easygtto
say, mayhap, but teo, it is not! Immortality, even with its
flaws, was the best solution this withered mind Idou
untangle... Lead is not easily a-changed to gold, ibus
possible, thought the unwise... un-whys? ...Ravel.dfer can
be drawn from blood, mortality can be taken fronmartal,
peeled back like a sticky film...."

“The gulf between man and unman is great. You teave
the distance. | provided the means, but you crossegour
own.” Ravel slapped her head and raked her hamdighr her
hair. “Bad Ravel! Mortals are too flawed to be méadléast. Still
they break! They must be dragged kicking and scirggrimto
an unhealthy new mold.”

“Unhealthy...? So the ritual was flawed?”

“Shortcuts must be made, and they basakthe molded...
for it is not always the mold that breaks, but gwbstance
poured within it. Force something into a shapedaswot meant
to be, and it breaks! | thought the material wastainger stuff,
but you have been broken.”

“But I amimmortal — surely that was a success?”

“You have survived long, immortaled one, but yoweéa
become the prey of the creature that is life.” Sbpped her
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hands, then reversed it, forming a canopy withHaerds. “The
body is but a hut for the soul. But now no one dsvil your
hut.”

“What went wrong with the ritual?”

“Puzzle-fleshed broken, beautiful, beautiful mortan, the
ritual was not... knot? Knot... not a finished thingRavel's
brows wrinkled, and her talons picked at her Haigging on a
lone strand. “The ritual gave you what you wantedt great
were the costs... the casting of shadows, the quietent
deaths of the mind, and the pain-taking emptineshese
things, a-dangerous were are in such a fragileelese matter
how strong a mortal man. Regret them and the riadl”

“Ungrateful shades... but ungrateful without causd® T
shades... they hate you, Nameless One, for theyatlreréd by
you, your children, once forsaken, they will nefagive. They
will do everything they can to destroy the parerguch is the
way of children.”

“How do | father shades... these shadows?”

“You cast shadows on existence, Nameless One. §Vithy
death, a shadow arises fresh from the fields of flesh. They
a-wander for a time, but always they a-return, iogko murder
their parent. Such is the way of many offspring..dvRl pursed
her lips in disapproval, then suddenly poked mehim chest
with a talon. “...and thankless young men such agsgis’ |
felt a numbing despair at her words. | had beeatitrg death
almost as a game, a brief interlude that was liifferent from
sleep for a mortal man. Instead, each death haseqoences.
Ravel must not be telling me the whole truth, at fagotten it.
These shadows couldn’t spring solely from my suirsta
something else was involved. | brought my attenbiaok to her
words.

“A thousand deaths, and you recover from each.ddahe
mind, the mind is much more fragile. Its scars deep and do
not heal. The brain is encased in a hard bone, sfifitult to
breach, but with no defense against that which atatt from
within. You have a whole where... wear? Wear your taliy
once lay within your shell.” She made her hand iatfist and
shook it. ‘Rattle-rattlegoes the hollow man, a baby’s plaything,
with naught but a tiny stone that a-clatters aratkd in your
frame.”

“Despite these problems, it seems like the rituatlked...”

“Do you doubt Ravel? Of course | delivered on whals
promised! Not long after the spell a-drew to a e|dsilled you
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to see if it had worked. You struggled so, but ptkeny grip
tight and watched you die your first of many deaths.” é&av
clackedher teeth. “Then was | a-learned in its flaws... Ego
enwraps us like a prison. Forgot | did that itioftts serves as a
shield.” Ravel clicked her tongue. “My pretty, pgyething,
there is much wisdom and understanding in the tihdh life is

a preparation for the ultimate goal: death. Owr iéf a means by
which we learrhowto die. If werorcersuch things...”

“So that's when you discovered | lost my memoridemw |
died...”

“Yess...” Ravel nodded. “Unfortunate... without the
mortality to hold such memories tight, the shdbioaly is...”

“So you took my mortality from me, Ravel... is it Iti
intact?”

Ravel seemed surprised, then alarmed. “Yes, yed Fear
not for a broken mortality... if you are here... he&t®€ar a-
talking at me, intact your mortality must be. Swchhing can
not... knot... not be destroyed as long as you exiet dre an
anchorof your mortal soul. As long aguare intact, so shall it
be. Made to last are you...” Ravel smiled and gawheezing
laugh. “For life swallowed you and spit you out!” okle
couldn't resist that line.

“It swallowed him, but | don’t know if he came ooft that
end.”
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"Enough of this, Ravel. You took my mortality frome, and it
has caused more harm than good. | would take k baw —
you have had it overlong, | think.”

“Ravel cannotgive such a thing to you, my precious man,
for Ravel hasothingto give... | never possessgdu or your
mortality... though | wished to keep them both in garden as
selfish affection’s keepsakes, trace the pattefngor flesh...
but such things Ravel could not bring herself to. do

“Why not?”

“Yeh lovedhim!” Annah broke her silence — she sounded
astonished. “Yeltovedhim, yeh did!”

Ravel gave a low, wide smile. “Is that so hard you to
believe, fiendling...?” She cackled softly to herselboes
Ravel being Ravel, and thus, a myth, deserveo carry such a
feeling in her black-brambled heart...?”

“No creature is undeserving of such a feeling, RaGrace
spoke softly. “The histories do not paint such epassionate
picture of you, however...”

“Tchhh! The past is past, and histories care lifte a-
speaking the truth of it...” Ravel frowned, then hesice
dropped slightly, threateningly, as she studiedc&rdThe
feeling brushedme, yes... and nowold your silvered tongue,
Abyssal daughter. | need not your soft words taidlthe air
here — the man and | shall speak, and you shallddvef this.
| shall attend to you shortly.”

“Enough, Ravel: If you don’t have my mortality... wieds
it?” | had found Ravel, but now | needed to findrsthing else.
| had a feeling it was not going to be easy...

“1 don’t know, sweet thing. But if | were you, I'dtgeback
quick-quick. No telling what horrible things someocould do
to you if they held your mortality fatansom.” Ravelclickedher
talons together. “It would like be holding someanasweet,
succulent soul... a puppet dancing on someone’sgstrimould
you be, and a most sad puppet, too... two? Know witése |
do not.”
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“Hold a moment... you sayou don't know where my
mortality is. Do you know someone whoes know where it
is?” Ravel smiled horridly, her tusks gleaming.

“Clever, clevercleveryou are... yes, there isiother Who
might know the things that Ravel does not...” Raveliges
dimmed, as if she stared at something in the distaand her
voice slowed. “A... fair-skinned one... must you ask &ngel,
a deva, one who soars on the wings of morning aitid ks
hands, is the architect of horizons. He lies, leyond my
keeping, in another cage, in another prison... inkhiswing is
the knowing of what you wish to know. Ask him your
questions, listen to his answers, use them as gliide

“Where can | find this angel?”

“In a-leaving this prison, tanothercursed prison will you
arrive... though it may not appear as such to caglaalces.
Step a-lightly, and find the golden link in the eghortening
chain. The light shall give the dark of the matterd new paths
shall open to you.”

“Delightfully cryptic... though not surprising. ThasK

Ravel cackled. “Of the past | am not held to pattcs...
you are fortunate to receiamything,o caustic one!”

“Oh, am 1? It's just that the chain of who knowsawtand
where they are never seems to be a smooth serie®f

“Ahhh...” Ravel smiled, holding up one of her talohand
that is why you must keep each link safe, for éythare not
smooth now, imagine what the chain will be like wheore
links shatter... time and death are notpasientwith others as
they are with you.”

“What are you saying?”

“What if one of your precious links was tiie? And what if
you forgot yourself again? What would you do théhRere
would your stolen mortality be, then... it would ket forever,
for there would be no one left tex how to reach it. Tracing
your path would become harder... mayhassiLE...”

“I have some questions abowuiu, Ravel... Who are you?
Where did you come from?”

“I? Ravel am |, a maker and breaker of puzzleglzes of
whatcannotbe solved, a mind raveling and unraveling until the
threads of thought are tied up like knots in a Bemman’s
hair.” Ravel picked at one of her jagged gray hainspping it
around her finger. “It is enough, enough it is.”

“But whatare you? Some have called you are a ‘night hag,
whatever that is.”

)
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“Night hag...?” Ravel gave a ghastly smile, her yeta
teeth like needles. “| am butveomanwho has sorely... soarly?
Soarly missed her beloved creation. Some have named
crone, gray lady, Yaga sister, night hag — hwuteLr is my
name, Ravel, Ravel who puzzles well, providing cairums to
decipher and laying impossibilities low.”

“many things are said about we gray ladies. A race ae w
‘night hags,’ but arindividual am 1. Some call us evil of Old,
stalkers of mortal dreams, the kindly ones, ugigebus things
whose homes lie in the dark places of men’s min&avel’s
eyes narrowed to reddish sparks. “But that meansine to
me... what would one such asu call one such as I, pretty
thing?” My answer was flattering, but not withouatth for all
that.

“l find you beautiful, Ravel. Not perhaps to theeeyput
your mind seems sharp and vibrant.”

“Tchhh! Do you think | care for such truths?! A hex
inner beauty, no matter how long it may last thestl Think
you ugly am I...?”

“Ravel, you arenotugly...”

“Yet ugly | neednot be, pretty thing. My shape is but water
to my will, and | may re-weave its fibers to a mgieasing
tapestry...” Ravel glanced at Fall-from-Grace, themled and
licked her lips. “Yes...”

Ravel had... melted into Fall-From-Grace, taking @t h
demeanor, her features, her clothes... “Is this shaoee
pleasing?” Ravel smiled, her teeth now a brilligrtfect white,
the lips with just anint of red. “So cultured and breathtaking?”
She motioned me to come closer. “Come, my preqioas, my
lips do not burn with Abyssal torments. Lay youpsliupon
mine.” | looked around me, at my companions, buids
committed. | would do much more in order to revthal secrets
locked in Ravel's mind.

| touched my lips to Ravel's. Despite her new foher, lips
were dry, like sand, and as my lips touched, | de#tharp pin-
prick, like kissing a row of barbed seeds. | dreack licking
the blood from my lips. Ravel mirrored my gesturgde even
more horrifying in her new form. A drop of my blooemained
on the edge of her mouth, and she smiled evilly.

“You... bit me.”

“And you bit me, so long ago, ‘twas not a kiss thbuat a
bite to the heart...” Ravel smiled. “Do not be suspd, my
precious man. There is no harm done... except, maybape



348 Ravel Puzzlewell, Part Il

ones you travel with.” She chuckled lightly, andsuddenly
became aware of Grace’'s and Annah’s gaze upon me;
outwardly, Grace seemed composed, but | had agetriaeling
something hacthangedbetween the two of us. Annah'’s eyes
had narrowed to slits and her tail was flicking gerously back
and forth.

“Resume your normal shape, Ravel.” She flowed hatk
the form of the hideous night hag.

“A difficult man to please are you! Pah! And wondiéw
they why there are no males of our kind!”

“What other shapes can youhave you turned yourself
into?”

“Maybe some, Mebbeth none.” Ravel seemed confuged b
the question. “I've not a-membered such, I've négene, Ei-
Vene, mayhap? Neither smarta nor Marta... so mangats
and branchings, so many Ravels... always stitchind an
mending and growing are my forms.”

“Mebbeth? You were Mebbeth?”

“That may have been one of my names... yes?” Ravel
looked more confused, her black-veined eyes beapmiisty.
“Names aredifficult to remember...” Her voice became faint.
“Like calling across a great distance...”

“Mebbeth was kind to me and helped me, Ravel. That
meansvou helped me. | thank you.” As | mentioned Mebbeth,
all the color seemed to bleed out of Ravel's faotl she was
gray and ashen — literally. It was like the colastj.. vanished.

“And who might ye be, hmmmnnn? Does yer path bring
you back to OI' Mebbeth’s door, child...?” | echodua treply |
had given to old Mebbeth, only a few days ago.

“Yes, it does... Mebbeth... I, uh, came to learn mdrthe
Art. Can you teach me any more?”

“Pah! I am but a midwife, child, such power as the
commands is much beyond me...”

“l... don't think so. | think you may have more tath me
than you may realize. Much more.”

Then came the question like an echo: “Ye want éonlehe
Art, ye do2Whydo ye want to learn such things?”

Echo: “Because | may need it to solve the mystémytm |
After a moment, Ravel... Mebbeth... nodded. “The Aryma
help, it may not, and ye must not rely on it taveohll o’ yer
problems.” She sighed. “Child, it's most like orgging to add

am.
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another chip to yer pile 0’ questions...” She leairectlose.
“But if ye'd know, then listen...”

Mebbeth... Ravel... whispered something, and | felt
different, changed somehow. She told me something horrible,
something about how the Planes worked, but my rhadishut
out her words, and | could not recall them. Justkihg about
them set my heart pounding... Ravel told me somethiwgs
not sureanyonewas ever meant to know. She was watching me,
studying me.

“You were Ei-Vene? In the Mortuary? Ei-Vene helped,
Ravel.”

Almost unconsciously, Ravel's hand reached outrfar,
and just for a moment, | swore they were Ei-Venalgns...

Ravel’s left hand plucked a hair from her head, Kecbit
around her talons, and lightning-like, she jabbedtlzer talon
into the skin near one of my scars. It was baretyarthan a
pin-prick, but it looked like she was about to s&titching me
up. As it was with Ei-Vene, the sensation was asip
painless, but the thread and stitching seemed ob®w much
deeper, almosinsioe me, without actually going beyond the
surface of the skin. In moments, Ravel's talonsvdrack, and |
felt... better, stronger. Ravel muttered in Ei-Vene/sice,
“Dum zomfie...”

“You were that barmy seamstress in the Buried yé
Marta? Marta was barmy, Ravel, but she was notnghkind
not unhelpful. If you were her, then you mean mehaom. |
thank you.” As | said her name, Ravel's face seetoeshift...
her blue skin sagged, until she was wearing theesaoar, curd-
faced expression | saw on Marta’s face.

“C’'mon, now... don't be all-difficult on Marta...” She
raised the talon of her index finger like a scakpetl advanced
upon me. “False, nasty, corpse.” Ravel's filthytajabbed into
my abdomen, then pulled it brutally downwards isaav-like
motion... but there was no pain. | watched as my gkialed
slowly back from her touch — no blood issued frdra tvound.
“Look at this, Marta... look at this...”

Ravel’s free hand dug into my chest, where sheddapy
intestines up like yarn, amduckedthem from my stomach... as
she did, my stomach sealed up, as if time was do@ogwards.
Marta... Ravel... held up my intestines like a troptyretty,
pretty, eh, Marta...? One shouldn’t swallow such iaghno,
no...”
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“Uh... can | have those back, please? | might neednth
later.” Marta... Ravel... nodded slowly.

“As well he should, shouldn’t he, Marta? Yes... ybs,
should, Marta. Powerful magic to be found the gotsan
immortal, yes... not like teethies... or eyes...” Ravéatures
shifted, moved, until | could no longer see Martase in hers.

“Why did you help me, Ravel?”

“I cannot helpsur help you, my precious man... and that
will always be true, no matter how many Ravelsehee... on
this, they will agree.”

“What is this place?” | asked, curious about thantivled
garden she had created.

“Once a maze of lifeless stone it was, featurelbss, a
small black seed was wound in my hair when | caméhis
place, and it grew strong amongst the stone, #bing,
flourishing, until it ran thick throughout the matike the
unraveling hair of a crone... and so this maze oftlaro
becomesv garden.”

“Why were you imprisoned, Ravel?”

“I tried to help a Lady and a-kindly she did notedo it.”
Fall-From-Grace broke in with a question.

“The Lady of Pain? You tried toelpher?”

“My offering of help was unwelcome ttied to set herreg
Sigil is thecace, a City of Doors and Locks, is a prison for her.
It must be, mustn't it be? Why else call the cifySigil ‘the
Cage?’ And who is caged? The Lady! A prison so kfaalone
so great. Unjustness, wrongness, intolerable tondnt a
woman thusly!” Morte added his own comment.

“I think | know who should be in a cage...”

“I tried to break the Cage, let the Lady go frestie made a
shooing motion, her expression becoming pained fas s
scattered invisible birds. “Shoo, shoo, o painedmao, let
Sigil's ring be broken so you might fly far fronsifilthy streets
and the stupid dabus that dare not speak in wamrdteér their
thoughts would be overheard!” Ravel's hands slostgpped
their ‘shooing’ motion, and she gave a slow sigh.

“Before | could finish, | a-found myself here, amdy
memories none the better for the trip... much hapsli away,
much forgotten, yes it was... is? Was?” Ravel smiéith her
yellowed teeth. “The dwindling of memory has become
comfort to these old bones. Much have | forgotteh.am
fortunate in that | still remember you.”
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“Ravel, but...wny did you try to free théady of Painfrom
Sigil?”

Ravel's voice dropped, almost reprimanding. “I rdse
anyone, even a Power, being imprisoned and thimk i,
everyone ...whether stones, shores or quiet bladéisla.
should berree Some have said more fool, I. Why risk such a
thing, they said?” | had heard many reasons whyeRav
attempted to break the cage that was Sigil, butenbad
suggested this motive. | wondered if Ravel had gdnvaad a
capacity for compassion within her blackened sarl, if
somehow the improbable love | had awakened insatehlad
made room for other, kinder, emotions.

“There are some things | cannot bear, and no ajEdogill
I make, my precious half-man — yet... when | cannett |
matters well enough alone... many are the lives aedrds that
are a-left in pieces on the ground. If | had leti yae, mayhap
much better would your life be...”

“Is that what you were trying to do when | met y&long
ago? Were you trying to set me free?”

“Quite possibly, possibly quite. Life’s chains afehr-of-
death may have gripped too-tightly on the man | neknew?
Knew then, hmmmm-hmmmm?” Ravel picked at one of her
jagged gray hairs, wrapping it around her fing&to liking for
chains and cages does Ravel have...”

“Ah, so | was caged somehow? Or chained? It sotmdse
as if your memory is stirring, Ravel...”

“Yess...” Ravel blinked for a moment, and her blagined
eyes became duller, as if she had been struck avitreavy
weapon. Her talon tightened around the gray haitightly it
looked like she was about to tear it from her skiMlayhap...
you were a-trapped? But it was no normal cageftélat you...”

“Do you have any ideawvhat held me?” Ravel looked
confused, and her facwvisted, as if she was fighting an
unpleasant thought.

“I have forgotten... mayhap a promise...? No, no...” Her
finger tightened around the gray hair, and to nmpise, there
was asnaplike a twig breaking, and Ravel tore the hair from
her head. A trickle of black blood wormed from batheher
skull cap, and she hissed in anger.

“Ravel...? Are you all right?”

“No more will | say...” Ravel's face wrinkled in pain, the
talon covered with the blood-tipped gray hair —reygucked
from her head, it looked jagged and stiff. “I dd know, and no
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knowing shall | share!” She stared down at the ghayr
wrapped around her talon, and then she hissedflieked it to
me. “Take this, and leave the past where it ligdf-fman!” If
she could help me no more in the mystery that wgispest,
perhaps there were others things | could learn fnem

“The legends claim you are a powerful mage, Ra€aln
you teach me some of the Art?”

“Does Ravel know thart?! Is your mind gone a-way of the
mortality, a thing all up-and-lost?! | have forgattmore of the
Art than you shall...” She jabbed me with one of her talons.
“Ever.” She jabbed me again. “Know.”

“Can you teach me some of the Art, then?”

Ravel narrowed her black-veined eyes, studying me.
“Mayhap | could be persuaded by one such as youougth
any other wouldvor have such a chance, nor the boon | offer.
Are you a rudimentary student in the arts or amclrfg a tried-
true-and-tired... attired? A-tired master?”

“A master in the arts, beautiful Ravel.”

“Flatterer... and yet your words warm me.” Ravel'sceo
changed, alternating in pitch, like someone plugkanstringed
instrument. “Much have | learned tending this gard@harms
and incantations, distilled from the barbs...” Shgdeto hum
slightly to herself. “...rhyming, swaying ways of thensonants
constants and motions that bring the briars to yodr.. listen,
the branches will speak of it.”

As | closed my eyes and listened, a great tremipagsed
through me, as if dozens of barbed snakes wereowing
beneath my flesh. Just when | thought the painma than |
could bear, | suddenly, instinctively, began hungnithe same
tune that Ravel did... and the pain ebbed. In the&dée of the
maze | could hear the clicking of the tree creaturas if
responding to my call. Ravel watched me with aausilight in
her black-veined eyes.

“Such power...” She gave a soft hiss, as if in wonder, and
her lips peeled back in a smile. “It a-touchegtak hear it. You
are powerful, my precious man, so powerful... one elasn the
Planes may bend to your will...”

“I do not wish such a thing, Ravel. There are mao
would walk that path, but not I.” Ravel nodded,nthreodded at
my hand, which to my surprise, held a number otlslaarbed
seeds.

“Take those seeds. Use them as you will... and te, thi
grant an additional boon.” She plucked a hair ftwen head and
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took a handful of the seeds, placed them in hemp#hen
crushed them. A small trail of blackish blood reoni her hand,
but when she opened it, there was no wound... omigcklace
of black-barbs, woven around a lock of Ravel's dnayr. “Take
this; it is of me, and it will serve you well.” | appreciated all
Ravel had done for me, but my quest was still usffied.

“Thank you for the information you have given mayval; |
must leave now.”

“Hold...” Ravel's voice dropped to a low hiss, likeat of a
serpent. “The most important question you heweto ask, my
precious man. Has it occurred to you yet?”

“Yes... | need to know how to leave this place. Dayo
know the answer to this question?”

“I know the branchings of this place, the twistingad
bendings and burrowings. Though there are no lehgss one
may take their leave when they wish it.”

“So youoo know how to leave?”

“Wrap your hands about you like branches, make them
encircle your chest like a cage. Step from the exfghe maze
into the darkness, and into another cage your kbdjl go — a
simple leaving, but there iso return when that final step is
taken, sorake heed andake what you need before you take the
step. Which edge, which? One of the edges knows|. ridhe
remembering of which has failed me, and the edfjéseomaze
have had little to say on the matter.”

“You've known how to leave? All this time? Then... wh
don’t you leave?”

“Why stay when one can leave is your question t&@"me
Ravel broke into a crooked smile, displaying a wfWangs. ‘I
turn the question upon its head and send it agagriback to
you. The answer lies not in the staying or leavingt, in the
causes and reasons, my precious half-man.”

“Don’t you wantto leave?”

“It is a want, a once-want, but not a now-want, and more
and more a not, naught, knotted-want. What do tiribat lies
beyond my brambled walls? It is a cruel, jaggedlgvbeyond
the edges of this maze, and Ravel has pulledughof its
shards from her skin.”

“You have done me a great service, beautiful RaMehnk
you for hearing my request and sharing your knogdedith
me.” Ravel gave a crooked smile, all tusks, and theve a soft
cackle.
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“Ah... itis | who thanks you, my precious man. Long has it
been since such sweet flattery has been broughistanaze... |
wish to grant you a boon, my songbird.” | attemptedpeak,
but she put out a hand. “Shhh... | would tell youearst...
Close your eyes, and | shall let you see the natifir¢he
multiverse...”

| closed my eyes, and as | did, | felt a sharfhlstey pain
in my right eye. My eye..one of my eyes... opened... and |
saw Ravel before me, her blood-red eyes gleamitty alight;
one of her talons was extended, and was tipped wiyh
blood... and an eyeball. Mine.

“What... did... you... do...?”

“A boon | have granted, songbird. A twist of pertep, a
tap into the branches of the mind, a tap into tiwtsr of Ravel's
knowing have | granted you... a piece of me...” Shektte
eyeball, and | watched in disgust as she pullethfar black
seed and placed them both in her left palm. Witratesque
smile, she crushed the two of them with a sickerdngnch.
“Ahh...”

“Give... it back...”

“Of course, precious man...” Ravel opened her palm an
my eye lay there, seemingly untouched, staring at Bhe
placed it between her thumb and forefinger, thebried could
react, she stabbed it into my empty eye socket.

“Erhhkkkk...”

“A piece of me lies in your good eye, precious mafinen
you see the Planes through that eye, you will wstdrdmore
than you once did... wiser you will be, and more eigree of
the Planes and their turnings will you understandnd that is
all.”

As | was about to utter my farewell, | suddenlyt fal
crawling sensation in my skull — and | noticed tiRevel’s
black-veined eyes had taken on a strange, predfitery

“You’re not going to let me leave, are you Ravel?”

“A perceptive question — yet it not the real quest
Ravel’s voice took on a strange whisper — very #aat, sent a
faint echo through my mind. “The question is do yeish to
leave me, half-man?”

“Fair Ravel, you helped me when | came to you smlo
ago, and you have done so again. | shall not fongett you
have done. But now | must leave — | have to knowerabout
myself.”
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There was a terriblshimmeringin the air around Ravel —
and the sound of snapping twigs and cracking tirebs, and
the horrid sound of the treégndingandsplintering.. Ravel's
lips peeled back and her voice became shrill, fkbowling
wind.

“What doyou know ofknowing, half-man?know this: know
you will stay here until theno pavs in my brambled garden,
never to leave, and you shalle me, as you wergeant, as you
PrRoMISED”

“I'm afraid | would be poor company, Ravel. Anddnnot
stay in any event. I'm afraid you must allow mespge.”

“l shall not let you leave — | have the power keer you
here, and | shallse it. My black-barbed maze shalbr allow
you to travel beyond it while Live, my precious,precious
man...”

“Ravel, | don't want to fight you... don’t do this.llaw me
passage, and | shall return to visit you. You reeicbe alone in
this place.”

“ RETURN?! RETURN @S YOucLAMED You would soLonG Aco?!
No... no, you shall note to Raveltwice! NO more cenTuries
will I warr for you...” Ravel's lips peeled back, and her talons
seemed to grow, grow into fiendish claws. “Herearmin garden
you will stav, and a-wander the Planes you wilLonger...!”

“Ravel, calm yourself, there’s naeo for this...”

“You have forgotten youprace, HaLr-man. Humility is in
order.”

Some of Ravel's tree-creatures appeared arounahdsshe
herself began chanting a spell. The mystical utdeding of
her maze Ravel shared with me allowed me to twistesof her
servants to my will, setting them against those whmained
under Ravel’s control. This left me and my compagifree to
deal with Ravel herself.

| suspected that Ravel had been weakened by her lon
centuries immured in this black-barbed tomb, for hpells,
although potent, could not fully shield her from magic and
my companion’s weapons. After a short, brutal figrgtood
over Ravel's body. | had searched for a legend, fandd a
much more complex person than the evil hag ofalest | also
realized my search had become that much more yrfperif |
lost my memories no future incarnation would be=dblbenefit
from Ravel’s wisdom.

| also realized something new had entered the méuie
we battled Ravel. Shadows surrounded us; somehoermamy
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had found me even here. | quickly snatched a fewst from
the body before me that might be of use, and thernwned to
fight the shadows about us. Even as we slew thadst, more
moved in from behind. | led the others in a machdasan edge
of the maze, and then along the edge until we fahedportal
Ravel had mentioned, slaying more shadows alongvétye We
reached the portal, entered, and in an instant warsported
somewhere else...

* k%

Ravel's corpse lay upon the ground, surrounded hgtw
looked like a tangle of tree limbs, but which arshione before
were woody creatures. A barbed specter glided fatwa
stopping by the corpse. Not-corpse, as it spoke.

“Off with ya. Dead | am.” The specter replied itb@ming
voice, as though reverberating across the planes.

THEN DEATH'S KINGDOM HAS SEALED ITS GATES TO US BOTH. ARISE,
CRONE!

“Sh. Sh. Sh. Away with ya. I'm dead and no traffith the
living may | have.”

| CARE LITTLE FOR HOW YOU DIE. BUT | WARN YOU FOR THE LAST
TIME, ARISE OR | SHALL SLAY YOU WHERE You LIE. The crone that was
Ravel staggered to her feet.

“I had thought that dying at his hand would fulfithe
requirements the past put forth.”

YOU CANNOT HAVE THOUGHT THAT ONE WOULD HAVE A CHANCE. YOU
WERE INDULGENT TO LET HIM THINK HE WAS SUCCESSFUL

“Powerful this incarnation is. And kill me he coutd, but
for a few tricks which | posses. Fortunate was 1.”

FORTUNE ABANDONED YOU THE MOMENT | FOUND YOU. HAS YOUR LIFE
PREPAREDYOU FOR WHAT IS TO COME, HAG?

“I am not afraid. Not of the likes of you, raggeling.
Weak Ravel may be, but a few tricks has Ravel Ethover the
years. And | have known you would come.” Ravel preg a
spell. “Witness Ravel's anger.”

Both beings cast spells at one another, but Raael h
already been severely weakened, and soon she dlutopgbe
ground again, this time broken beyond repair.

NO LONGER SHALL YOU TROUBLE EXISTENCE WITH YOUR PRESENCE
WITCH.
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UNBROKEN CIRCLE OF
ZERTHIMON, PART Il

We appeared in a city, obviously not Sigil. Thei@sva grey sky
overhead, not the city curving back upon itselfe Thuildings
around us were made from stone and rusted metdl,tlam
dried, cracked mud of the street hinted at infredqiimit heavy
downpours. We stood next to a closed gate in a, wall two
bored guards were looking at us.

| turned to one of the guards, and asked where &re.viHe
explained we were in Curst, which | recognized asoeder
town in the Outlands. When | asked what else hédctali me
about the city, he replied in a laconic voice.

“We're under lockdown right now because of the pkag
Don’t know what's causing it, but we're quarantigisections
of the town ‘til we find out. You want somethingeP”

“I'd like to see the person in charge.”

“What, the Burgher? He's in the administration ding.
Good luck getting to him, though. He don't seeyonethese
days. His mind’'s definitely going someplace else.l”
wondered if there were any rumors about town of dlesa
Ravel had mentioned. Something like that would lbedhto
keep quiet.

“I'm looking for a deva.”

“Then you're looking at the wrong end of the Gr&ang,
berk, because even if there were one here, you'derfinding
it. It'd be locked away like a miser’s gold.”

| turned away, to look for an inn. It looked to dpetting on
towards dusk here, and after the events in Ravebze |
figured we all needed a rest. Fortunately, an ias wnly a few
steps away, and we soon obtained rooms for the.nigh

Once in the inn, | visited Dak'kon in his room. ldad
Annah were sharing it, but she was out scoutingCso | was
able to talk to him alone.

| was actually more interested in the Unbroken I€iraf
Zerthimon Dak'kon carried. | borrowed it from hifoy | was
interested in re-reading Zerthimon’'s sayings fory amew
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insights. | looked at the stone, ready to unlocle ai my
previous readings.

As | examined the rings of the Second Circle, Iniia
strange link in the plate that mentioned the latmpof the Gith
people to achieve the Rising. A new circle emerfjech the
link, and | unlocked it, pulling the plate forth boould study it.
| had, | realized, found a seventh circle, whidfegan to read.

“Knowthat the Rising of the People against illithid was
a thing built upon many turnings. Many were the gteavho
lived and died under time’s blade while the Risivezs shaped.”

“The Rising was shaped upon a slow foundation.|Stes
gathered so that it might marilithid flesh. A means of
knowingthe movements of thilithids was established, at first
weak and confused, then stronger, like a childifigdts voice.
When the movements werenown, then the illithids were
observed. In observing them, their ways of the minere
known”

“When the ways of thdlithid were known, many of the
People were gathered and taught in secret the nteastseld
their minds, and the way to harness their will @apons. They
were taught the scripture of steel, and most ingmtig, they
were given th&nowingof freedom.”

“These things were not learned quickly. Tkeowing of
much of the ways was slow, and in all these thiriyee’s
weight fell upon all. From th&nowingof one’s reflection in a
steel blade, to th&nowing of submerging the will, to the
knowingof seeing itself. All of these things and more Bemple
built upon. In time, they came kmowthe whole.”

Dak'kon had been silently watching me all this tirheold
him | had found a seventh circle, and told him wihapoke of.

“It speaks of time as an ally, not as an enemgalts that
patience can sharpen even the smallest of effiottsal weapon
that can strike the heart of an empire. Your vie®may be
small, but over time, a greater victory may be ecbd.”
Dak'kon was silent for a moment, then he spoke.

“Will you make this Circleknownto me?” | showed him
how to unlock the seventh circle. There were algo plates
containing githzerai ‘spells’ for us as well. Dak’klooked at
the plate | gave him, then shifted his gaze to me.

“There is much you have come koow of the Circle, and
your knowing carries a greater weight than mine.” Dak'kon
matched my gaze.Khow that your path is mine, and it shall
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come to pass that as yknewthe Way of Zerthimon from me, |
shallknowthe Way of Zerthimon from you.”

| studied the circle for more hidden texts. | sutdge
become aware of a pattern in the way the links e@meed... |
hooked my fingers into the sides of the Circle, antbcked a
hidden segment, pulling the plate forth so | catldly it.

“Know that a mind divided divides the man. The will and
the hand must be as one. knowingthe self, one becomes
strong.”

“Knowthat if youknowa course of action to be true in your
heart, do not betray it because the path leadardship.Know
that without suffering, the Rising would have nebeen, and
the People would never have com&nmowthemselves.”

“Knowthat there is nothing in all the Worlds that caamst
against unity. When akknowa single purpose, when all hands
are guided by one will, and all act with the sameerit, the
Planes themselves may be moved.”

“A divided mind is one that does nkmowitself. When it is
divided, it cleaves the body in two. When one hasirale
purpose, the body is strengthened.khowingthe self, grow
strong.”

| spoke to Dak'kon of what | had learned in thighth
circle.

“It speaks of focus and discipline... about how kibwing
oneself can physically divide the man. It also &geaf the
weaknesses that division causes. It seems to mé tedis one
to not only know themselves and take strength from that, but
that your focus can reveal weaknesses in your eridniien
showed Dak'kon how to unlock the eighth circle, aghin
gained two plates with ‘spells.’ | looked into Dedth's black
eyes.

“There are two plates here... we should both studynth
you and I. | think when yoknowthe Eighth Circle, perhaps
then you will know Zerthimon’s heart when he made the
Pronouncement of Two Skies. His words were notdtafsthe
illithids, but of the People.”

Dak'kon stared at the plates, his eyes flickeringrahe
geometries upon them, then looked up and matchedjang.
His blade bent, shifted, until the shimmering lioed before
had become a silver glow. He seersadngersomehow.

“Know that when death comes for yoknow that | shall
meet its blade with min&now that when all dies around you,
knowl! shall live for your sake.”
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“When we die, Dak'kon, it shall be the same detithhall
be the Pronouncement of Two Deaths As One.”

My discovery of the Eighth Circle brought Dak'kom &
greater understanding of himself and removed dbabt that
had afflicted him. | literally watched him shed ttwat of years
when | told him of the Eighth Circle. In hearing mnmords,
Dak'kon made the Pronouncement of Two Deaths As, One
where he swore that when death came for me, hedwoeét its
blade with his.

| felt as though | had finally accomplished somethi
worthwhile in this incarnation. Dak'kon was no lengthe
tormented slave; although still bound by his wotdsglieve he
now thought of himself as my companion, and thatwoeld
have continued to travel with me even without fdtho
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CURST

Annah came into the room. She had finished wandealvout
Curst picking up local information. | thought toesa smile
begin to form on her lips as she saw me in her rdmuh her
eyes traveled to Dak'kon and a frown turned downrheuth
instead. She brusquely told me what she had leah€drst.

“Don’t yeh trust anyone here. Yeh got me?” She then
abruptly turned me out of her room.

| awoke the next day in the room | shared with Mpwho
was already awake. This wasn’t too surprising,esine seemed
to need very little sleep. Seeing | was awake, d¢tebbd over in
my direction, seemingly anxious to impart some eglvi

“Chief, you watch your back herex? This place is filled
with back-stabbers.”

We assembled in the main room of the inn, for almea
Grace addressed me, but she obviously meant hetswor
everyone.

“Curst is a prison town filled with betrayers intbavords
and deeds. We must take care, and watch each”other.

| looked at Nordom, wondering if he had any adv@give
me, but he wore his usual demeanor which maderdt toetell if
he was taking any notice of his surroundings.

Last night | hadn’t been interested in talking toy@ne in
the inn, but this morning | needed to gather sonferination
about Curse. | entered the common room, and appedathe
man standing behind the bar. | saw a haggard, gran. His
coarse face was lined and weathered, and his eges ned-
rimmed. He straightened as he saw me.

“Welcome to the Traitor's Gate. I'm Tainted Barsee
innkeep.”

“What kind of a name is that?” | was not in a goodod;
Ravel had raised more questions than she had asdwlestill
didn’t have a line on my enemy, and now Ravel waseg If |
fumbled my mission, no future incarnation would relse able
to ask her questions again. The innkeeper, meaawhddn’t
taken my question well. He glared at me as hefbaroanswer.

“Barse is my given name, berk. | got the Tainteterla
because of some former friends spreading baseles#.t He



362 Curst

lookedvery angry. “What the hell do you want, anyway? You
an adventurer or something?”

“Why? What's wrong?”

“What's wrong is that my daughter got herself kigped
by slavers, and now the place is going to fall bahon its bills
and I'm going to lose the place to one of thode pi&ers in the
first circle.” He looked at me more closely. “Yoe'the fellow
asking about the deva, ain’t you? Tell you whatu¥Yelp me
out, I'll help you.”

“What do you know about the deva?” He smiled ciyafis |
asked my question.

“You're looking for him, ain’t you? | can tell yothat he’s
hidden far beneath the prison. | can tell you hovgéet there,
too, apart from being arrested or trying to brileeiyway in —
which wouldn’t work anyway.”

“Go over there and talk to Marquez. He's the ex-
Harmonium fellow. He knows about these slavers -& ha
holds the first part of the key that'll put you ttve path of seein’
the deva. There are five parts to the Key, buinit a physical
key. When you've got the parts together, you costienrte —
and it unlocks knowledge in my mind. ‘Til then, thgh, it stays
secret. You got to satisfy the keyholders.”

| was willing to agree — for now. | didn’t have aoplem
with rescuing his daughter, assuming he told thehtrand
while | was looking about town | might stumble axs@another
avenue to the deva. | asked what was going oreitativn.

“What this place is, is a hotbed of rumors and amdo. No
one trusts no one. Y'don't do favors for someon¢hauit
makin’ sure they're in your debt. Everyone hatesrgone else,
and everyone’s looking for a hold to get on evegyd®omeone
like you... you're a ripe target of opportunity foregple,
because you don’t know the politics. And | guarangeu'll be
sucked in.”

“Heh. Troubles a-plenty, as always. First, theygkdigging
holes in the ground to make the prison bigger — tral
discover this deva, wrapped up in a big obsidiambiey
chained to the floor. They take his sword and ts@ower to
keep the criminals in their cages. They're busyatiely what to
do about the celestial, tearing their hair outrtgyto figure out
how they can make a profit off its discovery andssr their
‘friends'... and then the plague hits.”

“The plague. Something that lays folks low. Make®ple
all ornery and bad-tempered — and too weak to ddhamg
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about it. The guards've closed off portions of tben, and
they're all tight-wound. They'll take you into jaih the slightest
pretext these days. | don't know how you got intdan, but
you ain’t getting out unless you find a portal.”

| talked to Marquez, a burly blond man, who wamarer
Harmonium officer. He told me where to find theveles, who
were Harmonium members. His reasons for helpingewer
outlined in a few sentences.

“| found out that the Harmonium — a group I'd beéid in
from the start — was buying people, kidnapping thésking
them against their will and ruining their liveswias sucking the
life out of people for daring to be different, ancbuldn't take it
anymore. The slavers you'll be fighting are old cades of
mine.” He spat on the floor. “Berks. Liars. You tatrust
anyone anymore.”

The Harmonium slavers were not hard to find; evilyethe
town was so corrupt they had felt no need to hideirt
activities. We easily defeated them. The innkeeplensghter
was freed, and | obtained the first part of thebakekey from
Marquez when we returned to the Traitor's Gatetdii: me the
person to talk to for the second part of the keyned Kitla.

| talked to the tall, striking woman. She wanted tmeettle
the question of an inheritance between Crumpleptmelsmith
and Kester the distiller. She was willing to accegpty
resolution, even their deaths. | didn't see whyt thauld be
necessary, and agreed to her demand.

| talked to the two feuding men. Crumplepunch wasrly
educated, and seemed glad to let an outsider fettldetails of
the inheritance. He gave me a crumpled sheet d@imebn
which his father had written to him. Kester was encgluctant,
but I managed to talk him into allowing me to meelias well.
He too had a document written by his father. Theudwents
were poorly written, and unclear, but based on whebuld
puzzle out | split the inheritance between the twothers.
Crumplepunch was satisfied, but predictably Kest&s not.

| returned to Kitla, who gave me the second pathefkey,
and pointed out the holder of the third part, orab&t. He was
friendly enough, and asked me to prevent a groupffifans
from roughing up Kyse, the caretaker of the towmguand
taking his money. When | asked why this was so itam to
him, he would only answer my question with anotigestion.

“Does it really matter? What if | said he was my
grandfather? What if | said | wanted revenge onptbaple who
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are going to try to attack him? What if | said thatanted that
money for myself? Does the motivation matter? Yegetting
what you want — the Key — and I'm getting something of
this for myself.”

The dump was easy enough to find. | saw a scruéfynman
who reeked of garbage. He seemed somehow moretkéal
most of the people of this town, more vibrant, fake didn’t
quite belong here. He looked up at me as | appeshchnd
straightened his back.

“Come to see Kyse? Heard stories of wisdom and
righteousness? Examples to be set and lived by®kéd who
he was.

“I am Kyse, caretaker of the town’s refuse. | tenctheir
garbage, and in metaphor | have seen a fair numbspuls
float this way as well. | am the voice that urgéen to
goodness — and | fear they ignore me.” | then asitsulit the
thugs who had threatened him.

“Wernet is the man, a leader of lice, a collectbsios. He
tells me | have coin, that | should give it to hibut my wealth
lies solely in my heart and my faith. | have toichhthis. | fear
he does not believe. Go, convince him of this. $deéle stands
in Inner Curst, on the southern side, near the wago

| tried talking to Wernet, but he, not surprisinglgfused to
listen. | was forced instead to fight off the thiyernet sent to
the dump. Kyse seemed stupefied that anyone int @uwsld
save his life, but | was glad to have helped him.

| returned to Nabat to get the third part of thg. Kdow that
I had done his job, he was willing to admit that Wwanted
revenge on the gang that had threatened Kyse, featdhe
himself had started the rumors that Kyse was hidirgjash of
gold.

| talked to the next key-holder, Dallan, a tall maith
shoulder-length black hair and piercing blue eyés.asked me
to settle a... situation involving a city leader,ithganki named
An'izius, but he refused to say what outcome héemed.

| found An'izius near the town’s gate to Carcérig prison
plane. He requested | frame his enemy, a woman ch&iabha.
| talked to Siabha, to get her side of the storge Barely
listened to what | said, immediately offering toute any
money An'izius offered if | would double cross him.

| was disgusted by the double-dealing | had foun€urst,
and told the captain of the city guard that bothizuns and
Siabha were attempting to frame one another. Hergagsed
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my testimony to arrest the two, not from any sesfsgvic duty,
but because it served to further schemes of his own

When | returned to Dallan | considered asking weywas
interested in An'izius, but | didn’t bother. It wasdoubtedly
another design for personal gain. | was alreadytiheaick of
Curst, and couldn’t wait to leave it. | got his {paf the key, and
moved on to the last key-holder.

Dono Quisho was a red-haired woman, short and plump
Her request was simple. Use the scroll she gaveorsammon
the fiend Agril-Shanak to a pentagram, and thea fravhen it
appeared. | resolved to follow her instructionsotiya

The pentagram was located in an old grain elevatosed
Dono Quisho’s scroll to summon Agril-Shanak. Thesrdered
my companions to attack the fiend. As we attacked, feet
scuffed out portions of the pentagram, which ‘fidedo leave
the pentagram. Our attack, which had come as aisern the
fiend, shortly freed it from its body as well. | daed whether
we had permanently destroyed it, but it wouldn’tbdmhering
anyone for quite some time.

Dono Quisho was upset that | had killed the fieimat, her
word never the less bound her to give me the fiftiht of the
key. | returned to Barse the innkeep again, tellirg the five
part key.

“Such place eternal justice had prepared for those
rebellious...

Here their Prison ordained in utter darkness...

...their portion set...

As far removed from Gods and light of Heaven...

As from the Center thrice to the utmost pole.”

Barse opened his secret tunnel for us, and we demh it,
under the streets of Curst.



366 Trias

TRIAS

The tunnels under Curst were thick with fiends attter nasty
creatures. We fought trelons, nupperibo, lemurbishai, even
a gehreleth.

We also encountered a fiend which named itselfelath,
a cornugon, a greater Baatezu. The creature setenfed| that
my actions were actually serving its purpose. Waethr not
what | was doing would benefit the Baatezu, | waedeat its
faith in talking so openly to me. | resolved thahatever
happened, Tek'elach would not be around to see it.

| ordered my companions to attack the fiend. Blfts
without any support, we rapidly dispatched it, dr least
removed its form from Curst, since | doubted we ldou
permanently kill it.

We also, unexpectedly, met a human in the tunhssw a
dirty man, hunched and crabbed with age and daskrés
lank, greasy hair flew from his shoulders as hedppis, and his
eyes went wide with fear. His fingers began twigtthrough
arcane patterns... After what we had been througtugh, |
didn’t fear any spell he might get off, and jusinged at him.
He dropped his hands, and gave me a peculiar stare.

“Ach, another visitor, eh? You'll all be wantin’ szare the
oI’ hermit half to death, eh? These tunnels're tace for a
casual spring walk, y'know. What d'you want from?he

“I'm looking for a deva,” | asked him, getting rigto the
point.

“Heard rumors about it, but this oI’ hermit ainen it. |
thought it might be underground, since this plameks$ up all
good things, but | still can't find it. If | could,d ask if it'd
heard about my god.” He rattled off a sigh, andémbdown the
hallway. “Somehow, it feels like it'd be off to thveest there.
But I still haven't found it. It must have a guadi” He winked
at me.

“What are you doing down here, anyway?” He sighgaira
noisily, caught himself, and looked around wildly & moment.

“I came to Curst because my god was exiled to Carlbe
been movin’ closer to him alla the time, but I'nt goin’ into
the prison plane after him. I'm tryin’ to find a yvéo get him
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out. Since he’s a power o’ good, he shouldn’t dverthere, but
that's how exile works, | guess.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Too long, too long, in the service of a god whals but
forgotten. | remember him, though... I'll find hinf,lihave to
duck all the monsters around forever. I'll find Hirhle stared
off, mumbling.

He refused to say any more about himself, or hit gte
might possibly have been another fiend, but if las We at least
had the sense to hide himself in the form of a mhareby
preventing my ordering his destruction.

The tunnels past here led into the undergrounaprisvel
of Curst. After fighting through a score or so afr&t guards, |
finally found who | was looking for. | saw a beimgth skin of
the purest ivory and hair of blinding white. Hisngs were
charred, the feathers destroyed, yet he still tadigpeace and
love. He stood as if in meditation, taking no netiof my
presence, holding his arms out to either side. i@hheld his
forearms tightly, attached to the dais on whiclstoed. Though
I did not recall having ever seen a deva, | knewnin heart
what this was.

The deva raised his head and rested his gaze upoilis
voice was pure and melodic. “What is it you wish Tofas,
mortal? Speak your mind and leave me to my memafes
paradise.” Before | could answer, the deva’'s fagleténed and
changed to a frown. The deva turned its head estddéts gaze
upon Morte.

“The stench of Baator lies thick about you, skulMorte
immediately shot back a reply.

“You don't smell any better. When was the last tiym
bathed?”

Meanwhile, Fall-From-Grace had been closely examgini
the deva. She moved close to me, so that only lddogar her
comment.

“A deva... yet those chains do not seem to bind him s
much as smother his mind...” Dak'kon, however, had
overheard, and chose to add his own observatiamdied in
personal experience.

“The chains do not hold him. Belief chains him.”

| was curious about the deva’s comments, and dedoe
question him about other matters before askinghfelp for
myself. | also wished to learn something about tleiga before
committing myself.
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“Memories of paradise?” A shadow passed over lde &t
my words.

“Never again shall | see them, | fear, the orddyeduty of
Arcadia, the vistas of Elysium, the Seven MountsMafunt
Celestia... all the ugliness contained in these LoRdanes is
effaced there, where it is truly possible to bedi@v redemption.
Too many look only to the Lower Planes for theisgimation
and aid, | fear... That is all I have left to me lstplace. Now
what is it you wish of me, mortal? Speak your mardi then
leave.”

“How did your wings get burnt?” | asked, curiousahbe
had been injured, but not destroyed.

“It was part of the grand betrayal — they searedwitygs
as they manacled me, that | might not flee themmdbeough
the earth. It is the nature of this place thatdghiof beauty are
not tolerated.”

“Why were you confined?”

“The people of this town — traitors all — know nioty of
truth and beauty. They cannot tolerate it. Theydume here
and chained me. Mortals do not possess the peigpdbiat
allows them to grow the strength of character &® rabove
desires, as | sought to teach them.”

“I disagree, Lord Trias,” Fall-From-Grace interjedt “You
simply had an overabundance of trust in your sforithem.” A
sneer twisted his beautiful face.

“Surely, mistress tanar’ri, you don't believe tihadrtals can
ever gain that perspective? Not when you are wbatare —
your very nature cries out to subdue any chanceaafsomight
have to rise above their base instincts.” | wapissed by his
strong reaction, although interminable imprisonnraight sour
even a deva. In any case, | needed to find a wagnmve the
chains holding him if | wished to learn anythingvalue.

“How can you be freed?”

“An act of kindness done to me shall set me freg.sMord
— my soul — is an agent of such kindness. Fetctbthde for
me and strike my chains off. It is kept somewharthis prison,
in a locked and guarded chamber. | know the contibimao the
entrance.” He spoke three arcane syllables thatelouinto my
memory. “Free me, and | should be... in your debth&gs |
can aid you in what you seek.” It was as Grace, $&dseemed
to be hesitant in what he said, as if confusedas therefore
surprised to hear him speak as though he knew af Wéought.

“What do you know of what | seek?” He smiled, sadly
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“You wear the marks of it upon your face and caitry
within your heart. Should these chains be lifteahfrme... then
| should be able to divine your purpose more degplyde you
more truly. Until then...” The deva shrugged. “Untilen |
cannot even give you the benefit of good advicees€hchains
smother memory and instinct.”

“Ravel the hag sent me to you. She said you had/lauge
for me about my stolen mortality.”

“Ravel... the night hag... a stolen mortality... this sdlems
so familiar to me, yet | fear | cannot dredge up kmowledge
while these chains confine me.”

There was no further point in questioning him uhtiad
found his sword. Unfortunately, that meant penitgato the
heart of the prison on this level. We had to pexetseveral
circles of cells and passageways, fighting anottmare of
guards along the way.

The final guardian was a being known as Cassiunalie
the mistake of challenging me to a game of witswhich |
readily defeated it. | quickly grabbed the swordch#td been
guarding. The heavy blade was warm to the touct,feames
had been carved across the surface of the blageinfficacy of
the carvings was breathtaking; they were done witbh skill
that the sword seemed to be burning with metalhenés...
someone must have spent several centuries rendbeng The
metal of the blade was unfamiliar... it was heavy ibshined
like silver. | quickly wrapped the sword in a clathd thrust it
into my pack; the sword might literally have a miofdits own,
and | didn’t wish to risk prolonged contact with it

The Curst authorities had switched over the prisomise
the sword to power its magical wards. With the siisor
removal, every door in the prison was unlocked, dhe
prisoners swarmed the halls seeking freedom. Theireng
guards, summoned to stop me, now turned to slatightehe
prisoners rather than let them escape. | aidecptiseners as
best | could, but many died nonetheless.

The prisoners themselves did not trust me or my
companions, so once we had driven off the remaiginards |
left them to seek freedom on their own. | returteethe chained
deva, and showed him the sword | had found. Troakdd
shocked for a moment.

“Celestial Fire? You have recovered my blade? Wil
free me? Then strike a blow against the chain!”
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Rather than answering, | took its cloth-wrappedt ihihand
and stuck a blow against the chain holding him. Thains
sundered easily under the blade, and the soundhafralerclap
resonated between my ears. Everything went black afo
moment, and | felt the blade vanish from betweerfinmgers.

“I thank you for freeing me. | owe you much.” Hisatred
wings fluttered. “What would you ask of me, mort8id afraid
| can offer little in the way of boons.”

“My mortality has been stolen from me. | wish telegm
it.”

“You speak foolishness. Yet... there is one who migat
able to help you with what you seek. It is a fiendmed Fhjull
Forked-Tongue. He shall aid you.” The deva’s lipgked in a
small smile. “He is under an obligation to do chafi

“How do | reach him?”

“There lies a portal to the north of this prisots key is a
broken chain link.” He peered at the shatteredsliakound his
feet, stooped, and pressed one into my hand. “Asroppiate
key for one who seeks to leave Curst.”

“Farewell, mortal. | have... business... to attend tdé
looked meaningfully at the ceiling of his prisonddeaped into
the earth above him like a diver into an ocean.
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VHAILOR

| opened the portal the deva had mentioned, readgnter
another plane through it. However, a figure waghi@ room
beyond the portal, standing against the far wdike figure gave
no sign that it had noticed our entry; curiougpprached.

Before me was a towering, empty suit of armor — that
plates were suspended in space, as if securedaoviwisible
frame. Red veins ran across the length of the nge¢alves, and
a huge, double-edged executioner’'s axe rested sirhdnd.
Engravings decorated the surface of the armor, st
prominent of which was a crimson serpent with itggs
outspread. From behind the ‘wall’ in my mind whégments
of memory lay, a name slithered forth.

“Vhailor...?” | didn't know where the name came frobut
I knew itbelongedo the armor. | had barely whispered it, but
echoed strangely in the chamber. The air stirngst, gnough to
send a crawling sensation swimming through my skoli a
knot to tighten in my heart.

As | stared upon the suit of armor, the shadowsainthe
visor took shape... coalescing into the features pbaerful,
ebony-skinned man. His eyes were like fires, andbbes
numerous scars... was this ‘Vhailor,” when he woesHr? He
seemed hauntingly familiar... both as a suit of armar as a
flesh and blood human. Almost as if | were recitimgspell,
more words came to my lips.

“Vhailor... awaken.” There was a flare of brilliargd light
from beneath the helm, lancing out in a blindingsHi; |
shielded my eyes from the glare — when | uncovéhen, |
saw two embers burning within the shadows of thenh&he
figure spoke.

I haveawakenen The voice was spectral, hollow, and echoed
within the suit of armor. It was not a human voicé.felt more
like aforce,a presence. It didn’'t sound like anythialive... or
like anything that ever lived.

“Who are you?”

| amvHALIOR.

“Whatare you?”

it



372 Vhailor

I am a wmercvkiter As Vhailor pronounced the word
‘Mercykiller,” Annah and Morte stiffened.

“Mercykiller?” | echoed.

Mercykillers servesustice Justice purces evil. WhenacL
have been cleansed, the multiverse achies@gcrion

“Why are you called ‘Mercykillers?’ ”

Mercy is a shield used by thesak Mercy is weakness
Mercy ispeatH. No ONE iS innocent. Mercykillers slay mercy and
its wHoreswherever their plague has carried them.

“I disagree. Mercy is strength — and there are simdbien
even justice can be unjust, especially when cartiche
extreme.”

mercveats at the heart ofistice no onethat lives iSnnocent

“How long were you imprisoned?”

Timercep as | lay imprisoned. Time bears neanine. Only
JUSTICE

“Do you knowwhyyou came to Curst?”

Much is lost of my journey. | traveled in searchsmokavers
They found me and imprisoned me. An ackefcHery

“What betrayers?”

Curst is acrry of BeTravers|t is a city that defiesustice |
came tocLeanseit.

“How were you imprisoned?” Vhailor was silent. The
embers in his eyes flickered. “Vhailor? Do you tebaw they
imprisoned you?”

| do notknow.

“How does justice lend you her strength?”

ThestrencTHOf susTicedepends on the harm theusticehas
caused.

“So... the greater the injustice — the greater thmer—
the more strength ‘justice’ lends you?”

When thensusTiceis great enoughyustice will lend me the
strencTHNeeded t@orrecTit. None May stand against it. It will
SHATTER every barrier, sunoer any shield, tear through any
encHANMENT and lend its servant thewer to pass senTENCE AS
Vhailor intoned the words, a crawling sensationspdsthrough
my body — so strong it made me shiver. | Heghrd these
words before, and | knew them totioge.

knowTHis: There is nothing onawL thepLanesthat canstavthe
hand ofiusticewhen it is brought against them. It may unmake
Armies It may sunder the thrones @fps Know that for all who
BeTRAYjUStice, | am theirate. And fate carries anxecutioners
AXE.
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“And how do you knowwvhento dispense justice?”

Justice sees through my eyes. Tiwesof a mercykiLLERCAN
see thecracks of weakness the FraiLTies the wounds ofvercy
upon theneart. In seeing | know the guilty. Tknow their Fear |
wondered at this power he claimed, and, turningkqa out the
first of my companions that | saw.

“What do you see when you look at Morte?”

The skull knowsuch. Yet it knowshothing of justice. Many
with hearts like the skull’'s now lie withirisonsand craves My
full curiosity now aroused, | wondered what theufig saw in
my other companions. | asked about Dak'kon.

This githzerai’'s heart lacks thexresupice that poisons his
kiND. Yet he exists ironriict with himself, for hisvorp is his
wiLL and histaw. Where the githzerai thrive in chaos, this one
suffers

“Prejudices? What do you mean?”

The githzerai race burns witkresubice There is no place
for presubice in JusTiceS eyes. By its nature, prejudiceints
justice. Githzerai are prejudiced against the githki, their
racial cousins, and the illithids, who were thenersof the gith
peoples. Hatred fogotH the githyanki and illithids burns in the
githzerai heart| asked next about Nordom.

Thewmobronis of no consequence. It caerine justice, but it
does notunperstanpit. It is not satisfactory. But it isnoucH
Next was Fall-From-Grace.

TANARRI are sorN from chaos. They caneorthing for susTice
Thesuccususknows ofiusticg but she hasurneb from it. mercy
hasroisonebher heart Fall-From-Grace stiffened at his words;
her voice when she replied was even, without aetmitthe
tension she must have felt.

“I know of justice, Vhailor. | temper it with expence and
wisdom, and when justice is tempered with those tharths, it
becomestronger.l know of mercy and forgiveness as well, for
without them, the Planes would be a much crueksrepf

MERCY eats at theqeart of sustice mercy devours all that is
PERFECTION COMPASSIOI\and FORGIVENESSAI'€ MERCY S POISONS

“No, Vhailor they are not. They are instrumentswiyich
another soul may be redeemed, elevated and stegregthin so
doing, themultiverseis strengthened. Therein lies the perfection
you speak of.”

You areweak, succusus YOU are asweak as all yourkino.
Where youkino seduces with theesy mercy has sebucebyou.
You aremercY s WHORE YOU arenoTHING.
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Fall-From-Grace drew herself up at thig\mi I, Vhailor?
Thenjudgeme with your sight, see if you find me wanting. See
if you can find the weakness that you claim eataatf

Vhailor's eyes flared as he stared at Fall-Frome@rahe
two embers burning like torches. Fall-From-Grace hig gaze
steadily, her eyes crystal and determined.

Therootsof weaknessare there. Yoweieve yourselfstrong
but mercy will feed upon the roots. It wilbevour your wiL.”
Vhailor paused for a moment, and his next wordk liie¢ a
hammer.Yet.. otHer Weaknesses do yowip in your HeART,
succubusThat is whatuy eyes see. Yathre In carINGg You have
becomeveak

“On that point, we are divided, Vhailor.” Grace lief.

“What do you see when you look at Annah?” | asked.

The tiefling istantep by the Lower Planes. Her blood
leaves nakoomfor loyalty tosustice She understandssticg but
she ienores it. Vhailor's eyes flared to torche§&he will not
icNoreMe. Annah’s eyes narrowed at his words.

“Yeh best be keepin’ yer blind eye off me, spilit! have
no dealin’s with yeh, so | won't.”

Tiefling, answerme: Have you ever committed amusTice?
As Vhailor’'s eyes fell upon Annah, she flinchedjfasurned.

“Nay, spirit, and yeh've no business a-questionie, yeh
don't.”

JusTicegives me theighr.

“Aye? An’ what justice mightwat be?! Yer justice is not
My justice — it's as hollow as yer suit 0’ armor! Yetake yer
own justice which yeh blindly ignore when it comes jaggin’
yourself!”

Mercykillers are justice Our actions areasove question
TIEFLING.

“Oh, aye? Well, yeh and yevercykillers swung many o’
me friends from the leafless tree in the name stige when the
inclination struck yeh! Burn in Baator’s fires, yelrsed half-
dead thing, and may the Powers water on yeh fed gueasure!
I wish yer armor ta be dropped inta the Foundrygsvan’
melted down so that not a plate remains!”

For the wasT time, tiefling, have you ever committed an
injustice? rerusaL to answer is an admission aefut. His
badgering of Annah had made me angry; how couldmay
who lived in the Hive and refused to be a victint be guilty of
some crimes?
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“Vhailor, stop this. Now. | won't have you questing
her.”

JusTice gives me thewcHt. Guilt cLoaks her like a second
skin

“I told you to stop, Vhailor, and | meant it.”

So the whore that isiercy shows itself.weakness has
poisoned your heart

“Has it? Then judge me, Vhailor — if you find me ntimg,
then pass sentence oe.”

WHO ARE YOU TO QUESTIONA SERVANTOF JUSTICE? YOU ARE NOTHING.
YOU ARE A SHELL | WILL NOW SEARCHYOUR HEART. WE SHALL SEEIF YOU ARE
rounp waNTING As Vhailor’'s burning red eyes fell upon me, | felt
them tearing at my skin, blistering it, then peglinback — but
there was no pain, just a wash of dizziness aneénaes of
drowning.As his eyes burned into me, | felt a memory stir...

The burning red eyes grew brighter, to almost litigdthen
| wasracing Vhailor, but where there was hollow space before
there wasflesh —a scarred, ebony-skinned man glared from
beneath the helmet, his eyes like fires as he degame. The
armor was gleaming, and his face was locked in. ftdg had
comefor me.

“You have found me, Vhailor. You have traveled ago
way... | imagine it was not easy finding me.”

“Justice led me to you. Where you walk, you leavea# of
surrering” The man’s voice rumbled, but there was no echo,
none of Vhailor's spectral voice, just anger ang/fand flesh
and blood... he was dangerous, but this was no gppdotce,
only a man, and | had defeated many such men.lIl'lsee you
brought before the Sigilian courts and punishegoli deny it,
thensay it, and | shall judge you.”

“I deny it. Judge me... then | shall judge you.”

“Judgeme?” Vhailor's eyesburnedand he gripped his axe
tightly, the muscle cords in his neck and arm #ging as he
began to swing it, slowly, menacingly. “You have we+t to
judge me.”

“Yes, | have, Vhailor, for | know your heart — amdy
power gives me the right to judge you. But | sinaff judge you
now: You must rest within this cage until the dagah set you
free to walk the Planes once more.” As my incaomasiaid the
word ‘cage,’” Vhailor's gaze suddenly turned from toethe
surrounding walls — it was the walls of the Curssgn cell
where | found him — many years in the pdstany years,
enough for a man to die many deaths. Or perhapsigs
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“I eluded you up to this point, Vhailor... why do ythink |
agreed to meet yolere?Did you think | was surrendering? Or
wished to fight you? No... this is the gate town ofirg,
Vhailor. It borders theprison plane of Carceri, where even
Gods are held prisoner. You are powerful, Vhailor, bhe t
energies of this place allow even the mightiesthéo caged
here.”

Vhailor turned, but some of the fire had died is biyes.
“This istreachery’!

“Treachery runs through this place like veins, #&nd that
treachery that lends me the strength for this emohent — that
is why | was forced to meet you here in Curst.il &zave this
cell, Vhailor, but until I come for you, you canndbur crusade
for justice is truly remarkable, but it will be fpotten, and
perhaps in time — even justice will forget you.”

“You go beyond denying yourself justice, but youe ar
denying mycrusade..”

“I know of your mission. But that will have to waiintil |
am done withmy mission, and this is the second time you have
found me and attempted to judge me. | will not wllid to
happen a third time.” Vhailor said nothing — nevead |
sounded senaL. | was pronouncing a terrible judgment on him,
a judgment that carried no justice at all.

“I am immortal, Vhailor — but you are a... strangeeon
Justice hasouchedyou, and that justice may be more powerful
than whatever it is that sustains me. Still, takarh | do not
wish you to die... perhaps one day | will have needomneone
who has the power to kill me. So here you will remantil |
come for you.”

The memory blackened, running into darkness, and
suddenly, | was facing the spectral Vhailor agdiis, armored
visage empty of flesh — only the burning embers.

You shall bes’upcen. As Vhailor's burning gaze fell upon
me, | suddenly felt a strange sense of detachraémgst as if |
was stepping back outside of my body. There wasiat f
whisper, a crawling within my skull, and suddenlignew that
no matter what Vhailoclaimedto see, he would only see what |
wisHep him to see. | knew that even the simplest of diéaep
he must accept — | was a closed book to him.

Have you evemuroereo another?l, however, felt no desire
to lie to him, instead | picked one of the manyma$ which |
had committed.
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“Yes... it was my hand, but not my mind, Vhailor.dne of
my previous incarnations, | murdered a man namadARidlye
because of the knowledge he possessed.”

You haveomittep to the crime Vhailor's eyes flared within
his helm, and | had a sudden glimpse of the terrfblce
lurking within this spectral armdrhecuiLty shall bepunisHen.

“But | have alreadybeenpunished, Vhailor.” Vhailor fell
still.

| will Hearof your punishment

“Every time | die, Vhailor, | have lost my memorieshave
no sense of self, no sense of who | amwas, and | bear
thousands of scars in the mind and body from wour@@snot
remember. Death rejects me, and | fear | shall nbgeable to
be at peace.”

Vhailor stared at me, his eyes burning brightlyfelt the
samestareas before, the tearing and peeling back of the slsn
Vhailor seemed to dissect me. | felt a wave of mauswim
through me, and a sense drbwning, deeper this time... until
my vision almost faded to black...

You have beepunisten The mark ofusticeis upon you. |
SEEIt UPON yourrLesH kNow THIS. There ismucH that cannot be
seen in you. | shallatchyou. You Have seen punishedBut it will
not save you fromuture punishments foerimesto come Once
again | had come across refuse left by one of nevipus
incarnations, the ‘practical’ one. Of the man Vaailvho had
been imprisoned, only a trace was left in this firdiavatar of
justice before me. But what little | could do fletman | would
do.

“What definegustice, Vhailor? What it, really?”

Jusiceis defined byaw.

“And what is law, Vhailor?”

Lawis the tool by whichusticeis served

“And what makes the laws, Vhailor?”

Lawis defined byusTtice

“That's a circular argument, Vhailor — it's meaniess.
You say justice is defined by law, which is defingdjustice.”

Law — 1s —defined ly susTice

“Living men and women make laws, Vhailor — are the
laws they make ‘just?’”

LAWSAle JusT

“But if these laws are made by living men and women
who, asyou'vesaid, arenor innocent, then haven't the laws
been tainted by their hands?”
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NoTHING that lives isinnocent YetLaw rises asove the flesh
and blood FrRom IMPERFECTION PERFECTIONMAY BE MADE. UNJUST laws
may beREFINED. BLED OF THEIR EVIL.

“Then you admit laws are not always perfect — lbthése
same laws define justice, then isjustice imperfect as well?”
Vhailor was silent.

“Vhailor — there is Knowno justice. All you do in the
name of justice is meaningless — your Knowe is
meaningless.”

My words seemed to echo, gathering power as | spoke
them. As | did, the embers in Vhailor's eyes flicket — and
then guttered out. His armor collapsed, the axe thedmetal
plates clattering to the ground withceash.As they struck the
ground, however, they raised clouds of dust — asth rust
particles rising from the metal as the plates ard aged,
decayed, and disintegrated right before my eyes. tidt
remained were a few pitted metal plates as grawmestdhat
Vhailor ever existed.

In a way, my words had been a greater betrayal wizat
my previous incarnation had done, for my action hid of
justice in it, but much of mercy. | turned awaydaed my
companions through the portal.
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ANNAH, PART Il

We stood in a wind-swept, barren landscape. Nearthuge
skeleton of a four legged creature dominated thesndings. |
could easily have curled up and gone to sleep enadrthe eye
sockets of the towering skull. A few of the locatiha attacked
us, but were quickly beaten off.

| pulled Annah aside to talk to her about somethiveg had
bothered me since seeing Ravel in the maze. | taeskplain
about what happened when | kissed Ravel, but sheewff.

“Aye,” Annah snarled, “don’'t be comin’ and dredgiap
that wash. If yeh want tae lock lips with a fiekissing that hag
was probably theafesthing yeh coulda done.” She spat. “Now
stop rattlin’ yer bone-box: | donnae want tae reasther word
about it, | don't.” | asked another question, refilag something
Ravel had said.

“In the maze, Ravel said you were tormented... whdt d
she mean?” Annah frowned.

“She meanhothing,she did. Barmy hag talk, it was.”

“Are you sure?”

“It was notHinG. If yeh donnae know what she was sayin', |
don't either.”

“Well, if you want to talk about it, I'm lis—"

“l...” Annah’s gaze dropped for a moment. “| donnalyw
I'm travelin’ with yeh! | donnae know why | went thiyeh tae
find Ravel!” She frowned, but she seemed more caduhan
angry. “It makes ngenseit does, and | donnae like it.”

“l...” Annah took a deep breath. “I think | havyeelingsfor
yeh. It feels strange, it does... | don't think I'eser liked
anyone.But yeh...” Annah gave a half-hearted shrug without
meeting my gaze. “I donnae know what it is about, jenean
— yeh're daft a lot of times, yeh walk like yeh're hips are
broken, yeh’re clumsy, yeh smell like a zombie,.buUtShe
sighed. “llike yeh.”

| hesitated, torn. How could | explain to her thatould be
much better if she did not want me, that | fearedany who
followed me, that especially any who cared for merev
doomed? As | stood in indecision, Annah continysebg&ing.
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“It's cause | think yeh’reloomed. Annah suddenly met my
gaze. “l think yeh walk with chains, but yeh dokrtow it yet.
So I... feel for yeh, but I'm afraid for yeh... an’ tisakilling
me, it is. | donnae want yeh come tae harm, butninde know
what tae do to stop it!” Her concern, which so heatirrored
mine, pierced me to the heart. | said nothing, kaned
forward.

| grabbed the back of her neck with my free hamd b
watched Annah’s features go stone as | pulled dene¢ and
kissed her on the lips. At first, it was like kisgia wall, then
she started slowly kissing me back, hesitant at,fthen with
more confidence, her teeth lightly biting my upfipr | heard
her snarl in the back of her throat, and her taiftted snaking
around my leg, thesqueezingeach squeeze matching one of
her bites.

We had, of course, forgotten our companions whoewer
standing nearby. Morte reminded us in his own way.

“Would you two cut it out before | have to get @da over
here to separate the two of you!” Mottenmphed. Or at least
allow me to cut in.”

As | kissed, | suddenly noticed that Annah’s skimasw
becoming warm — it was radiating heat, like hotlsobpulled
back, Annah’s teeth giving one last bite, and slo&éd at me in
confusion, then anger.

“What is it, then? I'm not good at it, am 1?”

“No, it's your skin — why are you getting so warh & a
sudden?”

“Aye?” Annah frowned, and looked down at herself; |
noticed small wisps of smoke were trailing from #ages of
her jerkin. “Fiend blood, it is...” She raised an ley@v. “Never
hadthathappen before, though.”

“What? No one’s ever kissed you before?” She shedgg

“No one everdaredtae. An’ even if they did, | doubt it
woulda been like that.”

“I'll take that as a compliment, then.”

“Aye... eh...” Annah glanced around, and her tail was
flicking erratically. “Are we gonna keep movin’ omow or
what? We don’t have time tae be standing an’ dfiattie
don't.”

“Well, I'm not done kissing you yet. Come here.” To the
Abyss with my companions presence, | thought. b, fat that
moment | willed to the Abyss all worry about theuie and
Annah'’s probable fate if she stayed near me.
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Annah stepped back, alarmed. “Nay — who knows what
would happen next — maybe my body'll turn fiaene, it will!
Yeh and your lips keep your distance!”

The moment broken, | lead the way to investigategiant
skeleton. | was done with Annah, at least for now.
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Beneath the skull of the giant skeleton | found ertrance
leading underground. Entering, we found ourselves spiral
ramp leading down into a large room. Tables lineith w
alchemical apparatus stood against the walls, afutnace lit
the chamber from the far end. In the room, | salraken-
winged fiend, with one tattered wing, covered iarsc He was
muttering to himself as he worked at one of théetab

“Distill, else a chamberpot you'll be! Feh!”

We continued down the ramp. We had reached therhott
before the fiend took note of our presence, espheckall-
From-Grace. His voice was clenched, angry, and aiesp,
issuing from behind gritting teeth.

“A tanar'ri in my home! Of all the indignities! Whyglon't
you invite your whole filthy species in?! Feh! Tfetid stench
of a tanar’ri! | can smell it for leagues! Show somespect for
my home! Can't you find some fumes or acidic vaprgry
and drown your scent? Feh! I'll never get that rtaicastench
out of the place. It'll draw baatezu from all otke planes.”
Morte spoke up in Grace’s defense.

“l like the way she smells. It's pretty.” Fhjull swung his
gaze at Morte, and then looked more closely at&rac

“Oh, and it's not just any tanar’ri, but a tanarikihore
who's just walked into my home... things can't gey avorse.
Come in! Come in! Please, my home is your home!"wéwed
his hands in the air in despair. “Why don't youitewall the rest
of your Abyssal harpies into my home to torment’me?

“I extend my greetings to you, Advocate Infernugkea-
Tongue,” Grace nodded with a slight bow. “I willkkéayour
suggestion under consideration.”

“Have you come to kill me?! Torment me? If so, knthat
| still have much power at my disposal!” | thougthvas time to
take control of the conversation.

“I have not come to kill you.”

“Feh! We shall see, we shall see! If you do nogrit to kill
or inflict pain upon me, | fear that the tormentoisa subtler
nature... by far, the worse of many such pains.” $ warious of



Fhijull 383

this Fhjull, and his relation to the deva Triaasked him about
Trias.

“Feh! Years of service as an Advocate InfernushBtaking
detail and organization. | never questioned my sape | did
AL that was asked of me. | punished those below ntie the
cruelest and most inventive punishments when thidgd’.”

“ tHEN... one slip, and it all comes crashing down! All due
to cHaNcE. cHaos. RanDoOMNESS And the lesser races wonder why
the baatezu wish the multiverse to be an ordemstact.” He
paused, hissing in anger. “The deva lied.lied. Trias the
betrayer tricked me into signing a contract, artihded by the
possibility of capturing him, walked straight i trap.”

“If he dies, the contract is over... but | have neéb able to
find him, and if | did, how would | harm him?! Wham | to
do? Even these treacherous thoughts make my mind ibu
pain. | wassosure | had that paragon of self-righteousness. That
short-sighted greed cost me the rest of my cerstuieglorious
conniving and entombed me in this sinkhole of gamuidl.
Bleh.”

“And now | am cursed to do good deeds, to aid thase
need of aid. Feh! An eternity of curses on Triasp@x on his
blessed aid! May all the dung heaps of Maladonaim Kdown
upon his head!” He ranted for a few more momems, then
turned his attention back to me, and spoke thra@yrited teeth.
“My contract with the deva now bids me ask whaah ao for
you.” | was not yet finished with questions aboutjuf,
however, and | was relieved to hear his contradh Wirias
would force him to answer, although | was troubled the
questions it raised about the deva.

“How did your wings get that way?”

“Oh, yes. Aren'’t they beautiful... ? Feh! They wehe first
things to be stripped from me before my exile. Beft was
forced to flee the burning halls of my people, thiegs were
taken as trophies by the lowapishaj for banners in the Blood
War. My horns were snapped from my skull, and oras w
hollowed out as a drinking horn for my Lord Belcarsed be
his name across the Planes.”

“What can you tell me of the Blood War?”

“Feh! Have you drummed your skull against everykriat
falls from the mountain of ignorance? In the Lowdaines rages
the Blood War. There is not another plane thabisouched by
this conflict. Think of the most hideous war imaafite,
magnify it a billion times in time and scope, analiyhave a
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fraction of the battlefield for which the Lower Rk&s are
fought. It is a war of ideology, to define one bétmost basic
concepts of multiverse!”

“It gives research a prod... more horrific creatidmsve
come about because of the Blood War. Why? Becaissgaiin,
and death, and evil. The tanar'ri fight for chaos &vil... evil
through brute force and sudden flurries of whim hate. Their
‘evil’ is the evil of the horde, a mob mentality whirling evil.
They kill and plunder.”

“And the other sides?”

“The baatezu wish only strictly regimented evilpmoting
the cause of evil in a precise, orderly fashione Tanar'ri
murder. The baatezu exploit. The two are determined
exterminate the other.”

“Part of my assignment... and | was the best, mind yeas
drafting new recruits, mostly planar warriors andges from
other worlds to serve as fodder and front-line pom the war.
Word has it that | caught the eye of Lord Bel hithdéven he
saw my worth! Feh! Now my humiliation is complete.”

“Do you recognize me?”

He scrutinized me closely for the first time. “Menas run
like hollow canyons through my mind, almost-huméafany
creatures have | met in an immortal’s time... tholigto not
believe you were among them.” Forked-Tongue shrdgtiéou
all look alike to me... and | think | would have remigered the
scarred flesh of your body... it is much like the dihéng
paintings that bedeck Bel's gallery of skins in ®aaexcept
with less grace and more passion in the scar stroke

“The violence is great, nearing acceptable levkig, the
scars are applied with almost tanar’ric cruditythwut any care
for maximizing the pain of the recipient. A baatertist would
be much more devoted to the following the pathpaifi across
the body. Some of these wounds look to be cleds, kithers
look as if a blind butcher were carving up humagaks. Feh.
Human art makes me ill sometimes. Such potentiasted.”

“Is Advocate Infernus Forked-Tongue implying that w
tanar’ri are a crude people?” Grace sounded bemused

“Feh! To say that tanar'ri are crude is to insulidity. Any
lesser race that revels in chaos, allows itselbaopulled and
drowned in its stagnant tides, and calls it ‘egile not a race at
all. They are beasts.”

“Surely you simply object to the implementation efil,
rather than the degree. Many among the tanar'rilavalaim
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that the closer one is to the primal nature of, gk more true
they are to the ideal.” Grace continued to debate h

“Feh and double feh! The tanar'ri beasts want tip saw
and order from the face of evill Inexcusable! Ietable! |
cannot —"

“From a baatezu point of view,” Grace said, “it mageed
seem intolerable. However... Advocate, many tanar’ri
philosophers would argue that the baatezu are todéess
excused for excising passion from violence, exgigrassion
from the very essence of evil. The baatezu woutdace rage
with cold methodical cruelty. And thus, the old d&b
continues: Which is the greater evil? Efficientl@ri passionate
evil?”

“Feh! You say that simply because you are... what you
are.” He waved his hand dismissively. “At least rh astill
allowed to be cynical.”

“Where is this place?” | asked, drawing his attemtback to
me.

“Feh. A blasted crater in the Outlands that refletiie
emptiness and hollowness of my life. Feh. | nette liMarrow
from the creature supplies me with food and theulic
energies of the place prevent scrying fools frondifig me...
though idiots apparently can still find their wagré.”

“What is this creature?”

“This is the skeleton of UI-Goris, the father o&thoristro.
They're living, bearlike siege-towers, juggernawf chaos,
huge, practically unstoppable, highly resistantrtagic... and
Ul-Goris’ bones, in the crater where he fell to déath, radiate
much enchantment that prevents magic to spy meirkgehis
pitiful frame alive for a few more desperate ye&eh!”

| decided | had spent enough time on the prelingsan
asked what he knew of my stolen mortality.

“Very well, very well.” He scratched his head. ‘lfrecall
correctly — and there is so much | do not, thanksthat
accursed deva! — | have heard of a case such as.\jomakes
you immortal, does it not?” At my nod, he went 8fiso, then
death itself is no longer sacred. Feh. In my dayprtafs
remained so and knew their place... now everybody thait
mother has the disease of eternal boredom. We dhave a
gathering and invite everyone across the Planes#adthem
immortal contracts... it would save all of us hardrking
baatezu a great deal of effort. Feh.”
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“You know that if everyone was immortal, this eatir
petitioner system would be up the famed fecal crdeth.
Immortality is not a trinket to be given to unrudiildren such
as you.” | urged him to tell me what he knew of mgrtality.

“Feh... as | was saying, | recall hearing somewhbé@ta
place called the Fortress of Regrets.” He thoughafmoment.
“Yes... yes, that's it.”

“What do you know of the place?”

“I am pleased to inform you that | det know. Not at all! |
cannot help you to get there, and that chills mgrhim such a
delightful way. No. I. Cannot. Help. You. Oh, howhbave
longed to say those words. How sweet they tas—"

“Do you know someone who does?”

“Eh? Enough of your cross examinations! Yes, ydg)dw
somebodywho might know... on Baator lies a pillar of
betrayers, liars... and sages. Despite their natihejr
knowledge is considerable. They might know whera gan
find this Fortress of Regrets.”

“How do | get to Baator?”

“Hold on, chief...” Morte suddenly broke in. “Baatisrsap
news. This fiend is probably holding out on us... @aven if
there is a ‘Pillar of Skulls,” we can probably fisdmebody else
who knows how to reach this Fortresghout going to one of
the most dangerous planes in the multiverse.” Atrt®ls
words, all my suspicions of him suddenly rushed the
forefront of my mind. | knew Morte was lying abosbme
things, but | had thought what he chose to keepddrd
harmless, at least to me. Now he was arguing aggoisg to
the one place that might hold the answers | needed.

“Why don'’t you want to go there, Morte?”

“It's a dangerous place, chief. I'd rather not gee been,
and it isn't pretty. All right?” An answer that amsred nothing.
| would consider Morte later, but now | needed infation
from Fhjull. | asked what the pillar of skulls was.

“Feh... what it is, is a massive pile of heads, thiits of
those dead who got there by telling lies that tethe deaths of
others. It's a collection of sages and cheats;adliéd together,
with some of the most extensive knowledge of trenes.” |
asked how to get there.

“There is a portal outside my home. It lies in thend of
this giant creature. Go through the arch formedhayleft arm
of the creature and you will be taken to the PiflaSkulls. The
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portal will be active for you now.” | also askedwhd could
return.

“Eh? Return? Why, | hadn’t thought of that. To retfrom
Baator, you need knowledge and a piece of jaggsdiain to
cut your tongue. That knowledge you will gain frone Pillar.
But there is no reason for you to return here. Anddesire on
my part to see you again.”

| decided we needed a short time to rest beforenaeed
on. | took the chance to talk to Fall-From-Grace.

“When we were in Ravel's maze, Ravel said you were
tormented... are you in pain?”

Fall-From-Grace was silent for a moment, her gaze
becoming distant. When she turned back to me, yes were a
strange shade of azure, a shade that spoke ofssadné tears.

“Ravel sees much with her black-brambled eyes, some
things which are hidden to other’s eyes, even thigout their
own natures.” She shook her head slowly. “Sometimes
sometimes, the pain makes itself known. | havenkegiit is a
difficult thing to turn on one’s nature.”

“Are you going to be all right?”

“Yes... you are kind to ask. The pain still makeslits
known, but | came to terms with my nature many eees
ago.”

“Very well, th—" Grace stopped me before | could
continue.

“I thank you for asking about my well-being. Yowncern
is not unwelcome.”

Grace had firmly shut off my concern. | stared at,h
seeking to see if she truly had her torment in hahel self
control was perfect, and she met my gaze withghstmile.

Time to go. | gathered the others; together, wesgras
through the portal to Baator.
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PILLAR OF SKULLS

A blood-red sky; gritty, bare hills surrounding \®omewhere
nearby | hoped to find this pillar of skulls. Hopky this time |
would get some final answers, although | didn’tentgt.

We started combing the terrain; almost immediateky,ran
into the first of many fiends. The numbers we favexte not
sufficient to be dangerous, but | pushed the par@ying more
opponents would show up shortly.

As we walked down a narrow canyon, | could hear the
sound of tens, no hundreds of voices ahead. Wegastler a
natural arch of stone. | had found what | souglhte Bight of
this thing — this horrible, towering, pulsatitiging —filled me
with nausea, unfounded loathing, and a faint seo$e
familiarity. The innumerable rotting heads whichdeaup the
vast pile seemed to constantly shift and throberaittely
bickering, weeping, conversing, shouting and whisigeto one
another. Heads constantly bubbled to the surfacthefstack
from somewhere within its foul core, while otheenk back
into the grisly pillar. As | made to step closer ttee Pillar,
Morte hissed to me.

“Pssst! Chief! Chief... listen, | can't let that tigirsee me.
You've got to get me out of here... drop me off somene,
pick me up later or something...”

“Why, Morte? What's going on?”

“Eh... | don't really like to talk about it. Let's g1 get
moving, yeah?” Morte’s voice trembled with fear;s heyes
flickered back and forth between me and the magsitar of
heads.

“l can’t have you keeping so many secrets, Morteu'Ye
got to tell me what's going on here.” Morte sighedable to
meet my stare. At last, he relented.

“Fine, fine... I'll tell you. There’s this pillar oAvernus, the
first layer of Baator, built of the heads of alb#fe who've led
others to their deaths through lies. Well... that'sight there.
See, that's where | ended up. Go figure.”

“So... you were one of those heads?”

“Yeah. | told an... exaggeration or two. It's jusattone of
my suggestions—"
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“Yeh mean lies!” hissed Annah. Morte continued,
unperturbed.

“... one of mysuggestionsed to your death. One of them.
Maybe others. | don't really know; those memories gone,
now.”

Morte stared at my feet — I'd never seen him look s
miserable. “Those memories, they... look, chief, h’l@ven
rememberbeing human. | don’t remember what life was like
before the Pillar...”

Dak’kon, staring into the distance, spoke quiéilyis like
cupping water in one’s hands.”

Morte glanced at Dak'kon, then me. “Yeah, | gudswd
that's pretty much the way of things when you dv@u...
forget. | figure | wasn't a sterling member of themmunity
when | was alive... but hells, who is?” Morte sigregghin. “It's
just that | can’t help it. Nothing’s worse than figihonest all
the time. But look, chief: if that pile of headssame, it'll want
me back —bad.You can't let that happen!”

“Hold it... why didn’t you tell me you knew me back the
Mortuary?” Morte suddenly became defensive.

“Because | neveknowwho you're going to be! Some of
your incarnations have been stark, raving mad! @me you
awoke obsessed with the idea thatas your skull, and chased
me around the Spire trying to shatter and devour.nheckily,
you were crushed by a passing cart in the stremtth®er, ‘good
and lawful,” you tried to thrust me back into thddP, because
‘it's where | belonged.” “ Morte smirked That'swhy. Besides,
no harm’s ever come of you not knowing...”

“How'd you get free of the Pillar?”

“Well... you pulled me off, chief. | fought my way tile
front of the Pillar — you've been here before, Jowow —
yammering and howling until you had noticed meegfed to
be freed, swearing that I'd follow you, sharing kmowledge
until your final days... | just didn’t realize howrlg that'd be
until after you'd already torn me free.”

“And all the Pillar's Knowledge...?”

“Oh, that... well, | also didn't realize I'd lose nmasf the
Pillar's accumulated knowledge once | was out ofPiking
powers, didthat ever set you off! But you kept me around just
the same. And at first | felt ‘bound’ to you... thaaybe your
sorcery had turned me into some sort of familiant Bfter a
couple hundred vyears, | realized it wasore than that...
something deeper. More than just a debt of gratitudo,
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though that sure as the hells had something toittoitv| just
felt drawn, connectedto you, somehow. Maybe it's all your
suffering, chief... your torment. | don’t know. Maylédikened
it to my own, when | was in that pillar.”

“Just how long have you known me, Morte?”

“Don’t know. Ages, | suppose. I've done all | cotddhelp
you find your way each time, but...” Morte sighederthlifted
himself up to meet my gaze. “You rarely make istfar, chief.
I mean it; only four or five times, | think. Thioeld be the
time... the ‘'you’ that makes it, finds out what's ggion.”

| took another cautious step towards the pillad alh their
conversation abruptlgtopped The dozens of heads that lined
the pillar's surface slowly turned to face me insan. They
regarded me silently, their breath fetid and maisbn me...
until they noticed Morte cowering behind me.

Every head on the pillar's surface spoke at onaadke the
thing’s voice — a terrible, burbling sound that blda forth
while foul, stinging vapors and putrid corruptidnesumed from
their mouths. You AGAIN ... Tis BEEN A LONG TIME, INDEED.” Many of
the heads began to gibber and drool, chanting “.I,s&kull,
skull...” gleefully, licking their lips, their eyesixated upon
Morte.

“What do you mean?”

“SILENCE!l WE SPEAK NOT TO YOU, BUT TO THE SKULL. WELCOME
BACK, LITTLE ONE. HAVE YOU AT LAST DECIDED TO RETURN TO THE FOLD,
TO ACCEPT YOUR FINAL FATE, TO TAKE UP ONCE MORE YOUR SACRED
puty?” Several heads burst forth from the Pillar's ¢grashing
their broken teeth and wailing: “Yes, come backh@oback to
us, skull! Skull...”

Morte shook with fear, his teeth rattling. “I camjo back,
chief! | can’t! | can’t! | can’t!”

“He hasn’t come back to you. But | had some quastio
Pillar of Skulls...”

“THE SMELL, ' TIS STRONG. IT SHALL CROSSTHE PLANES, SOON, AND
BEL WILL COME.”

“The... smell? What do you mean?”

The heads’ eyes turned wetly in their sockets &westat
Fall-From-Grace. tHE SMELL... HER MUSK... THE TANAR'RI MUSK.
THE BITTERSWEET SCENT CARRIES AND WILL ATTRACT BAATEZU, SOON
THEIR LORD, BEL, WILL BE ANGRY.”

Morte added, “Oh, that’s jugtreat”

The heads turned their gazes back to me, thoughw astill
snuffled noisily. fr You HAVE QUESTIONSFOR US, YOU HAD BEST BE
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quick.” A few of the heads squinted and gurgled softly;
thought they might be laughing at me.

“As | said before, then: | had—"

Before | could finish, a portion of the pillar tréied as yet
another head oozed its way to the surface. Aftenesof the
noisome slime had sloughed off, | recognized iPharod's. It
spit out a mouthful of bloody cysts and croakedntiah, me
darling child! Is that you?”

“Da! What yeh be doin’ in this place?” Annah cried.

The other heads remained mostly silent for a tilse a
Pharod’s spoke... only a few whispered quietly tartkelves,
making wicked sidelong glances at Annah and hetefos
father’'s head. “I was wrong, my dear girl, abowd 8phere. It
wasn’t enough, no, and now look where I've endedbed of
you, lovely Annah! Save your poor father! Save @&! please,
save me! Save m—" But even as it spoke, Pharodislimg
head began to sink back into the Pillar’s core...

Annah stared hard at the pillar, eyes narrowed, fises
clenched and tail rigid. A mixture of fury and aigju was
smeared across her trembling face.

“I wish we could help him, Annah. It's a tragic igi to
happen to anyone.”

Annah smirked, spat, and turned away from the pfle
rotting heads. She shrugged, but wouldn’t look &. rfiNo
matter.”

“Did you love Pharod, Annah?” Annah turned, eyeaxivig
at me.

“He was myDa.” She bared her teeth. Hated him. He
only saw in me a way to scarper more bodies, miole gn’
more junk ta line his vault. ‘Annah dear,” ‘Annakss$, yeh're
the most precious thing in me vault,” he'd lie. A&'d lie. An’
he was weak o’ mind an’ weak o’ body. An’ he snelie
corpse rot an’ had all the feelin's o’ a vultureckihg at a
corpse.” Annah'’s voice lowered, but the fire in leges burned
brighter. “And he was the only one ever ta showarserap o’
kindness. Is that what yelhantedta hear, is it? Yelpleased
now, aye?”

“enoucH,” bellowed the pillar's stinking headswé TIRe oF
YOUR INSIGNIFICANT PRATTLE, AND WOULD KNOW YOUR BUSINESS WITH
us.”

The heads shifted sluggishly across the face ofpithar,
nodding and murmuring before speaking in its glyastice.
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“ASK A QUESTION OF US, THEN, AND BE PREPAREDTO HEAR OUR DEMANDS
— YOU SHALL RENDERUNTO US A SERVICE FOR YOUR ANSWER.”

“How do | reach the Fortress of Regrets?”

The heads gurgled and croaked their reply throwugted
lips: “WE WOULD ANSWER THAT QUESTION FOR A SERVICE..."

“THE SKULL... WE DEMAND THE SKULL AS TRIBUTE. RETURN HIM TO
US, AND YOU SHALL HAVE YOUR ANSWER.”

“Don’t put me back in there, chief. Please!”

“CEASE YOUR FEEBLE PROTESTATIONS SKULL! THE DECISION IS NOT
vours!” The pillar's many heads swiveled slowly to faoee,
their eyes narrowed.t80 LONG HAS HE CHEATED HIS FATE; HE IS
OURS WERE YOU TO RETURN HIM, WE WOULD BE MOST WELL-DISPOSED
TOWARD SUCH A GIFT... WE WISH TO SAVOR HIS SCREAMS...”

| asked what other ‘gifts’ they would accept. Ttasked for
the location of Fhjull Forked-Tongue, but | wouldtrbetray
him, even though as a fiend he had obeyed onlyusecaf the
strong compulsion laid on him by the deva Triase Teads
then demanded the modron toy, that allowed acceghetr
experiment in Limbo, but there were still modronside the
experiment; the pillar would doubtless soon trake toy to
some other fiend, and the toy would be used, bieigathe
modrons.

| asked them to name another gift. They wished-Fam-
Grace, to devour her alive, bathing themselvesen Hiood;
failing that, they wished Annah'’s fiendling bloothere was no
chance of that, even if the pillar held the lastapc of
knowledge about my condition in the multiverse.

There was something the pillar wished which | coadglee
to, a taste of my immortal blood. | agreed to tlésnand.

“ APPROACH US, THEN... YES, COME cLOSER...” The heads seemed
to draw back within the Pillar as | approached iT.hough |
drew only a single step nearer, | suddenly foundetiymuch
closer to the pillar's writhing surface than | hadagined.
Before | could react, it pressed forward into nke la wave of
broken bone and rotten, worm-infested meat. As rtvecid
darkness enveloped me, the pillar's heads begaartsume me
alive...

| found myself standing before the Pillar of Skubghing
and unsure of what, exactly, had just happened.tWheas
certain of, though, was that my body was someh@akerfor
whatever ordeal it just suffered through. The gsotee heads
leered down at me, grinning and smacking their.lipgvhen
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the heads noticed | was again aware, they gavdenariswer to
my question.

“ALREADY YOU POSSESSTHE KEY, AND NEED ONLY THE LOCATION OF
THE PORTAL THAT SHALL LEAD YOU THERE. WE KNOW NOT WHERE THE
PORTAL LIES, BUT MIGHT TELL YOU ITS KEY: ‘REGRET’ " Many of the
pillar's heads began to weep and moan. “Yes, reBegret!”

“Regret?”

“YES... YOU MUST HAVE EXPERIENCED REGRET TO BREACH THE
FORTRESS WRITE IT UPON A PIECE OF YOUR FLESH AND YOUR PASSAGE
THROUGH THE PORTAL IS ASSURED.”

“And the portal... you say yodon't know where it is?”

“YES... ONLY THREE HAVE KNOWN THE WAY. THE FIRST ONE WAS
YOU... THOUGH YOU HAVE FORGOTTEN NOW. THE SECOND LIES BEYOND
THE PORTAL, AND SHALL NOT EMERGE. THE THIRD ONE YOU HAVE ALREADY
MET. THEY KNOW OF YOUR CONDITION, THE FORTRESSAND YOUR NEED TO
REACH THERE... BUT THEY SHALL NOT HELP YOU. THEIR SHIELD IS ONE
FORGED FROM THE COLD METALS OF LIES AND DECEPTION A THING YOU
CANNOT HOPE TO BREAK WITH MERE WORDS. YOU MUST DO BATTLE WITH
THEM.”

“Who is it?”

The heads remained silent for a time, giving meghabut
smug smiles. Finally, they spokeroly Have MET THE LIAR — AND
NOT FOR THE FIRST TIME. THE LIAR KNOWS... BUT DID NOT TELL YOU. A
PETTY BETRAYAL BETWEEN IMMORTALS..."” Some of the decomposing
heads rolled their eyes and snickered at me.

“Trias?” Who else but Trias, who had sent me ors thi
pointless errand, who had thought nothing of bétgayrhjull
Forked-Tongue?

“OH, YES... THOUGH WE KNOW HIM BY HIS FULL NAME. TRIAS, THE
seTrAYER!" The pillar shook with mirth, the pile of rottinigeads
tottering back and forth as it laughed at my destreA few of
the heads chanted mockingly, “Betrayer... Betrayemiasl the
Betrayer...”

“Why would he lie to me?”

“THE ANSWER IS NOT OURS TO GIVE. YOU MUST SEEK HIM OUT
YOURSELF, AND ASK HIM.”

“How did he come to know of this?”

“TRIAS EXCHANGED WORDS WITH YOU ONCE, LONG AGO, WHEN YOU
KNEW THE WAY. YOU SPOKE YOUR HEART, AND TRIAS — IN THE WAY OF
ALL GREAT BETRAYERS — LISTENED WELL TO BUILD YOUR TRUST. SHORT
THE CONVERSATION WAS, THOUGH FILLED WITH MEANING. MEANING AND
DEATH IS WHAT YOU SEEK... TWO SEPARATE THINGS THEY ARE FOR A
NORMAL MAN. BUT FOR YOU... ONE AND THE SAME.”
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There were still some questions | wished the pitiar
answer, for which | was willing to give more of niymortal
blood. | asked if it knew who my killer, my enemysv

The pillar remained strangely silent; some of iwsads
simply looked away, while others shuddered withnpdi
expressions. Eventually, they gathered themselwes spoke
once more: WE... DO NOT KNOW. THOSE HEADS THAT ONCE CONTAINED
SUCH KNOWLEDGE HAVE BEEN DESTROYED — REMOVED FROM US. WE
CANNOT ANSWER YOU THIS QUESTION."

| had one more question. | asked the pillar whaaswrhe
answer could tell me much, and | was determindubic it. To
my consternation, the pillar refused more of myollobut what
other gift would be acceptable to it?

| considered, and came up with a gift. One | wag,swell
almost sure, | could reclaim. After all, | had dose once
before. | told the pillar it could have Morte. Tla/ful truth
was, | considered him the most ‘disposable’ of mynpanions.
| had never been able to bring myself to completelgt him. A
thought had also wormed its way through my consriess. If
Morte was working for someone else, if he had sdradelen
agenda, surely he would admit it rather than retottie pillar.

Morte, not surprisingly, didn't like my idea. | com’t
explain my plan to him, either, without alertingetipillar of
skulls.

“Whoa there... wait! Not so fast! Pillar... | could ltglou
where Fhjull Forked-Tongue is! Come on, don’t yoanito
know? So what if he gives you that, instead of la&? What
d'ya say?” | had considered this, but was unwilliagsell out
the fiend.

“Hold it, Morte. We're not selling out Fhjull.”

“What? Are youbarmy?!You'll sell meout, but not that
fiend?! The only reason he helped you is because he’s bound
cursed! What abouhe?Who got you out of the Mortuary, pal?
Who's gonna stand — er, float — beside you when famne
down whatever’s waiting for you at that FortressAdfatever?!
Huh?! HUh?!NOT FHJULL FAT-ARSE, THAT' S FOR DAMNED SURE”

“vesssss..” The stack of heads began to writhe and boil,
heads thrusting to the surface to howl and babéblere sinking
back down. They drooled and chattered, “I cannat t@asavor
his screams!” Another, “Screams be damned! Tdreentis
what's best for one so annoying as he! | shall yiaiskeeth out,
spit them into his brain pan and shake him likeabebs rattle!”
And another, “Oo! Oc! I'll eat his eyes out!” | gtzed Morte
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and thrust him into the Pillar of Skulls. My compams were
frozen; none could believe what | had just done.

The pillar heads cackled and sputtered with unigbde as
Morte was sucked screaming into the thing’s awforeg
doubtless to suffer endless torment at the ‘haofishe other
severed heads. As the commotion began to die dissvheads
began cooing and whispering to one another. Sugd&fdrte
burst howling to the surface: “Aiieeee! Get me oBRtease!
Please! | swear I'll never lie ag-!” ...and just agclly as he
arose, he was pulled back beneath the pillar'sasarfThe pillar
was now ready to give me my answer.

“NOT WHO — WHAT. YOU HAVE BEEN DIVIDED. YOU ARE ONE OF
MANY MEN — ONE IN MANY MEN. EACH ONE — WHETHER GOOD OR EVIL
— A MONSTER, WHO CASTS A SHADOW UPON EXISTENCE.”

“oH, Yes.” The pillar's heads narrowed their eyes and sinile
grotesquely. acH TIME YOU DIE, ‘IMMORTAL,’ YOU CAST A SHADOW. ..
EACH TIME YOU DIE, ANOTHERDIES IN YOUR STEAD. THESE SHADOWS...
THEY GATHER, HUNGERING FOR YOU, WITHIN THE FORTRESSOF REGRETS
HOW MANY TIMES HAVE YOU PERISHEQR NAMELESS ONE? HOW MANY
HUNDREDS... THOUSANDS... HAVE DIED, BECAUSE oF You?” The pillar
trembled with wicked glee; its heads pulled faced gurgled
mockingly at me. | had begun to suspect that edchyodeaths
had consequences, but now | knew the worst. Eauh ttidied,
an innocent suffered. | needed to end my unnatoadition;
indeed, | needed to see | died no more deathsngsase | could
cause such random grief.

“Is that all you have to say, Pillar?”

The heads abruptly ceased their laughten. You sear
MANY NAMES; EACH HAS LEFT THEIR SCARSON YOUR FLESH.”

“LOST ONE... IMMORTAL ONE... INCARNATION'S END... MAN OF A
THOUSAND DEATHS... THE ONE DOOMED TO LIFE... RESTLESSONE... ONE
OF MANY ... THE ONE WHOM LIFE HOLDS PRISONER.. THE BRINGER OF
SHADOWS. .. THE WOUNDED ONE... MISERY-BRINGER... YEMETH...”

“YOU ARE AS SILVERED GLASS THAT HAS CRACKED... SHATTERED, AND
THE PIECES SCATTERED ACROSS HISTORY. ONLY ONE PIECE IS OF IMPORT.
REGAIN THAT, AND YOUR LIFE SHALL BE YOURS ONCE MORE. THEREWILL BE
A PRICE THIS PRICEWILL BUY YOU A CHANCE. WITHOUT THE CHANCE, YOU
ARE DOOMED..."

“YOU HAVE LOST THAT WHICH IS NEVER MEANT TO BE SEPARATED
FROM MAN. YOUR MORTALITY HAS BEEN STRIPPEDFROM YOU... LOST. IT
EXISTS, BUT YOU MUST FIND IT BEFORE YOUR MIND IS LOST TO YOU AS
WELL.”
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The ‘paranoid’ incarnation had written these woilshis
journal; I had seen some of them in a tomb bentwegtstreets
of Sigil. It all turned on my mortality. As | cort@red the
pillar's words, with a horrid scream, Morte bursiiling to the
surface.

“Gaaaah! Chief! Get me out! Please! Please!”

My hands shot out and grabbed Morte before he cbald
sucked back into the pillar's core. The heads caetlin rage:
“no! no! sToR vou sHALL NoT TAKE HiM AGaN!” The heads began to
lash out at me, biting at my hands and wrists witiel, jagged
teeth...

Seeing the pillar prepared to put up a tremendaitieb |
pretended to back off. Just as Morte started to @i the pillar
began to speak again, | leaped forwards and grabfmte.
Only a single head managed to strike before | duNéorte
away, biting deep into my forearm... | jabbed it lire teye with
my thumb and pulled my old companion free at lasie foul
head’s bite, however, left me drained, exhaustedmehow, |
knew | was now weaker than before.

“See, Morte? Nothing... to worry... about...”

The pillar's heads gnashed their teeth and spatdiilme,
bellowing with rage. e 1s ourd ourd ourd” Abruptly, they
calmed themselves.FNE. REVEL IN YOUR VICTORY, ‘IMMORTAL.’ WE
SHALL HAVE HIM AGAIN, ONE WAY OR ANOTHER.”

| had found out all | wanted to know from the pillave
hurried off; behind us, the pillar cried out incud voice that
intruders were present. Fiends, attracted by tle lm®gan to
attack us. Fortunately, the portal we needed tb this plane
was quite simply opened, and soon we were backhjaollis
hideout under the skeleton of Ul-Goris.
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MORTE, PART Il

| needed to talk to Morte, after the experiencethefPillar of
Skulls. | took Morte aside, and asked him again hewended
up on the pillar. Morte had already regained hisoutiant
manner, despite what | had just put him through.

“See, well, there’s thigillar on Avernus, the first layer of
Baator; it's called the Pillar of Skulls, but itteore like the
pillar of heads. To hear some bashers tell it, stpposedly
made of the heads of berks, mostly sages and sshal&o
used their knowing of this and knowing of that wtikay were
alive to stretch the truth a little... so much thelgim have hurt,
or uh, killed someone by doing it. Well, whediéd,| ended up
there. Funny, huh?”

“Not really.”

“Eh...” Morte went silent for a moment. “Yeah, you're
right; it’s not funny at all. You see, | think | &w a lot of things
when | was alive. And maybe when | did know sonreghil
didn’t always tell the truth about it. I'm thinkinthat when |
bent the truth once or twice, | may have led to eome getting
penned in the dead-book sooner than they shoulel’hav

“It was me, wasn't it?”

Morte looked at me for a moment. “Yeah. | can't bayv|
know it, chief, but | think so. | think you wereettone that got
me sent there; the last twig in the bundle befbeevthole load
snaps. Thing is, | can’t remember what happened den't
even remember being human, or what my life was diken
before | woke up on the Pillar.”

“Why did you forget?”

“That's pretty much the way of things when you dis,I'm
sure you're no stranger to. You just... forget. Ufig | wasn't a
sterling member of the community when | was alivbut hells,
who is?” Morte sighed. “It's just that | can’t help Nothing's
worse than beingonestall the time.”

“Except being sentenced to the hells. That soundst a
worse than telling the truth.”

“Yeah... you're right.Again” Morte clicked his teeth; the
way he did it reminded me of someone drumming tfiegers.
“I guess just all that good and evil and lying acitieating
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catches up with you — and when | got penned irdtral-book,
it was my turn to pay the ferryman.”

“So how did you escape the Pillar?”

“Well... you helped me, chief. When you showed uphat
Pillar of Skulls, | pushed my way to the front. Mypvious
know-how and charm attracted your attention — yonavk that
| was the head that knew the most. So | cut a dehlywu.”

As Morte spoke, my vision seemed to bleed integyfred,
and | heard a howling, a horribkereamingtower of voices,
chittering, screeching, hammeringy. of them begging,
screaming to be freed, and Morte’s voice... fainty@dt lost in
the horde. He sounded desperate, frightened, arathetically,
tragicallylost.

Echo: “You. Skull. Speak.”

The howling voices fell silent, and | watched tireyt red-
lined skull, its cracked features cast in a hellight, turn its
eyes up at me. Blood and ichor had streamed aitsofesatures,
and its teeth chattered, as if cold. “l... | c-c-daglp you. |
know w-w-what you seek... all these heads... all their
knowing... just please, begyou, free me. Let maelpyou. I'll
tell you anythinggeverything'

Echo: ‘Will you?swear it, skull. swear you will serve me
until my End Days, or here you will remain.”

“I swear. | swear... just pleaspleasefree me... I..."” |
watched as Morte sickeningly swallowed, his pridimcst a
tangible thing. “Il...begyou. Let mehelpyou. Please.”

Echo: “Very well. | shall free you.”

My vision slid, as if | was moving, and the howling
screaming cacophony began again, a nightmarishehofd
howls and cat-calls and taunts and insults... thé déemy
hands sliding into the filthy quagmire of the pilléhe biting of
fangs, mandibles, and my hands locking around ithe skull
and ripping, tearing it from the pillar like an addab...

Echo: “It ispone.”

| looked down at the bloody skull in my scarred danits
eyes covered in ichor from the pillar, and its heehattered,
once, twice. It reminded me of a wailing newboralphess —
and in the eyes of the man | once was — pathetic.

Echo: “I have freed you. Now your life... and youratieis
mine... Morte.”

My vision swirled, the mists of the past driftinyay, and
Morte was still chattering on. “We talked for a Vehichief, you
and me, seeing whether the arrangement would w8, |
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think we both were really impressed with each qtlser you
invited me off the Pillar, and I've kind of beentlwiyou ever
since.”

“Uh... what happened then?”

“Well, | didn’t know I'd lose most of the Pillarlsnowledge
once | was out of it... | mean, how was | to knowd, ever
been off the damn thing... but you were pretty unaexding
about it...”

“You lost all the knowledge you said you had...?”

My vision swirled again, making me dizzy, and Itfely
gut churn — | heard the cracking, shapping of boaed
Morte’s howls — howling in pain, screaming for same to
stop, to stogkilling him... and my hand, lashing out, again and
again and...

Echo: ‘bavn you, skull, youLiep to me. I'll THrusT You BAck
IN THAT DAMNABLE PILLAR AND LEAVE YOU TO DIE THERE.”

There was the clatter of bone against what sourited
metal — a floor or a wall, and the skittering oétte knocked
free. | could hear Morte, mewling like a beaten fmgme to st-

Echo: ‘kNow THAT YOUR SUFFERING ON THE PILLAR WILL BE
NOTHING TO THE TORMENT | WILL MAKE YOU SUFFER”

My vision swirled, and Morte’s cries ebbed, fadintp his
chattering rhythm. | had doubted Morte, but he baén the
most faithful of all my companions. All those yeawith the
‘practical’ incarnation, and then the incarnatighat followed,
those that didn’t reject him outright must have al been
suspicious. He could have left at any time, buthadn't.

“So, you realized | still had my uses, so | tookwith you
and I've been with you ever since.”

“Morte, what did | want from the Pillar? And hownlg was
it that | freed you?”

Morte thought for a moment. “Well, as for how lohglon’t
know the exact count, chief — ages, | suppose.dwee all |
could to help you each time, but...” Morte sighed’s"Inot
easy. And as for what you wanted at the Pillagri'tdtknow —
once you pried me off, | couldn’t remember.”

“So you've stayed with me all this time?”

“Well, yeah, chief. | said | would. Morte alwaységs his
promises.” He paused. “Well, most of them. Heh-h&here
was this one chit on Arborea who —" | suddenly i that
Morte’s tone had changed — past the joke, | redlize was
trying to hide something. Something about why he wih me.

“Morte, seriously, why are you still traveling withe?”
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“Chief, | said it's because | promised, all right?& looked
irritated. “What else could it be?”

“I don’t know. You didn’t need to stick around aftefreed
you.”

“Well, of course not, chief, but I—" And suddenlyis tone
of voice struck a chord in me, and | knewliy he had remained
with me, all this time.

“You feel guilty. Because you led me to my death so long
ago, isn’t it? And you've been suffering ever sifice

“Aw, c'mon, chief. Me, feebuilty? I'm Morte.”

“No, | think that's it. When | came to free you fnathe fate
you deserved, you couldrtielp but try and help me. And when
you could have left after | freed you, you remainBécause
you felt indebted.” Morte was silent for a momelopking at
me.

“Maybe. You know what's funny? At first, | don't kv
what the feeling was — it kind of slowly eats atiyg'know?”

“I mean, at first | thought it was a side-effect dme
enchantment that ‘bound’ me to you... but after apteu
hundred years, | realized it wasore than that... something
deeper. | just felt drawmonnectedo you, somehow. Maybe
it's all your suffering, chief... your torment. | donknow.
Maybe | felt... |1 don’t know,responsiblefor whatever it is |
did. What if something | did brought you to thiatst?”

“Thing is, | don’t think me — or whoever | was —aily
ever had teseethe consequences of all the lying and cheating
I'd done, and when | saw you for the first time wHewas
trapped on the Pillar, somehowkrewthat you were the one I'd
betrayed. Once... long ago.” Morte sighed. “And thall |
know.”

“I see. Thanks for coming clean, Morte.”

“Nah, don’t thank me...” Morte sighed; and to my gise,
his voice seemed stronger somehow, more confiore of
the cracks and fractures in his skull had vanishedf healed.
“Nah, the thanks is all to you — | feel like | justd a Plane
moved off my shoulders... so to speak.”

Whatever else happened, Morte had repaid the delfitlh
he owed me. More, | think that his telling me tailbwed him
to believe the debt had been paid, or at leasfinlaé payment
would come due at the end of my quest.

I now turned my attention to Fhjull. | approachedene he
was working at one of the tables holding his aldlcam
equipment; he turned to me, and spoke.
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“Feh! So you've returned! And what did the Pillaeak of?
Did it answer your insipid questions?”

“Tell me about Trias.”

“That skulking pseudo-child of light! That conterifgé...
aggh... | mean no harm to him and his treacheroiirsg,lyno-
respect-for-the-law ways! Feh! He is a deceiverrteip and
you should trust him in nothing. | mean this, oficze, with all
due charity and...” Forked-Tongue spat on the ground,
kindness. His deception has cost me an eternity.lesanhe
should die.” His toothy grin was surprisingly hoplef

“How do | get out of this crater?”

“Feh... does this mean that you shall leave me to
solitude once again? Then | proclaim, with as mdelight as
possible, that the portal lies under the arse énhli®creature’s
bones. It will return you to that groveling hovelun of Curst,
from whence you came, and | can think of few moeétting
ways for you to travel.”

Fortunately for Fhjull, | was as anxious to leageh& was
to see me gone. As we hurried from his home, Idbgar him
talking to himself below.

“Feh! No matter... Something familiar about that dne.

my
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CARCERI

We appeared back in Curst, but all that was lefs wains.
Oddly, the rubble that was lying around could oatgount for
a tiny fraction of the buildings that had made uprsE. Even
more strangely, there were no bodies, not evemiofals.

The gate to the prison plane of Carceri still edstas |
found out as we wandered through the ruins. Aspr@ached,
the rotting heads on the gate began to speak tochamting
words back and forth between themselves to formemoit
sentences. “Gone, gone. Lost to the betrayertdaste light.”

“What happened to the town?”

“Gone on the wind, swept on a tide of evil. Throutle
gate, gone, gone. The town, gone, lost to its owired.
Through the gate, into the Red Prison, the pristane..
Carceri.”

“Do you have any idea how to get there or get dkdzere?”

“Through the gate, into the prison... no return frohe
prison, no return. Go through the gate, go throtighgate...
your destiny awaits you there.”

“What do you know about my destiny?”

“The deva awaits you.” The heads fell silent, anmdl bt
react to further questions.

We passed through the portal, into Carceri. Wedstodhe
new home of Curst; | could hear people near by, dnly
because of their shouts and screams. A scruffyrmald walked
around a corner, and hailed me. | recognized hirya®, the
former keeper of the Curst town dump.

“Stranger! Bide a moment! | must tell you what has
happened to this place!”

“What happened?”

“You have returned to a town of calamity, strangEne
deva rises triumphant above the wreckage, haviaggdd us
here to our dooms. There is only one way to retgrand that
is to strike the deva down, to cause the town tant its
treachery and deceit. The stronger the belief ef tiwn in
forgiveness, the weaker the deva.”

“Trias did all this?”
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“The deva rose from the ground and condemned the’'$o
iniquities. A great confusion arose as the buildirtgmbled
around us — and then we arrived. There is only wag to
combat Trias — and that is to weaken him by goocetldeand
turning the townsfolks’ minds away from chaos awil teward
goodness. Otherwise, he shall surely triumph.” dtkéd about
himself. “I have work to attend to. Should you riequesting,
seek the old barracks or the distillery.”

We moved about town. The citizens blamed one anddine
what had happened. | tried to convince any we hadtthey had
to work together, that it was their only chance @urst to
return to the Outlands. A few gehreleths had alyeadered the
town, sensing victims. We destroyed those we foivd.were
also forced to kill those citizens of Curst whoussfd to stop
fighting one another.

As we approached the administration building, aurfg
approached, a hermit who | had last seen in theefsrbeneath
Curst before freeing Trias. The dirty man, huncaed crabbed
with age and darkness, his lank, greasy hair flyfirgn his
shoulders as he looked around, blurted out, “Kisecaretaker
told me you'd be along. You've done a fine job @akenin’
him... the town’s chaos is subsidin’ and his plantaiorkin’
so well. Head up and finish the job.” He was réfgyrto the
administration building.

“How do you know this?”

“I can feel him up there, waxing and waning like a burning
moon. | carhearhim wondering when you will come. He aches
for confrontation.”
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TRIAS THE BETRAYER

We entered the administration building, climbingeev
higher once inside. We ran into Sohmien, horse-tileatures,
looters, and scattered fiends, but nothing thatgeased us too
much.

On a balcony on the top floor of the building weurid
Trias, looking out over the city he had doomed. Notn
bothering to turn around, his voice drifted backe.

“What do you hope to accomplish here?” Trias raibed
arm, gesturing over the city. “Much good you haveelin such
a short time, mortal. It shall not be enough topkereese traitors
from realizing the depths of their folly.”

“Why did you lie to me?”

“You were in need of direction. The price of youged was
betrayal. How is that you believe that you havenedrthe right
to any truths in this life or the next? Such arruga Indeed, it
was your duty as a lesser being to free me. | covenothing,
and it is what | have given. | gave you more than geserved.
You freed me to help yourself.”

“Then why have you dragged Curst into the Outlahds?

“A city of betrayers have been betrayed and reckivbat
they have deserved. There is no ‘why'. It sealsompact with
the Lower Planes. The greater good is served.”

“The greater good? What greater good is that?”

“The blood spilled by an army of fiends will be esined
by the righteous wrath of the Hosts of Heaven. &hoko fall
do so in the name of a greater good. This tows falthe name
of the greater good — the expunging of evil. A drsatrifice,
considering those who are to be sacrificed.”

“No good comes of evil roots, | fear.”

“I will not be judged by you, mortal, not when ydiave
lived the lives you have. Let me tell you of betthyBetrayal is
cowardice, selling weapons to your adversariesobtiear that
they might stop killing each other and turn upon.yBetrayal is
refusing to lead by example. Betrayal is letting frends run
rampant through the Planes until evil has corrugtiedearts.
Ask not therefore why | scale Mount Celestia aneks® set
fire to its slopes with war.”
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“You would taint the essence of good with evil incse.
That sounds like betrayal.”

“There are many definitions of betrayal. One miw long
enough to experience them all. Even your life, witreot
fraught with forgetfulness, does not have the ramfgeenturies
necessary to appreciate them. Such a betrayal betrayal at
all.”

“What really happened to your wings, Trias?”

“Baator’'s fires burn hot indeed, but they are caadl
compared to a father’'s anger.” He fluttered thenbshreds of
his wings. “There is no pain like being cast fromouvit
Celestia.”

“So you're fallen, then? Why should | believe arfyyour
words?”

“Speak not to me of treacheries and falling, mortadm
willing to sacrifice even myself that Good mighttmph.”

“That's noble, Trias, but what gives you the right?

“I am here | see the evil. | am willing to act on it. Myill
gives me the right.”

“One’s will does not give one the right, Trias. i8tadown,
and we will not come to blows.”

“Is your foolishness so great that you wish to testr
pseudo-immortality against a true immortal? Stegeahuman,
or we shall test this claim of yours.”

“Bring it on, Trias.”

“It has been a long time since | have wielded madbl
against another. We shall duel, you and I.”

It was a difficult combat. Not because Trias was so
powerful; in fact, he was weak, the work we hadedbringing
the citizens of Curst together proving effectivelt Bneeded to
be sure | did not destroy him, since there was kedge he had
| could get from no other source. Finally, Triasiceded he was
beaten.

“l yield to you this hour, mortal. My imprisonmefias
weakened me... in my state, | am no match for you.”

“I still require knowledge from you, Trias. Tell nf®ow to
reach the Fortress of Regrets.” Trias coughed lylogulttle
before answering.

“Before | tell you, | must exact a promise from yoou
must vow to spare my life.” | didn'’t like the thdotgof leaving
Trias free to betray others, but | needed what tenk | also
thought there was still a chance he could redeemsdif.
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Besides, Ravel was already dead. | could not afforddse any
more sources of information in case | forgot again.

“I vow to spare your life if you give me the knowitge |
seek.”

“The portal to the place you seek lies within tbrus above
the spire, in the city of Sigil, the City of Doorm that city,
there is a place where the dead of your kind &enta.”

“You mean theéMortuary?”

“It is where you awoke of late, is it not? The marseem
filled with such ironies of late. Sdoseyou were, then...”

“What is the key?”

“The Fortress of Regrets is mortared with tears] ke
calls to like. To enter the Fortress, you must gbuate
something to it. When you pass near the portalulshgou
carry regret in your mind, you will feel the presenof the
portal, like the cold embrace of death.”

“While this chill bathes you, you must tear off erap of
your own skin, and write a regret upon it with kdoloom your
left index finger. The portal will open, and yownadiscover the
truth behind the Fortress of Regrets — and pertmagpst its
keeper.”

“How do you know this?”

“Many alliances have | sought across the Planessééych
brought me to the Fortress, where | spoke to it$ &md keeper
of its shadowed halls. No doubt you should wishraturn to
Sigil now. The blood you have on your hands shetlas the
key to this portal; simply step through the doorvdyich you
entered, and you shall return.”

“What can you tell me of the Fortress?”

“Its halls are dark and seem empty — but like yibdraws
tormented souls to it like a lodestone. Like ydusiempty and
yet full of time's cast-offs. Like you, it is a moment to
torment. Shall | tell you of these souls, wandéré?my nod,
he continued, his bloody smile widening.

“They are the souls of those who died in your pladeey
have become shadows that you may live. They yarer
shadows, the shades you cast upon existence, eypavth find
you, wanderer, and they will make you suffer faitiiorments.
You will receive your due at their hands, you amase who are
foolish enough to accompany you.” | had alreadyrled this
trifle of information from the Pillar of Skulls, abad my
companions if he sought to drive a wedge between us

“I'm sure. What can you tell me of this keeper?”
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“Powerful is that one. You shall not best him, god shall
not be able to wrest your mortality from his colipglt is lost
to you. You have embarked on an errand undertakén lry
fools.”

“Foolish | may be, but I will know more about thkiseper.”

“A man’s mortality is a compass that points his vimyife.
If it may be grasped like an object, much can laened about
the nature of the man it was torn from. Your adasr&nows
more about you than you will ever know. He has watcyou
and studied you across many of your half-lives.nbw his
heart. He will not return that which you seek.”

“What will you do when | have left you, Trias?”

“l shall once again attempt to levy a host agathstgates
of Paradise. They will not have me back, and themo other
purpose to my existence.”

“Trias, have you forgotten the face of your fattier?

“What do you mean?”

“The Upper Planes are the home of justice, beaary]
goodness. They are also home to forgiveness. Ga hAdmit
your error and beg forgiveness.”

He opened his mouth for an angry retort... and paused
reflecting. He bowed his head. “You speak convigcivords,
mortal, and their wisdom pierces me. | shall seéle t
forgiveness of my fathers, and accept any retaoutthey
choose. If we meet again, it is my hope that | élredeemed.”

Trias meant what he said now. Whether he would¥oll
through, or convince himself to betray his word hes had
betrayed so many others | did not know. | had assing
engagement; we returned through the portal to.Sigil
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SIGIL

We were back in Sigil. There were still tasks | dex to
complete before | attempted to reach the FortrEBegrets.

In particular, 1 remembered that Ravel had ‘branghi
here in Sigil, that | had already met. It was poissthat she was
not actually dead. | hurried to old Mebbeth, in Rager's
Square, who | knew to be a piece of Ravel.

As | entered, Mebbeth looked up, her face ashene. sh
looked ill. As | watched, creases spread acros$dids of her
face like cracks, and her gray eyes flickeredf baving trouble
focusing on me.

“Mebbeth, are you all right?”

“Aye..."” She smiled weakly, and her voice was scrat@s
if trying to force its way past layers of dust. WWih&he spoke, it
was like an echo. “I have... a little longer...”

“Mebbeth... did yolkknowyou were Ravel?”

She took a deep breath... her words came slowlyydiee
rattling in her throat. “Mayhap... Mebbeth has fotgatherself
many times over... | have dreamed that | was sometsee..”
Each word was heavier than the last, as if cergwfeweight
were pressing down on them. Her body seemed tosightly,
as if wanting taelax, let go.

“How could you not know who you are?”

“How is it ye do not know yerself?” Mebbeth licked her
lips. “Many things... even bits of the self... theylftirough
memory’s cracks, shadows of things forgotten, thasenory
thing-pieces, maybe bad... maybe good.”

“But why Mebbeth? Why the disguise when you coudstéh
been Ravel again?”

“Here, in this place, all | did was the mendin’tbings and
bodies, settin’ bones, deliverin’ babes... in allsthehings, |
was content.” She sighed. “As for being thather, that
Ravel...” She licked her lips again. “l think... ye &akor
granted what a comfort it would be, oft times, tsprace a
memory or two.”

“I wasn't sure if you would be here, Mebbeth, aftanat
happened...”
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Mebbeth nodded — every movement was pained. “Aye, m
precious one...” She winced as she took a breatteifi§eye
here... itis like an echo. Little time remains... theeads, these
Ravels... they are unraveling as we speak.”

“Are you in pain?”

She nodded. “Yes... yet it is the irony which hure t
most...” She gave a sickly smile. “An act of kindnetiwice
repaid... it is the way of the Planes that my fevs adftkindness
should be the death of me.” She laughed softly.t ‘Meave no
regrets...”

“I have questions, Mebbeth. Can you t—"

She held up her hand to silence me. “Precious madn...
would have ye hear me, this last time...”

“Very well...”

“Precious man...” She sighed. “All's | wished to daswset
the Lady free of her Cage... for ye, all's | wished ye was to

live... and for me daughter, I...” She sighed. “There &aging
on the Planes... that a hag’s kindness is crueletan Her hate,
and poisons all it touches...” | thought to myselfattwe had

seen the truth of that. But that was only a momgntaought,
and unworthy of the Ravel | had come to know. Iredamy
true thoughts with the sliver of Ravel before me.

“I'm sorry things turned out as it did. If | coulchve saved
you, | —"

“I am dying now...” She blinked her rheumy eyes. “My
end... it's traveling from all of time’s directionall of Ravel's
threads are unraveling...” She coughed. “Yet...” Haygeyes
locked upon me. “Mayhap not all is lost... one of tigck-
barbed seeds from the maze... did ye bring one ve#ti y

“Yes. Here.”

“Ah...” She took the seed gingerly, and she slippeitito
her graying locks. “So the Unity-of-Rings is servedWith a
flickering glance, she raised her hand and beckomedo come
closer. | stepped close to her, kneeled down.

She whispered something softly under her breatkn th
clasped my head in her hands and placed a papekifisi upon
my forehead. | closed my eyes as her lips touchedkim...

“May the Planes receive you kindly, Mebbeth.” |
murmured.

When | opened my eyes, Mebbeth was gone. The lteliats
not know | had when | stood over Ravel's body fldwiesely
now, running down my cheeks.
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| still had one more errand. | returned to the C&lVard,
to get permission for lannis the advocate to expee the
sensory stone his daughter Deionarra left at tis¢hgd. When |
saw lannis, to tell him he had permission, we litdée to say to
one another. | left as quickly as possible.

As | was leaving the advocate’s home, someone | saw
standing across the street brought a thought tad.miinere
wasn’t a lot | could do for Morte, but there wasmsthing...

| walked over to the beautiful, seductively attiggastitute,
a far cry from those | saw in the Hive. She smetiédxpensive
perfumes, and the lines of her face were subtlgrtoated with
lightly painted lines of soft, warm colors. She kdi as |
approached her and curtseyed gracefully. “Greetigged sir.
Seeking to quench a lust Mistress Grace's Brottainot
satisfy, | hope?”

“I'm not, but | think Morte here might be...”

The young woman examined Morte critically for a d@im
then nodded.

“Yes... yes, | think | could do that. Well, | couleéntainly
come up with... something. All for the same fee, afirse — a
petty five hundred commons.”

“Of course. Here you are...”

“All right! Thanks, chief!” Morte turned to followthe
woman away.

| led the rest of the group to get rooms at a ldoal
Somewhat later, Morte came bobbing dizzily into ragm. He
was coated with a glossy sheen — as if he had Wwesed and
buffed — and had a red smudge on his crown in tiag@e of a
pair of lips. Morte seemed only dimly aware of nmesence,
and alternated between giggling to himself and isgh
pleasantly.

The next day, it was time that | faced my enemywhbat |
hoped would bring an end, one way or another, to my
immortality.
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MORTUARY PORTAL

| had entered the Mortuary, seeking a portal. | n@s near the
site of my first memories, of awakening on a slapeh There
was something about the arch in front of me... soingth
hauntingly familiar. A bone-numbing chill blanketete air

between these two black pillars, as if the arafifitsordered on
some other, colder space. For some reaseixw this was the
portal to the Fortress of Regrets... now all | neettedo was

open it.

I clenched my teeth and dug my fingernails into lefy
forearm; with a dry, tearing sound, | peeled offtap of skin.
The chill between the pillars became stronger, atmo
hungering, as if the portal had opened a crack...

| pricked the tip of my index finger; before the wmal could
heal, | squeezed forth several drops of blood. Asepared to
scrawl my regret, a series of images floated aamsmind... |
whispered the words to myself, but the regret edhheough
my mind.

“I regret the deaths I've caused, here and acrbss t
multiverse.”

| scrawled the regret onto the scrap of flesh...rhytrapid
healing forced me to stop often to re-open theocuty finger
and squeeze forth more blood. Several moments, latead
finished, my blood glistening on the scrap of skina.
combination of my flesh, my blood, and my regret.

As | watched the bloody regret dry, a wave of aoltkhed
over me. | looked up; the black pillars to eithiglesof the arch
were glowing softly, motes of misty blue light dirify from
their sides to form a shimmering curtain betweamthBeyond
the curtain, | could barely make out a weatheredestauseway
leading into darkness. | asked if Nordom was readyroceed.

“Query: Received. Response: Nordom is readied and
waited. Awaiting to profess further directives.”

“Actually, it's ‘process'... never mind. Fall-From-&re?”

“l have come this far, and it would be rude of medtire
before the final hour.” She smiled slightly. “Evéiryou were to
ask politely, | would not permit it.”

“It seems | have no choice, then... Annah?”
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“l...” Annah glared at Fall-From-Grace, then turnednte,
fires in her eyes. “IEhegoes, I'll go, so | will. I'll not turn stag
on yeh here, | won't.”

“Very well. Dak'kon? You with me?”

“Your path is mine.”

“Morte? You ready?”

“Eh...” Morte hesitated, glanced at the portal, gkohat
me, glanced at the portal again, then gave anmgtsiigh. “Look,
I'm not going to saytoo much here, but uh... well, there's
something | need to tell you...”

“What is it, Morte?”

“Well, it's about where we're going... or eh, actyall
where... we've..been’!

“‘Where we' ve been?’ What are you talking about?”

It was so subtle, | almost missed it — Dak'kon’'sda
flickered, the edge dulling. As | glanced at hims thands
dropped to his sides, as if he was preparing ftiteba

“This... uh, this isn't therrsT time we've been through
this... you see, we've been to this ‘Fortress of Bisgbefore...
though, we... I... didn’'t know it then.”

“Morte, | expect an explanation... no more lies or
deceptions, not now.”

“It's hard to explain until you'véeenthere... besides, you
didn’t know the, uhptheryou — he wasn'’t exactly the kind of
basher tosuare the chant with us. | mean, | knew he was
looking for sowme place, but | didn’t know why, where it was, or
wHAT it was, so | couldn’t saynyTHING tO You, because | didn't
know anytHing! 1... just know what happened when wer
there...” | realized Morte was talking about my ‘pieal’
incarnation, the one who had freed him from thiapof skulls.

“And... what happened?”

“Well, we went to this — thisortress and even before we
land foot in this place, we're aleut up, fighting for our
lives...” He shuddered. “So tHest thing | want to tell you is if
you're determined to go through with this, therelsgood
chance that anybody who goes through that portgbisg to
end up somewheréar away from everybody else. Thing is,
even split up, we may be your only hope...”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because whatever was waiting in that Fortress yiou,
chief, it already defeated you once... to this dagipm’t know
how you managed to survive, but if you fall agaiou’'re going
to need someone there to pull you out of that Esstr..”
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“Morte, | need you to tell me everything you caroabthe
Fortress... it's important.”

“This ‘Fortress of Regrets'... it stretches on farcues,
chief. It's a Fortress, but it feels more likeniane in itself, all
stone, all darkness, and shadows — everywherepgaisad’ou
go there, and... you better be prepared.”

“What happened when we first went there?”

“Chief, | don't know what happened tau, but | know
what happened tge... | spent my time running from vault to
vault, those shadows crawling all over me, tryingoting me
down... then, | just... suddenly, we were ‘out,’ likenseone
had pulled us back...”

“Hold on a moment. When you say ‘us,’ it doesn'tisd
like it meant just you and me.” Morte fell sileftit Dak'kon
answered in his stead.

“Knowthat | have walked your path many times.” Dak'kon
spoke slowly, as if measuring each word; his blaae become
a misty gray, as if Dak'kon’s mind had drifted. prtion of
your path isknownto me. Five walked the path to the Fortress.
Each died their own death.”

“But... who were they? How did they die?”

“I died the death of faith. The skull died the deaif
courage. The woman died the death of grief. Thedbéircher
died the final and most merciful death, the dedtithe body.
You... you died the death of memory.” | recognizecbvide had
described, the same ones Fell had described tolhee.skull
was Morte, the woman Deionarra, the archer Xacharia

“Yeah...” Morte rattled, as if shivering. “Chief, ahis
Fortress — there’s shadowserywhere..”

“There was darkness there, and every shadow was
Shra'kt'lor.” Dak'’kon’s voice was a whisper, and tiead black
eyes seemed to be staring at something just beyendThey
are tormented creatures. The wounds in your spigiknownto
them. They will attack you through them.”

“They spoke to me like the Pillar of Skulls...” Mode
voice dropped. “Theknew..”

“All right; look, you two: | need to know all youan tell me
about this Fortress...”

“The shadowssuffer. They know of torment. Theyknow
how to torture you with that which has wounded ybeart.
When you face thenknowthat you face that which has killed
you once.”
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“Dak’kon... Morte, you, and | survived. What happened
the archer and Deionarra?”

“The archer died the death of the body. The womad the
death of the spirit. | could not save the womanahbse it was
not yourwiL that she be saved. Her grave was dry of tears. No
oneknewto mourn her passing.”

“But... why did | not want her saved?”

“Your will was knownonly to you,” said Dak'kon

“I can't tell you anymore, chief,” Morte said, “esqt we're
bound to be divided as soon as we arrive, itec& place, and
it's crawling with shadows... and somewhere in thaittfess is
something more powerful thamy of us. There’s nothing more
to say...”

“Nothing lives there. The walls are darkness.” Rak'
added.

“All right — before | step through this portal — there
anvTHING ELst You feel like sharing that you think mightLr
me?”

“Well...” Morte paused. “Yeah, there's one other thiyou
should know — theou | knew before, theou that led us here,
he wasn't like you. At all.”

“What do you mean?”

“The othervou, he... he didn’t care very much for anybody.
For anyone. We could hawe. died in the Fortress, and he
wouldn’t have blinked. So... | just want you to hald to your
differences, because... well, | like tlyisubetter. ALot better.”

“But that's not all you want to say, is it?”

“No...” Morte paused. “There’'s one other thing — Iyna
not have liked thabtheryou very much, but he was one smart
basher — the smartest basher I've ever known; \mayal had
every angle covered. If he died at the Fortresat theans...
well...”

“You don’t think | can succeed, do you?”

“No...” Morte shook his head. “It's not that, chid&ecause
it's not always who’s smartest, or who's the mostvprful, or
who's the toughest... sometimes it comes down to whoare
and what youeally want. | mean, once you wanted to become
immortal — but in the end, is thegally what you wanted? Just
be sure of what you want this time, is all I'm say?

“Fair enough. Look, Morte... we haven't really talkablout
this, but you know you don’'t have to come with neethis
place, right? Il understand if you don’t want’to.
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“Yeah... | know, chief. And | can't lie to you... | ddn
want to go... but | will. Just know that once we steppugh
that portal, it isn’'t going to be just aboywu anymore. This is
our lives you're playing with, and we don't get kagp when
we die.”

“Then why are you...”

“It's because of what Ravel said in the maze.” @®mwoice
was soft, so soft | almost missed it. “Isn’t it, he?”

“What Ravel said, in the maze — she said you draapfe
who suffer to you, like a lodestone.” Morte shodk head.
“Maybe it's becausgou'vebeen suffering all this time. Maybe
when you end up settling things... maywe'll know a bit of
peace, too. Maybe.”

“Maybe so. Then... are you with me, Morte?”

“Why not, chief?” Morte shook his head. “I mean,'wee
gone to everyrHer horrible plane in the multiverse | can think
of. Why not take that extra step over the cliff?&é ldave a
rattling sigh. “Arevou ready? Because if you're not...”

| said | was, and together, myself and my companiony
friends, we entered the portal.
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FORTRESS OF REGRETS

I found myself standing on a walkway, alone, owdsian
enormous building, only a small portion of whicltduld see
from where | stood. A gray nothingness filled thg.sA single
movement caught my eye, on a section of the walks@ye
distance away, in a direction that would take mayafwrom the
building. But my curiosity, always my curiosity, dhebeen
aroused. | expected to find enemies enough inkidétiilding,
but outside?

| moved away from the building. After a few dozeaces |
could see a figure ahead of me. Someone | recagjnizeo |
had been avoiding since the first time | met hehanMortuary.
Before me was the ghostly form of Deionarra; hexcs@al gown
seemed stirred by some ethereal breeze. She waklngiat the
edge of the black stone causeway, staring outi@mptiness
of the Plane.

“Deionarra...?”

“My Love! You should not be here! You must leave at
oncel”

“Deionarra, what is this place? Is this the Fog®és

“This is the Fortress of Regrets. It is the pldtat holds the
moment of my death prisoner, and | may not strayfrfam its
halls. If you can find a way back to Sigil youust;if you stay
here, my Love, you shall die.”

“I'm immortal, Deionarra; | don’t think | have mucio
worry about, even here.”

“No, my Love. There is something about this Fogres
the shell that surrounds it cuts it off from thetref the Planes.
It is that shell that acts as a barrier to your ortality.”

“A shell? The Pillar told me that when | die, aretldies in
my place. And if it can’t find someone to die foem-"

“Then if you die in this place, it is the end, forere is
nothing thatives here — so you must be careful. Return back to
Sigil and leave this cursed place!”

“But — my allies are here: and that means theyirsie
this shell. What happens tioemif | die?”

“My Love, if you have broughanythingthat lives with you
to this place, then it is in terrible danger — bdtbm the
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shadows and from you. Should you die here, youranaiity
will hunt for the closest living thing in the Faess, andhatis
the one that shall die in your place. You must échere, now!”

“I can’t go back. So can you tell manything else that
might be helpful? What waits inside the Fortress?”

“There is no natural darkness within the Fortresg,Love,
only the shades of those who have died in yourepldte
energies of this Plane feed them, and their hafved/ou is
beyond all reason. They will not permit you to ledvShe
threw a glance at the walls of the Fortress. ‘fiddenter, | beg
you!”

“But — my allies are in there. | cannot leave théo. you
have any idea where they might be?”

“If you brought others, then they were cast fronu yehen
you arrived — it is the nature of this place toidév living
things... then kill them.” She looked distraught. €MRortress is
a thing of many miles — finding your friends heréll vibe
difficult.”

“I have to find them. There is no choice in the texat

“Very well, my Love... if you intend to go on, you rsiu
know this — past the entrance to the Fortress igreat
antechamber with countless shadows. You must muonys
and not let them gather about you, or you sha#lgure slain!”

“One thing more...” Deionarra paused, as if tryingcéach
a fleeting memory. “Within... within the chamber ageeat
clocks...” Her voice became steadier, more certal®lo¢ks
which you spoke of once as having been the key do y
escaping that chamber... when you were trapped tbece
before.” She looked at me. “I know | cannot stay yom your
course, my Love — | shall watch for you, and hefuyif |
can.”

“I brought your ring, Deionarra. | found your legao me.”

“The ring still holds a part of me within it, my ke. When
you carry it, you carry my heart with you.” Shesgd her eyes
for a moment, and | suddenly felt a warmth paseuph me.
Deionarra opened her eyes, then smiled. “I knew wouwld
return to me with it in your keeping. Carry it nomith my
blessing, and keep it close to your heart. Throigh will
defend you.”

“You have my thanks, Deionarra. | must go now.” Ay
words, Deionarra faded from sight.

| returned the way | had come, and then continuesl the
spot at which | appeared. The walkway ended atreulair
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portal, a portal which opened as | approached éntered the
fortress, arriving in the ‘antechamber’ Deionarraadh
mentioned.

| had to dodge shadows, and trigger mysteriouscdeyi
before | could open the portal which would take for¢her into
the fortress. There were footsteps in the dustaf thamber,
and markings left on giant clock faces. | recogaitteem; | had
been here before, the last time | had visited dneeefss. Finally,
| stood before the exit portal, and passed on, atanother
portion of the fortress.
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COMPANIONS’ FATE

Ignus appeared in a shadowed hall. He looked arouond
knowing where he was, but sensing his surroundiHgsspoke
out loud of what he had found.

“Great power isss hereA spectral, barbed form had glided
forward as Ignus stared about himself.

| HAVE NEED OF YOU. THERE ARE CREATURES THAT MUST DIE.
Somehow, Ignus knew those the figure had mentiomeldded
the master he respected/hated. Ignus followedpbetsal figure
as it moved away, his laughter echoing about him.

* k%

Morte looked around. There was no sign of the ctuebf
anyone else. From his previous trip to the fortrdssrte knew
it was impossible to find the chief on his own. Weuld have to
wait for the chief, or someone, to find him. In thheantime, his
best defense would be to play dead. Morte had aofot
experience being almost dead, and he thought hiel gixe a
convincing performance.

* k%

“Shadows.” Dak'kon identified the forms about hithse
One, more barbed and less a hole in the light tharothers,
addressed him.

AH, THE GITHZERAI. | REMEMBER HIM WELL... SUBMIT.

“I may be bested in battle, but | shall never bfeded.”

YOU CANNOT HOPE TO DEFEAT ME.

“I have been here before. This time | shall neearé.”

so Be IT. The speaker moved off, but the other shadows
flowed inward, until it seemed as though the dasknieself had
moved to cover Dak'kon from view.

* k%

“Its so cold here,” Annah muttered to herself as alalked
down the dimly lit passageway. The shock of findimgyself
alone in this place had thrown her normal skilte iniding. She
did not notice the barbed shape until she nearlynm it.
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AH... THE FIENDLING GIRL. WHERE IS THE ONE WHO BROUGHT YOU
HERE?

“In a place wheregyeh'll never find ‘im. If yeh think to be
taking him, yeh'll be needing ta get through mestfi

YOUR WORDS HAVE PASSIONS STRENGTH AND PRECIOUS LITTLE
REASON.

“If it gives me the strength ta gut yeh, | donnaest’

CURIOUS... YOUR REASON FOR FOLLOWING HIM HERE IS BECOMING
CLEAR —

“Enough of yer chatterin'! If it's ight yeh want, then c-!”

COULD IT BE THAT YOU SOMEHOW PERCEIVE YOURSELF As Specialin
HIS EYES?

“If — if yeh're gonna try an’ gepastme then go on n’ do
ithl...”

FIENDLING, | HAVE WATCHED THE ONE YOU FOLLOW ACROSS MANY
LIFETIMES. | KNOW HIS HEART, AND | KNOW THERE HAVE BEEN COUNTLESS
OTHERS WHO HAVE FELT PASSION FOR HIM. OF THEM ALL, YOU ARE
CERTAINLY THE LEAST YOU ARE A THING, BASTARDIZED BY YOUR PARENTS
AND THE PLANES...

“Shutyer bone-box, yeh hear me?! Shut y—"

ANSWER ME THIS, AND YOU WILL KNOW SILENCE, CHILD. DOES THE
ONE YOU FOLLOW MATTERTO YOU?

“He matters more ta me, than mae life.”

THEN DIE.

Annah attacked the shadowy figure, but alone, shge mo
match for the magic that was called forth.

* % %

“It is difficult to separate shadow from the darkaéhere.”
Fall-From-Grace stared about herself. “This isaptace meant
for the living.”

AH, THE TaNAR'RI. The voice came from behind her. She
whirled, to confront the spectral presence in #ésled armor.

“So. You are the spider that lies in the centet afl. | have
many questions that you could answer. Your goathi;xmatter
have not been entirely clear.”

MY GOALS ARE NOT FOR YOU TO KNOW, FALLEN TANAR'RI. MY
INDULGENCE IS ALL THAT KEEPS YOUR BLACK HEART BEATING IN YOUR
CHEST. YOU MAY LEAVE WITH YOUR LIFE NOW, IF YOU WILL .

“My heart is neither black nor do | fear for myélif My
companions, my friends, are here in your fortrésshall not
leave until we are rejoined and the man we foll@as hesolved
this matter to a satisfactory conclusion.”
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THERE IS NO SATISFACTORY CONCLUSION TO THIS FOOL' S ERRAND. YOU
WILL LEAVE THIS PLACE, AND YOU SHALL LEAVE YOUR UNDYING
COMPANION HERE. FEAR NOT FOR HIS LIFE. THE ONLY PRICE HE SHALL PAY
IS THE LOSS OF MEMORY.

“As gracious as your offer is, | must refuse yotiieoto
abandon my friends. As for the ‘small’ price helwidy at your
hands, it is the equivalent of death to him. | htregeled with
this man for some time, and there are many thirdgsniot wish
him to forget.”

HE WILL FORGET. IT IS HIS FATE TO REMAIN IGNORANT. HE WILL
FORGET YOU, TANAR'RI, JUST AS HE HAS FORGOTTEN ALL WHO HAVE
WALKED THE PATH OF MISERY WITH HIM. HE EXISTS TO DIE, FORGET, AND
DIE AGAIN. HE IS NOTHING.

“That isyour judgment. The fact remains that | do not wish
him to forget me, nor all that he has struggledtéoreach this
place. He has suffered much, and | find my sympatlie with
him rather than the arrogant creature that postheésre me
and fights as aowardfights, preferring to kill from a distance
where his opponent cannot reach him.”

“You shall torment him no more.”

TANAR'RI... PERHAPSYOU DOUBT MY POWERSHERE, IN THIS PLACE. A
DEMONSTRATION MAY SILENCE YOUR DOUBT.

“You have done enough harm. Prepare yourself.”

YOU ARE NOTHING. | CAN FORGE PLANES WITH MY POWER | CAN
UNMAKE YOU.

Magical energies played about the two figures, lasy t
sought one another’s destruction. Long momentsegaksfore
one figure slumped to the ground; the standingréiga barbed
shadow, moved off.

* k%

“Processing. Plane: Negative Material. Locationrtiess of
Regrets.” Nordom exchanged clicks with his crosshow
reassuring them; or perhaps they were reassuring &
barbed, ethereal form glided out of the darkness.

AH, THE ROGUE CONSTRUCT.

“Sense of closure imminent.”

YOU HAVE OVERSTEPPEDYOURSELF. SUBMIT.

“You wish harm upon one who has aided Nordom at s
his selves. Nordom will attempt to stop you. Praspef
success: slight.” A bolt of magical energy impactéordom,
directed from the figure he was facing.



422 Companions’ Fate

THE BODY IS A SHELL. INTENSE PRESSUREMAY FRACTURE IT. SHALL |
CONTINUE?

“You intend to harm him. Nordom will stop you.” Szal
more bolts of energy hit Nordom, knocking the Maoddown.
Nordom did not stir; not even his crossbows madeusnd.
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TRIAL OF IMPULSE

| appeared in a smaller room. Five statues arramgedsemi-
circle looked inward at a circular basin. Floatingove the
basin was a peculiar, glowing crystal. | had onlgn@ament to
take in the chamber, since | recognized the burfimge who
was present. It was Ignus. The burning rage whechdd felt at
our last meeting had obviously consumed him, tugnitim
insane. Perhaps not insane, precisely, but theegl&infire he
worshipped had nearly burnt all the humanity froim.hHe
immediately moved to attack me.

“I will burn you, then sset fire to the planesss¢' cried,
casting spells of fire at me. | harnessed my owrgioa
energies to counterattack.

“The flamesss will consume youwhe growled, and his
growling was the sound of bonfires burning. But spells
drove him back, until he could retreat no further.

“The skies shall be flamesss, and all life shall d®
torches,” he whispered, just before my spell kndchien to the
ground, and put out the last of the fire floatingpat him. |
hurried over to the crumpled form of Ignus. He whéng,
almost dead. | kneeled, and gathered his body irams. He
spoke, so quietly | had to place my head next¢dadhear him.

“Master forgive me. | have betrayed your teachindnad to
accept that some tormented figures from my pasuldcnever
help; indeed almost all were like Ignus, pennethindead book
and beyond my reach for good or ill. | gently lagphus’ body
down upon the ground again.

Now that | had a chance to look around the roomaalized
the statues were of me. | examined each statuedevimy why
they were here. As | did, | noticed a peculiar stdridden
behind one statue. The dark stone was coveredst ds if it
had been sitting there for years — it looked likpiece of one
of the statues that was chipped away. A traceistrahge runes
and markings covered the stone’s surface.

It felt strangely familiar somehow. As | touchee ttone, a
mouth appeared on the side, and began speaking; irice; it
echoed, as if speaking within a great chamber.
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“Dak'kon, Morte, Xachariah, Deionarra — it is l.hhve
placed a minor messaging enchantment on this slistes to it
fully, then do as | say.” The voice took a breathsounded
irritated.

“I don’t know how we got separated, but | think thertal
that brought us here divided us. It's only a misetback —
when you find this stone, stay with it until | cagjoin you.
Based on my divinations, this Fortress is the sifeseveral
cities — the less you move around, the easierfdrisne to find
you.” The voice took another breath, then becameremo
detached, as if surveying something and speakingtab

“I fought my way through the first of the vaulthjg place is
filled with shadows, way too many to keep fighting — ifuyo
encounter any, run before they swarm you; they’rechm
tougher than the other shadows we encounteredehdfdinink
the energies of the Plane feed them somehow, miaden t
stronger.” The voice took another breath.

“There were a series of great war relics withinthalt that
shifted me from place to place; | managed to lbhe shadows
to each machine, then shift while they swarmed wHehad
been. It bought me some time, time enough to escapee |
had tripped four relics, it opened a portal outfieTvoice
paused, as if something just occurred to the speake

“It strikes me now that the vault | came from midpet some
strange sort of gatehouse — the relics seem toitsetl from
both the insideand the outside of the Fortress. Whatever built
this place likes keeping the shadows under guarthesy can’t
run loose; the shadows don't have any substancethep
wouldn’t be able to use the machines to escapevéhst.
Hmmm. I'll have to think about that some more...”

“No matter — I'm in a room with a great crystaliinand
I'm going to examine it more closely before movimy” The
voice paused, as if the speaker was looking arofifitere are
five statues in the room, and they look like me rd ¢hey look
old, too, like they've been here for some time.”

“As for the crystal... it doesn’'t seem like it belang the
Fortress, and its size and shape reminds me ofthorgel've
read in the annals, some sort of dimensional pritoat
segments the soul. | don't think it's a coincidertbe portal
from the main vault teleported me here: | think thgstal's a
trap, sodon’t touch it until we're together again —neanit,
Morte.”
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“I'm going to try and find you all now. If you findhis
reader stone, doot move from this spot, or | may never find
you. | have left some supplies for you in the bakene of the
statues. Don't waste them — | don’t know how lotig going
to take for us to find our enemy and get out, aedmay need
those supplies later. I'll see you all soon.”

| examined the room further. If this was a traphad been
improved since the last time an incarnation of niiael been
here, for | found no exit, or any means to trigggvortal. That
left the crystal in the center of the room.

The huge crystal radiated a pulsating, spectrdit lap it
hovered above the crater in the middle of the robn@ rhythm
of its pulses reminded me of a heartbeat, but slod sickly.
Light from the crystal touched the edges of themrolke
fingers, each ray of light casting a glow on thined faces of
the statues surrounding it. | reached out to thstal.

There was a moment of dizziness as | touched tystaty
then a slow chill passed through my body, and d¢alisred that
my muscles had locked, my hand frozen to the digstarface.
There was a moment of silence, then sharp pairiates@d
through my body like fractures — | felt as if myryaseinc had
been turned to ice, thehattered..
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MAZE OF REFLECTIONS

| awoke on a slab, in an irregularly spherical rodhe room
was made of a faceted, grayish metallic substafieeents
colored red, purple and blue laced about the walls.

| levered myself up off the slab. There were tHigeres in
the room, who | recognized, since they were me.

The figure to my right resembled me, but he carhiedself
more like a force than a man. | had seen him beioréhe
sensory stone Deionarra had left for me. | had wdahim to
myself as the practical incarnation.

The resemblance was there in the face of the figirestly
in front of me, but hard to see. His back was hedclas if he
was perpetually afraid of being struck. He was Wiaig me
warily, and he hissed as | looked at him, his harteisching, as
if wanting to strangle me. His arms were horriblyaged and
scarred, as if they had been dunked into a strdaamidd — and
his left arm looked like it was holding on by adhd, literally. |
had seen this incarnation before, in a trappedosgrstone left
for me, or as he saw all other incarnations, aykihief.” | had
named him to myself the paranoid incarnation.

The man to my left also resembled me, but his face
seemed... calmer somehow. He gave a slight smile vigen
noticed the direction of my gaze, and he nodded|f da
approval. | didn’t think | was familiar with thimé¢arnation, but
based on his manner | decided to call him the ‘gowzrnation
to myself.

“He has awakened,” said the good incarnation.

“Finally.” the practical incarnation exclaimed, “I thought |
would die again waiting for him to rise.” The pao#h
incarnation eyed all three of us before speaking.

“Perhaps... perhaps you wilhiL die. never forget |warch
YOU THIEVES, YOUKILLERS — KILLERS ALL, all THree Of you...”

“Have a carehow you speak to me,” hotly retorted the
practical incarnation, “you deranged wreck. He ¥eaunate to
reach here with all those trap®u scattered throughout the
Planes. | swear, if | could have crossed the yeamit you out
of yourmisery,| w—" The good incarnation cut him off.



Maze Of Reflections 427

“The two of you, be silent! Let us make sure haligight
and save the arguments for later.”

“Wh... who are you all?” | asked. My lips hadn’t céaigip
to my inner thoughts, since | recognized two ofitf@rnations
before me.

“By the hells, he's lost his memories! Damnationé’s
useless to us now!” The practical incarnation hednbenraged
at my words. As always his first thought of othgras how
useful they would be as tools.

“Calm yourself. He's only disoriented, as were \ile Give
him a moment to get his bearings,” the good indésnacalmly
replied.

“You are alltHieves... wearingwy body...my body, and you
will give it sack!” The paranoid incarnation wildly glared at all
three of us. The practical incarnation turned, asiéng his
anger on him.

“I am at the limits of mypatiencewith your howling! Be
silent, or —” Once again, the good incarnationrveeed as a
peace maker.

“This arguing avails us nothing! Give him his spaeave
him be.” The practical incarnation turned to hinmwilling to
give up any control of the situation.

“Time is no longer in our favor. | will not stancette and
squander another moment while our adversary is owabtd
hunting for us. We waited long enough for him toaen — |
will speak to hinnow?”

The practical incarnation turned to me. His eyesewe
watching me carefully, and as | studied him, | fetn studying
me. He spoke.

“So... it has come to this.”

“Who are you?”

“I will not surrender my name to you or any man.ReT
man’s voice was rough, like mine, and it rang sigdy in my
ears. “As for ‘who | am,” you should be asking yself that —
you are one ofnyincarnations. You made it here, with my clues
to guide you.”

“We — we are separate incarnations? How is that
possible?”

The incarnation was silent for a moment, then his
expression changed to contempt.

“If there is anything | haveéhated about you, it is your
countless questions — your desperate fumbling feamng and
answers.” The man’s voice was like a hatchet, andera
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flickered across his features. “The time for quesiis past.
Now, you will listen to me. | was the first to breach this
Fortress, and whatever it is that awaits us here seenehow
able to defeat me. It will not best me a seconeéfim

“Who are these others?”

“Other incarnations — reflections of ourselves.ill lwave
them merge with me after | deal with you.” He gladat the
hunched incarnation, who was howling when | firstvad. “Or
kill them if they refuse; it is of no matter. Thegre not
necessary.”

“You... sound as if you intend to fight whatever st that
lurks here.” The man gave me a strange look, thetiexl me.

“Of course. That's the only reason we're speakiog.nl'll
need you to be the shell — but your mind mustriyamind. Do
you understand me?”

“You mean you intend to possess me?”

“Yes.” He glanced around at the spiked walls, themed
back to face me. “We cannot leave this place ircgge Only
one may leave.”

“How are we to become one?”

“You must surrender your will to me — your knowledg
and skills: whatever little you've managed to acelate in your
life may prove useful.” He sized me up again. ftirnately will
be but a fraction of my power, but it might haveses.”

“Why won’t you merge with me?”

“With you?” He gave a short laugh, almost like akba
“Because there is no gain in such a thing. You haxed a
fraction of the life |1 have. | will not entrust mwill to a
neophyte such as yourself.”

“Yet you came here previously... and were defeated.”

The man frowned. “I was taken unawares. And | did n
anticipate that my companions would be split from mpon my
arrival... what happened after that... is confusing.”

“So even if | were to surrender to you, then weldatill
fail?”

“Unlikely. I'm the only one who possesses the krealge
necessary to succeed — this moment is the culroimabif
centuries of planning. Many have suffered and fedis to be
here... their sacrifices must not be in vain.” Thst Isentence
unnerved me — it was delivered like a speech, harktwas no
passion behind the words.
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“You are the one who saved Dak'kon at Shra'ktTae one
who imprisoned Vhailor. And the one who led Deioa&ao her
death.” The man’s eyes narrowed.

“What of it? All of it was done with a purpose.”

“You gave Dak'kon the Unbroken Circle of Zerthimon.
Why?”

“The Unbroken Circle? That collection of lies? Yi#syas a
week’s work to forge such a thing — it was necgssarmake
it so he would cease doubting himself.”

“You madeit? But you told him —"

“Perhaps they carry some truth — | know not. | knibat
they were tedious writings, but the words were ghoto give
him faith.” He must have taken the look of bemusetnma my
face for puzzlement about why he saved Dak'kon.

“Your ignorance astounds me.” The man looked
incredulous. “Can it be that you not know what beries in his
hand? That blade he carries is shaped byhuaghts.Such a
tool, when used properly, could slay the multiveitself...”
The man looked lost in thought, then his face sgbér disgust.
“Though obviously, the gith became separated wheramived
in the Fortress, and | was unable to make usesablade.” The
man frowned. “Unfortunate.”

“Are you the one who taught Ignus the Art?”

“Ignus?” The man stared at me, then frowned. “lat th
name? Who in the hells are you talking about?” Qirse, |
realized. This incarnation had ‘died’ over fiftyars ago. Ignus
had been taught much more recently than that. t moshave
fully recovered yet from the trap which splinterete, and
brought me here.

“What was the purpose of imprisoning Vhailor?”

The man shook his head, as if weary. “Vhailor was
becoming... tiresome.” He gave a humorless smile.oSEh
Mercykillers dogs will hunt you across the Plarfesmselves in
search of ‘justice’ — and Vhailor was an especiglbrsistent
hound.” The incarnation’s voice dropped slightbAntl he was
much too close to justice for my tastes.”

“Why was he hunting for us?”

“Oh, any of countless reasons, some of which lith wie
— and others, which lie in theandsof other incarnations.” He
flicked a glance over at the paranoid incarnatidmere have
been many lives that have been blackened by intansawith
damaged minds. Some of us have created... problebadieve
in solutions.”
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“Was he a threat?”

“Oh, yes — or else | would have simply killed hintle
nodded. “There is some link between him and justisdf, and
that gives him power even over immortals such dsTie man
gave a slight smile. “Especially if our injusticeie great... and
ours are of the blackest sort.”

“Why did Deionarra have to die?”

“Deionarra? That girl had little sense of the Paire her,
and that was what | needed her for. You see, thetrien have
it right — sometimes when you feel too much passigou
cling too tightly to life to let go. And neitherdiiDeionarra —
as | hoped she would.” The paranoid incarnatioariopted at
these words.

“That woman — that cHos?!” The hunched man’s eyes
welled up in fury, and spittle flew from his mouthShe
TorRMENTED Me for years, pursuing me, hating me, aod were
THE ONE THAT KILLED HER?!”

The practical incarnation barely even glanced atthwling
one, and merely sneered.

“You blaming me for anything is laughable.” He turned
back to me. “It wasn’t out of malice — though sheé decome
tiresome. It's just that when | arrived in the Fess, | didn't
intend to stay. | just wanted to get in, sacriftoer, then get
out.”

“Why did you do such a terrible thing?” The good
incarnation had asked the question softly, soungaiged, but
it could have been my voice, with the same paii in

“I needed someone to be my eyes here on the Negativ
Material Plane, to serve as a scout and try ardidit who my
killer was. Only the dead can survive here for lorg so
Deionarra had to be sacrificed so that she couldorbe
something other than she was. A tricky businessjtlworked
— she helped you, didn’t she?”

“You didn’t have to kill her.”

He looked at me silently for a moment, then hisesne
returned. “And that is why you will be defeated/ifu confront
our killer. It is because you areak. And you do not see that
some things argecessarv.”

“You dare call me weak?! You orchestrated all these
‘grand’ plans for defeating this invisible enemyydayou got
your ass handed to yownyway, and some poor girl was
murdered because of it. Maybe if you'd done yobrtje first
time you were here, this wouldn’t even be a prolslem
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“You pare lectureme?! Women have always walked our
path with us — whether Deionarra or Ravel or aniieot
woman, and they have suffered, and it was alwags thoice
Deionarra would have died for me if I'd asked lerThere was
nocriMe.” | wanted to yell at him more, but there was minp. |
was looking at the ghost of this incarnation; heeds were
done, in the past, unchangeable.

“Tell me about Xachariah.”

“The archer? Well, old sodden Xachariah could $éegs
with his ‘eyes’ that | couldn’t — and he could tiem with his
arrows, too.”

“So?”

“Well, 1 was walking into this Fortress blind inrse ways
— I didn’t know what my killer was, so | needed sne who
could see things | couldn’t in case the enemy wagibd my
visual range.” He snorted. “Xachariah ended up glyoo fast,
though, so he wasn’t any use in the end.”

“You built that tomb beneath Sigil, didn't you? Tlome
with the traps?”

“I'd almost forgotten — yes, what a waste that ivdfe
incarnation seemed irritated. “Obvioustiiat didn’t work. And
it cost a lot of blood and coin, too.”

“Worthless!” The paranoid incarnation broke intoeuan
laughter, but it was more gleeful than mad. “It wasy to
breach that child’s trap. | found it... ardancep it. To make it
HarDER. Changed thewrmmings.” The practical incarnation
frowned at him; he looked like he was barely resing himself
from attacking the other.

“Yet anotherthing you will answer for...” He turned back
to me. “Though | suppose it doesn’t matter. It \8hertly after
the failure of the tomb trap that | decided to gahre battle to
our killer rather than wait for him to show any ¢mamn.”

“Were you the one who pried Morte off the Pillar of
Skulls?”

“Is Morte still alive?” The incarnation stared for a moment
in disbelief, then he started laughing. “Ha! Thdting skull
couldn’t be trusted farther than | could throw him claiming
he had information when he didnthenl! had to go through the
torment of prying him off the Pillar of Skulls, théefeigned
ignoranceonce he was off of it.” The incarnation scoffed. “I
humored him, since he'd told me everything | neeffech
him.”

“Feigned ignorance?”
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“Oh, yes.” The man smiled. “Once a liar, alwaysaa. IIt
takes a stronger mind than the skull's to give me faugh,
though.”

“Were you responsible for the tattoos on my backe dnes
| read when | woke up in the Mortuary.”

“The directions?” He nodded, irritated. “@bursel was
responsible — | knew there waschancel might fail here and
lose my memories. | wanted future incarnationsendfit from
some... guidance. So | had the directions stitchedhgrback,
since such things — likpurnals...” He snarled, as if angry at
himself. “Tend to be lost seasily”

“The directions were kind of vague, though...”

“Are you afool?’ The incarnation looked exasperated. “The
directionsneededto be vague — | couldn’spell out exactly
what was happening to us, so | left a signpost. doayou
think would have happened if a Dustman had reathth®r
someone even more barmy? Hawickly do you think we
would have been buried alive or cremated?”

“Were you the one who asked Pharod to get the Bronz
Sphere from the catacombs?”

“Pharod?” The incarnation thought for a moment. ,'@&s
— the trash king with all the ‘tough’ bloods thabtight | was
easy prey...” He smiled slightly, as if recalling ¢eagsant
memory. “After only a little bloodletting, | struck bargain with
him — he would see to it that if his men found ey would
take me safely to the Mortuary — and, of courseeéded the
eyes and hands of his men to scour the cataconmeatieSigil
for me.”

“A sphere made of bronze. Ugly. Feels like an emdhe
touch, and it smells of rotten custard. Right?”

“Yes. | told Pharod it was the only thing that wabglave his
miserable life... what a sniveling little dodger hasy’ The
incarnation smiled at me. “You see, the old bastasd destined
to end up on the Pillar of Skulls when he died, &edwas
desperately trying to weasel out of it. So | toichithat there
was an item beneath Sigil that would ‘save’ hinmfrbis fate, if
he could only find it.”

“But it wouldn’t save him — it was just something you
wanted him to find.”

“Of courseit was useless to him. One cannot dodge fate so
easily.” He looked at me, irritated. “However, niathmotivates
a man faster than telling him what he seeks willeshis soul
from eternal damnation. | intended to take it froim after he
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found it. It just that searching for it myself wduhave taken...
too long.” He smiled again. “And why should | do when |
could have someone else hunt for me?”

“Actually, he ended up trickingneinto finding it for him.
Why was it so important?”

“Important? Do you not know?” The incarnation beeam
silent for a moment. “Do you have it with you?”

“Yes, | do. | brought it with me.”

“You haveit?!” The incarnation’s eyes flared. “Then your
life had some use after all!” | watched his eyeskélr, as if
thinking, calculating. “When we merge, | will selecait finding
a means to unlock it. Perhaps all is not lost...”

“What is the sphere? Why is it important?”

“It was a dead sensory stone.” The incarnation stasng
through me, as if seeing something far away. “Do ¥oow
what it contained?” He smiled ruefully. “It held ethlast
experiences of thierst of us. When we were one man, and not a
string of incarnations.” His voice dropped. “If teehad been
some way of unlocking it, | would have been ablsde inside
hismind...”

“And see why this all happened?”

“Yes...” The incarnation’s face had become sombdris'l
the answer | have always sought. Why this happevhdd. we
became immortal.” He sighed. “And | fear we shadlver
know.” The good incarnation interrupted.

“Perhaps there are no answers in such a thingapsthere
never was.”

“l don't deal in the realms of perhaps and maybe.& Th
practical incarnation sneered. “I seek answerss Mvhat has
allowed us to get this far.” He looked at the gaocarnation
with contempt. “If we had left life ityour hands, we wouldn’t
have even a fraction of the truth we now possessl iA that
truth, liespower” He turned to me. “You will realize that when
we merge.”

| turned away from him, to talk instead to the ‘gbo
incarnation. A look of concern was on his face, &edspoke
before | could.

“Are you all right?” | nodded to thank him for himncern,
but asked a question of my own.

“Who are you?”

“Have weeverhad a name? Or was it just the first of us?”
The man chuckled softly. “Know that | am your aliythis — 1,
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like these others, have died my death in your mardj this
figment is all that remains.”

“But who are you?”

“Ah..."” His smile faded, and he looked at me with cem.
“This must be disorienting for you. Let me try agxplain — |
am one of your incarnations. | was once lost, noaml here
again.”

“How is that possible?”

“I' — do not know. Whatever you touched within the
Fortress has brought pieces of yourself to theasatf He
paused for a moment, thinking. “One of the othessy rhinow
the means of how this came to be — but it is beyoed

“If you are a part of me, there are things | mustw.”

“Ask.”

“I have had countless lives. Why are there onlyeghr
incarnations here?”

“I do not know. Perhaps we were the three piecasvlere
somehow still present in your mind.”

“Present? How?”

“l do not know for sure, but | would guess that whee
die, traces of the former personality may remairyonr mind
— and | know that sometimes we may make oursekies f

“How?”

“When you are about to place yourself in dangerwere
close to a realization, for example, | found thabuld stir, help
prod you in the right direction.”

“So you were that crawling sensation | kept feeling in the
back of my skull?”

“I would be at a loss to describe how it felt tauydout it is
possible, yes.”

“I came to this Fortress with allies... but they haween
separated from me.”

“Then | fear your friends are already dead.” Thexrtmked
pained. “This place bears a hatred for the living.”

“Do you know why | wanted to become immortal?”

“No, | do not. | think it was done out of fear. Raps one of
the others knows, but not I.”

“What makes you think it was done out of fear?”

The man smiled slightly, but there was no humoit;inf
anything, it was a sad smile. “What man wishes ig?'dHe
shook his head slowly. “But only the first of uslivéver truly
know the reason that brought us to this state.”
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| considered asking him about merging back into u,|
hesitated. He was my only ally here; it would b#dyeo try the
others first.

| turned to the paranoid incarnation, asking whavhas.

“ know that you will not last long in this placeyHies!”
Spittle flew from the man’s mouth, and his facested in a
maddening grin. ‘Mazes anp REGRETSAND DEATH are all thatare
Here...” The practical incarnation glared at the paranoid
incarnation, then turned to me, a sneer again ®febe.

“You are wasting your time speaking to that ones Hi
thoughts are all angles and spite and nothing n®iog wasting
time — there is much the two of us must speak of.”

“ tHiEr!” The paranoid incarnation’s hands twisted, as if
strangling the other. “I will feel the bones of yomeck snap
beneath my fingers... take mypoy back.” He turned to me.
“You wear my body like aLoak, and youstave me...”

“I am no thief. | stolenothingfrom you.” | replied.

“ YOU STOLE EVERYTHING! | AWOKE ON THE STREETSOF THE RING
CITY, AND ALL WHO saw ME kNew ME!” He took a rasping breath.
“All that you had done, all that you had harmed heyt were
waiting for me, blaming me, hurting me, until | ddo't Take
the voices any more...” His fingers grasped at the'And had
to make themiLent.”

“What do you know of the other incarnations?” | egk

“ tHieves. They arernieves — all of them. Andrrieves will
DIE.”

“Do not threaten me, you fool” retorted the practical
incarnation, “l warn you. If anyone is the thidfjs you — you
sought to steal our chances to settle this mayteabotaging all
my work!”

“You are thernier! You stole my body and my life!” This
was going nowhere. | decided to ask about deelisught he
had done, to confirm my guesses.

“The Sensory Stone trap — you're the one who lefoi
me, weren’t you?”

“Yes...” He smiled, low and evil. “Simple trap. Trdpr
someone who can't die b trap.”

“You're the incarnation the Lady mazed, aren't you?
found your journal in the Lady’'s Maze.”

“Simple escape, simple trap, broke her maze witeea
did. | could have made it tighter, deadlier.” Heilsech “She
knew nothing of what it takes to trap.”

“You're to blame for killing the Linguist Fin, ar&rnyou?”
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“There...” He seemed confused for a moment. “Thereewe
vany that | killed. There were many that needed toileaced.”
| felt pity for him at that moment, and | also tlybt | saw a
way to sidestep his paranoia. | would speak to hinthe
language of the Uyo; he had murdered Fin to make there
would be no other living speakers.

Language of the Uyo: (Let us speak in private, jhsttwo
of us.)

As | spoke the language of the Uyo, the incarn&ieyes
widened, and he stared at me. After a moment ehed, he
replied in the same language.

(Only I know the language of the Uyo. How do yowokn
it?)

(You are correct: you are the only one who knows th
language of the Uyo. So if | know the languagehsf Uyo, |
must be you.) He was silent, staring at me.

(It is theseotherswho are not you, for they do not know the
language of the Uyo.) He nodded... slowly.

(I hear you.)

(This place confuses one’s perceptions — we ark yot,
and now we must become as one.) He looked frightene

“l...” To my surprise, he reverted to normal speecland
all the inflections to his voice were gone. It veadm, level, and
much like my own. “l... no longer wish to live likais.”

(You no longer have to. You have suffered much. Yeue
born into a world where nothing made sense, wheengers
claimed they knew you, they blamed you for thingsi knew
nothing of, and they tried to hurt you... All the pand worry
and torment of your existence; | will wipe it awpy.

He looked at me — and | watched as the incarnatisinits
mad gleam, and his eyes became more like my own.

“Yes...”

(I will protect you now. You will know peace. Fdrat is all
you ever wanted, isn't it?)

The incarnation relaxed at my words, his eyes dimgras
he locked gazes with me. There was the faintestto$pers,
and he fell to the black stones — with his collapiséelt a
crawling sensation in the back of my skull...

And there was aLoop of memories, and strength, and
emotions, and — | steadied myself, dizzy for a meinéen
my vision cleared, and | was myself once more.
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| turned to the practical incarnation. He affixe@ mvith a
stony gaze. He looked like he was sizing me upveaknesses.
I gave him a simple statement of truth.

“l intend to merge with you.”

“So be it, then.” His eyes became gray like mistg de
gave a slight smile, as if in anticipation. “We klsee what
your mind has in store...” | was sure he felt | hadognized
my own weakness, and surrendered. But | had foupcwn
strengths on paths he would have sneered at. Bedidese
other incarnations had had their day; | was the whe must
meet the keeper of this fortress.

| locked gazes with him... his eyes were like storses]
they started to drag me down... but then | startegget him.

As | swam in the corridors of his mind, the firshation |
encountered was surprise — and his eyes widenedvadenot
absorbing me; my will was stronger, and it was comisg him.
| felt him desperately trying to pull back, but ¢t®muld not — he
was too weak, and my will blocked his retreat widlawing
him deeper into my sub-conscious.

“This is the last time we shall ever speak. Retornleath,
where youbelong” He looked incredulous for a moment, then
he disintegrated, and | feltrasn of knowledge pouring through
me, fighting to the surface... it was almost too mtwtabsorb
at once, and | found myself disoriented. So muatwkedge —
SO many experiences, that —

...and as quickly as it occurred, the rush subsided, |
steadied myself. The bits of knowledge swirled @bioumy
mind, and | would have to make sense of them I&er.now,

only one piece of knowledge was important — tha¢ th
incarnation dickotr know how to leave this place.
“Dammit...” | muttered. There was no longer any trate

the two incarnations | had absorbed in the rootarred to the
remaining incarnation, but | hesitated. Almost gtling | had
learned about my past lives had involved sufferarg] torment.
| desired to speak to this incarnation, to learplefisant things
I might have done. More, | felt as though this imedion were a
friend, and | longed to pour my thoughts and fearsto him.
But my friends doubtless needed me, and before aseonly an
echo of a past life, an echo | needed to merge ackmyself
if | ever hoped to escape this trap.

He smiled as he noticed | was done with my thoygirtsl
spoke, his voice carrying a faint echo. “Yes?”
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“Before you said that when we die, traces are itefthe
mind. That's what caused you all to emerge. Right?”
continued before he could answer. “So, is it pdesibat the
first of us — the real one of us, before all theaimations,
might still be buried somewhere in my mind.”

The expression on the incarnation’s face flickemdust a
moment, but it was like a window, and | suddenlglied who
it was | was speaking to.

“Youwere the first of us.” The incarnation’s eyes tavka
haunted look, and his gaze turned away from mine.

“I know what you are thinking — but it is not thase. You
think that knowing the mind of the first of us wélbmehow help
you here, in this place. It will not.”

“But why — | have so many questions that can answer.
Why did we become immortal? Why?”

“Because if we dietruly die...” The incarnation looked up
at me, and his eyes were like steel. “Death’s kimgdvill not
be paradise, not for us. If you spoke to thesersthi®at were
here, know that a fraction of the evil of theirdgsis but a drop
of water compared to the evil of mine. That lifeat one life,
evenwithout the thousands of others, has given a seat in the
Lower Planes for eternity.”

“But you seem so much... calmer. More well-intentidrie

“I became that way, yes. Because for me...” His vodamk
on a strange echo. “It iegretthat may change the nature of a
man.” He sighed. “But it was too late. | was alygddmned.”

“l found that changing my nature was not enoughedded
more time, and | needed more life. So | came togtieatest of
the Gray Sisters and asked her for a boon — tarid/help me
live long enough to rectify all the damage | hadheloTo make
me immortal.”

“And Ravel did. But when she first tested your inmtatty
and killed you, you forgot everythingverything. He looked
broken at my words.

“And the Planes have been dying ever since. Thaecis
great, and the blame is mine.”

“There are so many questions | have for you — wi® a
you, what was youife like? Who—" The incarnation shook his
head, cutting me off.

“When | become no more, when | merge with you, yalli
have the answers you seek. It may take some tirsertahem
out, but they are there.” He smiled ruefully. “# difficult to
communicate a life with words.”
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“Very well, then... we shall become as one. Are you
ready?” “One last thing... just this...” The incarnatipaused
for a moment, searching my features. “Before | metto
oblivion — there is something | would know.”

“l can spare a little time for this — what do youstv to
know?” He studied my eyes, his expression sombeforé
asking his question.

“Did you live your life — the brief life you have had? In the
end... was it worth it?”

“It seemed so.... short. What little | experiencednjoyed,
and | do not wish to forget it.” Despite the pdinyould never
willingly give up the memories of my comrades, othé had
met, even the streets of the Hive held a certa@tipusness to
me.

He nodded at my words, and | thought to see a tsligh
lessening of tension in his features, as thoughwayds had
eased a burden he had carried; then he collapked|ife
running out of him and into me. As he fell to tHadk stones, |
felt a crawling sensation in the back of my skutlaking me
shiver, and | knew the incarnation was no more.
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ESCAPE

| had absorbed the ‘good’ incarnation, but he haénbbut an
echo of my first incarnation, and doubtless not @l that
incarnation’s memories had survived. But | had @ore from
the first incarnation, the sensory stone journbhdl found for
Pharod. It was time to make use of it.

As | held the sphere up this time and examinebfdlt the
memories of the first of my incarnations stirringhin me, but
it was not an insistent or driving force — it waam, like the
thoughts of a man walking across a great distam@péak to a
friend he hadn’t seen in ages. As | felt his presdn my mind,
| saw the sphere in a different light — not as ugly hideous,
but as something precious, like a newborn childhe- $phere
was the repository of my last moments, before | Ratel on
the Gray Waste and asked the impossible of her.

| knew why | asked her. And | knew that all | negde do
was touch the surface of the sphere with both hamdseel
regret, and the stone would open itself to me.

The sphere wrinkled in my hands, the skin of thkesp
peeling away into tears and turning into a rainbodnze that
encircled me. Each droplet, each fragment thatreatae, | felt
a new memory stirring, a lost love, a forgottempain ache of
loss — and with it, came the great pressure ofetegegret of
careless actions, the regret of suffering, regfetar, regret of
death, and | felt my mind beginucklingfrom the pressure —
sowmucH, all at once, so much damage done to others... sthmu
so an entireortressmight be built from such pain.

And suddenly, through the torrent of regrets, 1 fee first
incarnation again. His hand, invisible and weigglevas upon
my shoulder, steadying me. He didn’t speak, bul Wit touch,
| suddenly remembered my name.

...and it was such simplething, not at all what | thought it
might be, and I felt myself suddenly comfortedkirowing my
name, my true name, | knew that | had gained backaps the
most important part of myself. In knowing my nanh&new
myself, and | knew, now, there was very little luttbnot do.
The first incarnation’s hand was gone from my steuland he
was watching me with a slight smile.
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“That was my name all along? But if | was—"

The first incarnation held his finger to his ligiiencing me.
He nodded at the symbol on my arm, as if indicatirspould
make use of it.

The symbol — the symbol of Torment — seemed brittle
somehow, as if it was only barely holding itself ny skin.
Unconsciously, | reached out and peeled it fromamy. It gave
way with a slight resistance, like pulling off aabc As | held
the symbol, | knew | could harness its power. Hudit and
invoking its power would summon all the pain andfesing
from my past incarnations upon my foes. It no larmgéed me.

“I no longer wear the symbol. Does that mean...?'1 Ag&s
halfway through my question, | realized there wafeavy
silence within my mind — | could no longer feel giesence of
the first incarnation within me.

| had faced three of my incarnations in this ro&wmllowing
Deionarra’s prophecy, | had also already faced ehanf evil
and good. | needed only to confront the shade ofrality, the
keeper of this fortress, to complete my quest. @lug; | thought
to myself, how these two examples of the rule o&d¢hhad
dominated my journey.

I do not know how long | sat on the slab at theteeaof my
prison, lost in thought, but when | became constiofi my
surroundings again | was no longer alone. Beforewas the
ghostly form of Deionarra; her spectral gown seestéded by
some ethereal breeze. Her eyes rested on mine] &itl a
strange, disjointed sensation, as if | was lookihgeveral pairs
of eyes at once.

“Deionarra...?”
“My Love, at last | havefoundyou... | searched for you
after you were divided by the crystal — this F@$espans

hundreds of miles, and | feared you were lost ta” riter
ghostly eyes took my measure, searching my bodynéw
wounds. “Are you well?”

“l think so — the crystal divided me, but | am oagain.
Now | am trapped here, however.”

“l suspect trapping you here was the crystal’s pugpose.
But it poses no barrier for one such as I.” Sheeadoher eyes.
“Much do my eyes see, and the halls of this Fostia®g well
known to me. If you are trapped here, my Love,dlisbee to it
you are set free. Where is it you wish to go?”

“I wish to speak to you for a moment, and tell yaw you
died... and why.” | finally knew the full truth of koDeionarra
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had come here. | had to tell her, even if the @i@h were to
cut off my only means of escape from my prison.

“What are you speaking of?”

“When | brought you to this Fortress, it was myeimtion
that you die here. | needed someone to remain dedonthat
they would serve as a link to this place. | knewause you
loved me so much, that your love would stave ofitbdeand
allow you to become a spirit. And that is why yauffer now.”
Deionarra’s face was a mask as | spoke the words.

“l am sorry, Deionarra.”

“Do you love me? If you say yes, my Love, then nothing
that has happened matters.”

“Though | did not know you at first, | have come lave
you. Your suffering has become mine, and | havendothat |
will do what | can to help you.” This was the trufist as it was
true that | had come to love both Annah and Fadirf~Grace.

“Then | will aid you, my Love. Tell me how I canlpeyou,
and | shall do it.”

“l am trapped here. Can you help me escape?”

“If you are trapped here, my Love, | shall seettgou are
set free. Where is it you wish to go?”

“I wish to rejoin my friends.”

“As you wish, My Love.” She stretched out her hand.
“Touch my hand, and the walls of this Fortress Idabwalls no
more.” | touched her hand, and suddenly the walhsirad me
faded to mist, then were gone. | was suddenly #tgnd
somewhere else, somewhere on the top of the fertrdsoked
over knife-edged battlements, staring into the ingtfiess of the
negative material plane. | turned back to Deiondrta she was
already fading. | was able to hear her voice, h@resven after
she had disappeared from view.

“l forgive what you have done. | shall wait for yono
death’s halls, My Love.” It was all too likely trewnfrontation |
was seeking would have me joining her very soon.
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THE TRANSCENDENT ONE

| moved forward across the roof of the fortress,ciwhwas
shaped like a cross. | had appeared at the endeofiom. As |
neared the center of the cross, | suddenly cri¢d ou

“Annah!” As | approached, | saw that the bodiesatbfmy
friends were neatly laid out about the center &f ¢thoss, like
macabre trophies. Annah, Fall-From-Grace, Mortek'kam,
Nordom, they were all there. If my enemy had thduth
weaken my resolve it was a fool’s gambit. The améyy | could
justify my companions’ sacrifice was if | completady
mission, either recombining with my mortality oresgg it
destroyed.

Suddenly, a barbed, armored figure appeared irt fbme.
The figure spoke.

SO YOU HAVE COME. THEN YOU SHALL DIE AGAIN. YOU ARE
UNWELCOME HERE, BROKEN ONE.

“What have you done to my friends?”

ARE THEY DEAD? YES. UNLIKE YOU, THEY HAVE BUT ONE LIFE, AND
THEY WASTED IT FOR YOUR SAKE. THEY DIED FOR YOU AS THEY ALWAYS
HAVE. SUCH IS THE WAY OF ALL MORTAL THINGS. IT IS THE FATE OF ALL
THAT FOLLOW YOU, BROKEN ONE. YOU HAVE FORGOTTENMUCH.

“Why did you do it?”

THEY TRIED TO HARM ME. HERE, OF ALL PLACES. | DEFENDED MYSELF.
IN SO DOING, MORTALITY CLAIMED THEM. THEIR DEATHS WERE BY THEIR
OWN HAND.

| GAVE THEM THE OPPORTUNITY TO DEPART THIS PLACE, BUT THEY
SEEMED DETERMINED TO HELP YOU, DESPITETHE COST TO THEMSELVES.

“So youkilled them.”

THE TIEFLING GIRL WAS ESPECIALLY FIERCE IN YOUR DEFENSE HER
FEELINGS FOR YOU BURNED BRIGHTER THAN ELYSIUM’S FIRES.

AND THE TANAR'RI... SHE WAS QUITE STRONG. HER TOLERANCE FOR
PAIN WOULD HAVE SHAMED THE BAATEZU THEMSELVES.

| TOOK NO PLEASUREIN THEIR DEATHS.

“Then why did yowdoit?”

IT WAS NOT MY WILL. IT WAS NOT | THAT BROUGHT THEM HERE. ALL
OF THEM HAD A CHOICE. AND THEY CHOSETO DIE FOR YOU.

IT HAS ALWAYS BEEN THE WAY OF ALL THAT FOLLOW YOU. FOR THEY
ARE TORMENTED SOULS, SEEKING A RELEASE. BUT THEY KNOW NOT WHY.
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YOU HAVE FORGOTTENTHIS. AND YOU SHALL AGAIN.

“I know you for what you are — you are my mortality
Your armor — it is twisted like tree branches. Stlihgs speak
of Ravel’'s magicks.”

| AM THAT WHICH WAS SPLIT FROM YOU BY THE HAG'S POWER, FREED
FROM THE PRISONOF YOUR FLESH.

I AM THAT WHICH WALKS WITH ALL LIFE. MY VOICE IS A DEATH
RATTLE, A LAST BREATH IN THE THROAT, THE WHISPEROF A DYING MAN.

“Freed from me?”

THE MOMENT | WAS SPLIT FROM YOUR CANCEROUSSHELL, | KNEW LIFE.
| KNEW FREEDOM. | SHALL NOT SURRENDERIT TO YOU.

“We were not meant to be separated. And the Plhaes
suffered because of our separation.”

YOU KNOW NOTHING OF MEANING AND SEPARATION. BEFORE YOUR
MEMORY DIES AGAIN, KNOW THAT WE WERE NEVER MEANT TO BE AS ONE.
THIS SHALL BE THE LAST TIME YOU AND | SPEAK, BROKEN ONE.

| needed to question my mortality, to seek for akmess. |
also, even now, was still curious, still interesiadknowing
more about the creature before me.

“Then there is something | would know, spirit — ave
traveled far, and there are many questions yolwanawer.”

| WILL INDULGE YOU THIS ONE LAST TIME. THEN THIS FORTRESSSHALL
BE SILENT AGAIN. ASK YOUR QUESTIONS BUT KNOW YOU SHALL NEVER
REMEMBER THE ANSWERS

“You have done everything you can to prevent ustimge
from face to face. Why?”

DO YOU THINK | FEARTO FACE YOU, BROKEN ONE?I DO NOT.

“An iron golem, forged from the weapons of war dtohe
this once: When one kills from a distance and dussshow
himself, it speaks of weakness. It is hoeoavardfights.”

MY ENERGIESARE NEEDED TO SUSTAIN THIS PLACE, BROKEN ONE, ELSE
IT WOULD BE MY HAND ON YOUR THROAT WITH EACH OF YOUR DEATHS. |
MAY NOT TRAVEL BEYOND THESE FORTRESSWALLS FOR LONG.

“Yet, even when | was within the Fortress wallsuysent
Ignus to try and stop me, when you could have sdpme
yourself.”

THE SORCERORWAS... CONVENIENT. HIS RAGE FOR YOU RUNS DEEP. |
THOUGHT IT FITTING HE BE ALLOWED VENGEANCEUPON YOU. IF THE PLANES
CANNOT TEACH YOU MERCY, PERHAPSPAIN CAN.

“He wanted revenge? For my teaching him the wayhef
Art and making him suffer?”
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YES. AS PAIN TAUGHT HIM, | THOUGHT PAIN MIGHT TEACH YOU. BUT
THE SORCERORWAS WEAKER THAN | THOUGHT, AND NOW YOU ARE HERE.
SOON, THERE SHALL BE ENDING OF THINGS BETWEEN US, BROKEN ONE.

“So you sent Ignus to try and stop me... but whefalied,
then youstill didn’t confront me, even when you could have —
instead, you put that crystal in my path to impnisee.”

YES, THE CRYSTAL IS A PRISON PERHAPSONE OF THE GREATEST EVER
DEVISED. | USED IT, FOR | TIRE OF TRACKING YOU ACROSS THE PLANES,
NAMELESS ONE. YOU ARE... DIFFICULT TO FIND.

“Why am | difficult to find?”

JUST AS THERE IS POWERIN NAMES, THERE IS POWERIN NOT HAVING A
NAME. THE EYES OF THE PLANES SLIDE OFF SUCH A ONE. ONE SUCH AS YOU
— AND ONE SUCHAS I.

| PREFER YOU BE KEPT CLOSE, WHERE | MAY WATCH YOU. THE
CRYSTAL IS SUCH A PLACE WHERE YOU MAY BE KEPT. | WOULD KNOW HOW
YOU FREED YOURSELF FROM THE CRYSTAL.

“I had help. The woman | brought here long agoobaira,
freed me.”

AH... THE LOVE-TORN SPIRIT. THERE ARE TIMES | HAVE FELT HER ECHO
IN THE HALLS OF THIS FORTRESS SHE SHALL NOT FREEYOU AGAIN. THERE IS
NOTHING IN YOUR SHELL OF A MIND THAT IS OF CONSEQUENCE BROKEN
ONE.

“Except that — from what the Pillar of Skulls tatake, there
were three that knew where you could be found ao to
reach you — one is Trias, one’s you, and the athere. If you
kill Trias and I, they'll be no one who knows whaouyare and
how to find you.”

YES, THE ANGEL THAT SHIELDS ITSELF WITH GOLDEN LIES. YOU LED ME
TO HIM AT LAST. LIKE YOU, THE BETRAYER WAS DIFFICULT TO FIND. HE
WILL DIE THE FINAL DEATH.

“So you used me to find him? You wanted me to lkiih,
didn’t you, so his knowledge would die — then yded to kill
me, so would forget where to find you.”

| SEE TIME'S BLADE HAS NOT BLED YOUR MIND OF ALL REASON. MY
PURPOSEWAS ALWAYS SUCH. TO MAKE YOU FORGET.

“But why?Why do—"

BECAUSE | NEVER AGAIN WISH TO SUFFER YOUR PRESENCE BROKEN
ONE. YOU ARE AN IRRITATION, A REMINDER OF WHAT LIFE ONCE WAS, AND |
DETEST SUCH REMINDERS. | WISH TO BE LEFT IN PEACEIN MY FORTRESS AS
YOU HAVE FORGOTTENME, | WISH TO FORGET YOU. FOREVER YOU LIE. YOU
HAVE ALWAYS FORGOTTEN AND | HAVE ALWAYS REMEMBERED. IT WAS
ALWAYS SUCH.
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“‘Always’ doesn’t mean what it once did. | haveadj time
and again, and my memories have returned to me.”

YOUR DECEPTIONSWILL NOT SHIELD YOU HERE, BROKEN ONE.

“It is the truth. Killing me won't stop me — becaukilling
me doesn’t make mfmrgetanymore. I'll know you always, I'll
remember everything you've done, how to reach hanel
eventually, how to destroy you.”

THEN | SHALL IMPRISON YOU, NAMELESS ONE. IF YOU WILL NOT
FORGET, THEN | SHALL NOT ALLOW YOU TO BE FREE

“But | already escaped from ‘the greatest prisorerev
devised.” You can't kill me, you can’t hold me, apdu can't
make me forget myself any longer.”

YES... BUT IT WAS NOT YOUR DOING. THE LOVE-TORN SPIRIT FREED
YOU. SHE SHALL NOT DO IT AGAIN. ONCE | CRUSH THE BONES FROM YOUR
BODY, | WILL TAKE YOUR LIMP SHELL AND SEAL IT WITHIN THE CRYSTAL.
YOU SHALL NEVER WALK THE PLANES AGAIN.

“She won'tneedto. Why did you send shadows to kill me
rather than trying to defeat me yourself?”

| SEND SHADOWS BECAUSE THEIR REACH IS LONG. YET IT IS MY EYES
THAT GUIDE THEM.

“So the shadows can travel distances you cannot.”

THERE IS NOTHING | CANNOT DO.

“Yet you never traveled beyond these walls to figid...
only sent shadows. | think you'rafraid to confront me... or
else you are lying to me, and there is anotheoregeu remain
here...”

YOU KNOW NOTHING.

“Why is sustaining this place so important for ydfiyou
are truly as powerful as you say, why would you ttarremain
here? There isotHinG here.”

IT IS MY FORTRESS IT IS MY HOME.

“And what a home it is, too. Mortared from my retgrevith
nothing but the shades of those we've murderaddfilts halls,
abandoned relics of the past languishing beneash dad the
life-draining energies of the Negative Materialrido feast the
eyes on. There are words for places like that —y'tbecalled
prisons’

EVERY WORD BETRAYS YOUR IGNORANCE, BROKEN ONE. THE FORTRESS
IS SILENT. ALL THAT COMES HERE DIES BEFORE INTRUDING INTO MY
PRESENCE AND THE SHADOWS ARE QUIET CREATURES

“I think you haveto remain here, along with the shadows
and the ghosts, because that's what you've bedato@'t think
you sustain this place at all. | think it sustayosi”’
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| REMAIN HERE BY CHOICE.

“Really? So when you said you can't journey beyond this
Fortress for long, you were lying? And how is ispible that a
Fortress built fromuy regrets needsou to sustain it?”

| WILL SEE YOU DIE A THOUSAND DEATHS FOR YOUR INSOLENCE,
BROKEN ONE. YOU ARE AN INTRUDER WITHIN THESE HALLS, AND | SHALL
SEETO IT YOU NEVERRETURN.

“I may be immortal, but Ravel told me the ritual sva
flawed: Whenever | die, | lose a fraction of my ohirin time,
after many deaths, | shall lose the ability to eveimk for
myself.”

IT IS OF NO MATTER. YOU CANNOT DIE. YOUR MIND MAY BE LOST, BUT
YOUR FLESHWILL LIVE ON. THAT IS ALL THAT IS NEEDED.

“‘Needed?’ Why?”

WE SHARE A LINK, YOU AND |, HOWEVER SMALL. | DO NOT WISH YOU
DESTROYED, ONLY FAR FROM ME.

“Consider this: you say we are linked. So whenflesuyou
must suffer as well. Perhaps you are trapped hecauseyou
suffer, but differently than | do.”

THE WEAK SUFFER | ENDURE

“Is it possible that as | die the death of the mivith each
of my deaths, you die the death of the body? Asse Ispirit,
you lose substance. That's why you find it hardet barder to
leave this Fortress and travel beyond this plahés Fortress is
not only your prison, it's going to become your tan

IMPOSSIBLE
“Is it? You said we were linked. Surely, you'vetfgbur
body wane over the past century — you even carg th

branchings of Ravels’ frame over yourself, and yetesther
— but you need the frame over your spectral fornprievent
yourself from decaying faster.”

EVEN IF THERE WERE TRUTH IN YOUR WORDS, THERE IS NOTHING TO BE
DONE. | WOULD SOONER DIE THE DEATH OF THE BODY HERE IN THIS
FORTRESSTHAN SUFFEREXISTENCEWITH YOU.

“So if | were to die, that link would be broken...”

YOU CANNOT DIE.

“Well, if | cannot die, then you can't exist. Yoe'rmy
mortality”

PERHAPS ONCE. NO LONGER. | HAVE CHANGED. | HAVE TRANSCENDED
AND BECOME SOMETHING GREATER.

| had had enough of my arrogant mortality. It wimset to
end this. But first, | wished to see if anythingutmbbe done for
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my friends, for though they were dead, their spintight still
be nearby, and could be reunited with their flesh.

“My friends... | want their lives returned to thermaal
want them to have free passage from this place.”

NO. THEY ARE DEAD. DEAD THEY SHALL REMAIN.

“Why? Can't you save them? Don’t you have the power?”

DO NOT QUESTIONMY POWERHERE, IN THIS PLACE. THERE IS NOTHING |
CANNOT DO, NOW THAT | AM FREE OF YOU. BUT IT IS NOT MY WILL THAT
THEY BE SAVED. THEY CHALLENGED ME IN MY HOME, AND THEIR DEATHS
SHALL BE REMINDERS TO ALL THAT CHALLENGE ME.

“I don’t think you have a choice. | don't think yazan
resurrect them.”

BROKEN ONE, IN THE SPAN OF YOUR FORGOTTEN LIFETIMES, | HAVE
OBSERVED LEARNED, AND GATHERED POWER WITHIN THE VAULTS OF MY
BODY.

WHEN YOU FOUGHT IN THE BLACK DECADE WAR, ALL YOUR MILITARY
KNOWLEDGE WAS CARVED IN MY MIND. WHEN YOU DANCED SORCERIES
WITH LUM THE MAD, | LEARNED WITH YOU. ALL YOU HAVE FORGOTTEN I
HAVE NOT. THE POWER OVER LIFE AND DEATH IS BUT A MINOR DISPLAY OF
MY POWER

“So that link we share... it allows you to experiendeat |
experience, learn what | learn...”

IT IS A SMALL THING, OF NO CONSEQUENCE

“Deionarra told me that | could reverse death amen the
victim had died close to me. But what she awakdnetie —
are you saying that was only a fraction of my poweer life
and death?”

YOUR MIND IS A BROKEN STONE, ITS EDGES DULL FROM MISUSE AND
NEGLECT. EVEN IF YOU KNEW POWER, YOU WOULD NOT KNOW HOW TO
HARNESSIT.

“If you claim you have the power, then | must have the
power, too — even if | wasn’t there at the momerdenath.”

YOU DO NOT HAVE THE YEARS NEEDED TO LEARN THE ARTS OF LIFE
AND DEATH. YOU WILL FALL BEFOREME.

| felt a stirring in my mind, and | suddenly rea&it | did
possess the years needed to learn — for | knevll ree,
across multiple incarnations. But the process waake time,
and | knew my mortality wouldot allow me the time | needed,
unless | made it. | had found a record stone froynpnactical
incarnation, speculating on the purpose of theyemall | had
found myself in. | poured all the conviction fromyrifetimes
of experience into my next utterance.
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“You know, as | made my way here, | opened thakinn
vault. Those greater shadows are running freedrFthrtress —
they're no longer locked in that chamber.”

YOU LIE.

“Then see for yourself, if you don't believe me - Inot
going anywhere.”

| SHALL RETURN AND THEN TAKE YOUR MEASURE, BROKEN ONE. IF YOU
HAVE FREED THE SHADOWS, | SHALL FEED YOU TO THEM.

“Very well... I'll be here.r you make it back.”

| WILL TAKE YOUR MEASURE SHORTLY.

My mortality vanished. Immediately, | ran to Mowxe’
corpse, to use my power. As | reached out, Mordesaly
spoke.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Hold up, chief. Uh... there's avfe
things | need to tell you.”

“Morte...?! You're not dead!”

“Well, yeah — when you've been dead as long asveha
you learn to fake it really well. I've been kind liftening to
your whole conversation. Use that power you gosomeone
else — I don't need it.”

“So you were going tdie there while | got my ass handed
to me?”

“Well, yeah,chief. It's not like you'd die. | mean, if you
failed, you'd need someone to remember for yous,Pyou
know how worthless | am in a fight — well, when I'not
taunting some mage or another...”

As my power touched him, Dak'kon took a staggered
breath, then looked up weakly. It looked like heswzarely
clinging to life.

“Once, Dak'kon, you made the Pronouncement of Two
Deaths as One. It is that time.”

As | spoke the words, Dak'kon's eyes closed — for a
moment, | thought he couldn’t hold on to life aopdger — then
they opened, and his eyes were no longer the deadk b
remembered. Instead, they carried the metal textuinés blade,
and | knew that Dak'kon had become somethaige —
something far more powerful. Dak'kon took a bredatien
steadied himself, his blagharpeningas | watched.

“This blade is yours.”

| reached out with my power, there was a rush pfaid
Annah stirred — she raised her head slowly, thewolshit,
confused.
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“I found my mortality, Annah — and it turns outdbesn’t
like me much. | need your help.”

Annah eyes took on a steely glint, then she nodded.

“I'm gonna stand by yeh.”

As my power touched Fall-From-Grace, she rose Igizai
her feet — even disoriented, she somehow manageaitttain
her composure.

“Fall-From-Grace — we’re at the Fortress of Regrated |
found my killer; it's my own mortality — it's takeon a life of
its own. | really need your help right now.” Shedded, slowly;
her strength seemed to return as she heard my words

“l fear now that we have entered, this place wit easily
let us go.”

I reached out with my power, shaping the soul into
Nordom’s shape, slowly, until | felt it slipping da into the
modron’s body. There was a shudder from Nordomésné,
and he sprang to his feet.

“Nordom, I really need your help right now... | found my
killer, and it's my mortality.”

“Awaiting Order.”

My mortality suddenly reappeared on the roof.

THIS WILL NOT HELP YOU. YOU ALL SHALL DIE.

I now felt confidant that we could defeat my mdtyalbut
some of my comrades might die again in the prodgssides,
my problems arose from the separation of my maytatihich
destroying it would not solve. | thought | knewaoivay to force
my mortality to rejoin me. It would all depend orhether it
hated me enough to prefer destruction to the altam Best of
all, none of my friends need die. | cried out.

“Wait! | have one final question: What can change t
nature of a man?”

THE QUESTION IS MEANINGLESS.

“Nonetheless, before there is an ending between wi|
hear your answer.”

THEN THIS IS MY ANSWER, AND YOU ARE THE PROOF NOTHING CAN
CHANGE THE NATURE OF A MAN.

“If there is anything | have learned in my travatsoss the
Planes, it is that many things may change the eaitia man.
Whether regret, or love, or revenge or fear — wateyou
believecan change the nature of a man, can.”

THEN YOU LEARNED A FALSE LESSON, BROKEN ONE.

“Have 1? I've seen belief move cities, make mewestaff
death, and turn an evil's hag heart half-circle.isTkntire
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Fortress has been constructed from belief. Belefhmkd a
woman, whose heart clung to the hope that anothexd! her
when he did not. Once, it made a man seek immuytatid
achieve it. And it has made a posturing spirit khi is
something more than a part of me.”

YOUR DEFIANCE WILL HURT YOU MORE THAN ANY WOUND IN THIS
PLACE. BELIEF CANNOT CHANGE THE NATURE OF A MAN .

“l think it can. | think belief could even unmakeemif |
believed itenough:

YOU DO NOT POSSESSTHE FORCEOF WILL FOR SUCH A THING.

“So you admit it's possible.”

DO NOT TRY MY PATIENCE BROKEN ONE.

| focused my will inwards, centering myself.

YOU ARE A FOOL TO THINK YOU CAN ACHIEVE SUCH A THING. YOU CAN
BARELY KEEP YOUR OWN TATTERED MIND INTACT. THERE IS NOWHERE LEFT
FOR YOU TO FALL, BROKEN ONE.

| kept focusing.

STOR YOU KNOW NOT WHAT YOU DO.

“I know what | do. You have tormented me enoughd an
now it ends.”

IF YOU DO THIS THING, WE SHALL BE UNDONE. THERE IS NO ONE FATE
HERE. YOU DESTROY US BOTH.

“As | see it, | have two choices — either | kill bsth, or |
let you kill me again and again, losing what feveqais of my
mind | have left. | think I'd prefer we both die wnLeSS you
have arniro solution.”

THERE IS NO OTHER RESOLUTION TO THIS MATTER.

“I think there is — we can become one again, asvse
meant.”

YOU KNOW NOT WHAT YOU DO. IF WE ARE RE-UNITED, THEN IT SHALL
BE AN ENDING. THERE SHALL BE NO FUTURE FOR US. WE SHALL GO ON TO
FURTHER TORMENTS

“It is better that happen than the multiverse continues to
suffer because of us.”

IF WE BECOME ONE, WE SHALL SUFFER THERE IS TOO MUCH OF THE
NATURE OF THE FIRST ONE IN US FOR US TO BE SAVED. WE SHALL BE
DAMNED. YOU KNOW NOT WHAT YOU DO.

“No, | know very well what | do. And | think thisithe only
answer. Prepare yourself.”

KNOW THAT | HAVE ALWAYS HATED YOU, BROKEN ONE. WHEN WE ARE
ONE, | WILL CONTINUE TO HATE YOU. WHEN YOUR SHELL DIES AT LAST,
KNOW THAT | SHALL TAKE PLEASUREIN YOUR DEATH.

“I can live with that — and so can the planes.”
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KNOW THAT MY HATRED FOR YOU WILL UNMAKE THE PLANES. PREPARE
YOURSELF. WE SHALL BE AS ONE AGAIN — UNTIL YOUR LAST MOMENTS OF
LIFE.

“Very well. | am ready to become mortal again.” My
mortality surrendered its will. Finally, after scany lifetimes,
and deaths, and regrets, we were one again.

FAREWELL

* k%

| turned, and called out Morte’s name. He driftackroto
me.

“Uh, chief, what happened to youoice?

I... AM SOMETHING ELSE NOW. TIME RUNS SHORT, AND SOON TIME
AND FATE WILL CATCH UP WITH ME. | WILL RETURN YOU TO SIGIL, MORTE,

IF YOU WISH IT.

“Wh —? Return me? What aboybu? Come on, chief, |
may be acoward, but there’s no way I'm leaving you in this
place.”

MANY ARE THE CRIMES THAT WERE COMMITTED WHEN MY MORTALITY
AND | WERE SPLIT. THESE CRIMES CARRY A... PRICE. YOU MAY NOT GO
WHERE | WILL SOONBE.

“Well, | couldgo with you anyway, chief, if you wanted me
to — I mean, we've been through wors—"

NOT THIS TIME. PERHAPS ONE DAY YOU AND | WILL MEET AGAIN, ON
ANOTHER PLANE. BUT NoT Now. Morte stared at me for a moment,
then sighed.

“Not to get all misty-eyed, but, uh, it's been aegdure,
chief.”

FAREWELL, MORTE. | turned to Annah.

ANNAH. ARE You ALL RiGHT? Annah’s eyes widened as |
addressed her.

“Wh — what happenedta yeh? Yer voice — it's like
echoes, itis.”

| HAVE CHANGED. | AM SOMETHING ELSE NOW, AND | CANNOT REMAIN
HERE MUCH LONGER. | WILL RETURN YOU TO SIGIL, IF YOU WISH IT.

“Wh—" Annah opened her mouth, then paused. “Wh —
Where argyehgoin'?”

MANY ARE THE CRIMES THAT WERE COMMITTED WHEN MY MORTALITY
AND | WERE SPLIT. THESE CRIMES CARRY A... PRICE THERE IS A PLACE
RESERVED FOR ONES SUCH AS | ON THE LOWER PLANES. IT IS...
PUNISHMENT OF A SORT.

“ButI... I don’t wantyeh ta go.”
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I WILL NOT FORGET HOW MUCH YOU WERE WILLING TO SACRIFICE FOR
ME, ANNAH .

Annah nodded. She looked like she was about to say
something else, but then fell silent — but the whgm thought
remained in her mind, lingering.

| DO NOT NEED YOUR WORDS TO KNOW YOUR HEART, ANNAH.
FAREWELL.

| turned to Dak'kon.

DAK’ KON OF SHRA' KT’ LOR, LAST WIELDER OF THE KARACHBLADE. AS
he heard my words, Dak'kon slowly nodded.

“Your voice... have you at last comekonowyourself?”

YES. IT WAS A... DIFFICULT THING, AND IT COST MANY LIFETIMES.
MANY SUFFEREDSO THAT | MIGHT KNOW MYSELF AGAIN .

“The knowingof one’s self is a difficult path.”

IN KNOWING IT, | KNOW WHERE | SHALL SOON BE BOUND. TIME AND
FATE COME HERE EVEN AS WE SPEAK, AND | WILL NOT BE HERE MUCH
LONGER. | WILL RETURN YOU TO SIGIL, DAK'KON, IF You wisH. Dak'kon
fell silent for a moment; when he spoke again, Wike was
sharp, as if severing a link.

“Know that once | owed you a deliKnow that you saved
my life, andknowthat | followed you to settle that debt. | have
paid for your life with mine. The debt is settled.”

VERY WELL, DAK'KON. OUR TWO DEATHS WERE AS ONE. YOU WILL
LEAVE THIS PLACE WITH YOUR FREEDOM.

| faced our gentle tanarri.

FaLL-FROM-GRACE. Fall-From-Grace looked up, and she held
my eyes for a moment, then she smiled — but it wadight
smile, that carried more sadness than anything else

“So you have found yourself at last?”

YES. THE PRICE WAS... HIGH. THE COST WAS MANY LIFETIMES, MINE
AND OTHERS

“The price of such a thing is seldom measured jopeo.
Fall-From-Grace studied my features. “Are you stifl

| AM STILL THE ONE YOU KNOW — BUT MY PERSPECTIVEHAS...
CHANGED. | HAVE NOT FORGOTTEN YOU, IF THAT IS YOUR FEAR. FaII-
From-Grace smiled again, the same sad smile asebefo

“No, that was not my fear.”

| CANNOT REMAIN HERE FOR MUCH LONGER. MY PUNISHMENT CALLS,
AND FATE AND TIME SHALL SOONBE HERE. | WILL RETURN YOU TO SIGIL, IF
YOU WISH.

“That is not my wish.” Fall-From-Grace reached fard
and her hand lightly touched my arm. There was ightsl
tingling sensation, barely felt, then she tookwag. “I will find

”
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you again, no matter where in the Lower Planeswitiube —
just as you shall be able to find me.”

IT MAY BE A LONG TIME. WHERE | AM BOUND, TIME IS NOT MEASURED
IN YEARS. AND THE CRIMES | HAVE COMMITTED ARE STRONGERTHAN ANY
CAGE.

“No cage shall separate us, and no Plane shaliialius.”
Fall-From-Grace’s face became like stone. “KeemMimg of
me, and we shall meet again.”

| SHALL NOT FORGETALL YOU SACRIFICED FOR ME.

She shook her head. “Just do not forget me.”

TIME LAYS WASTE TO ALL THINGS. BUT | SHALL FIGHT IT AS LONG AS |
CAN.

“Time is not your enemy. Forever is.”

PERHAPSSO. FAREWELL, GRACE.

| turned to the last of my friends.

NORDOM.

Nordom blinked, the shutters of his eydiking rapidly,
then the shutters contracted to points, as if he sginting at
me. “Your voice x-ceeds standard recognized parnsiét

| HAVE BECOME... WHOLE AGAIN. | HAVE CHANGED, BUT | SHALL NOT
BE HERE MUCH LONGER. | WILL RETURN YOU TO SIGIL, NORDOM, IF YOU
WISH.

“Query: Where is your next destination? Nordom will
follow and protect you.”

| HAVE COMMITTED MANY CRIMES ACROSSMANY LIFETIMES. | GO NOW
TO A PLACE OF PUNISHMENT. YOU CANNOT COME WITH ME.

“Branching query: Do you not (require) or do youtno
(want) presence of Nordom?”

YOU CANNOT FOLLOW, NORDOM. IT IS NOT MY CHOICE. THERE ARE
OTHER POWERSTHAT NOW RULE MY ACTIONS. THEY ALWAYS DID, BUT NOW
THEY KNOW ME FOR WHAT | AM, AND THEY COME EVEN AS WE SPEAK.
Nordomwhrrr-kliked for a moment, then his crossbows begin
klikking andtwangingin his hands.

“Nordom surrenders gratitudes. You helped Nordond fi
his identity.”

AS YOU HELPED ME FIND MINE. | GIVE YOU YOUR FREEDOM, NORDOM.
EXPLORE, LEARN, GROW. WE MAY MEET AGAIN, ON ANOTHER PLANE, IN A
TIME FAR FROM NOW.

“Response: Heard and acknowledged. Nordom now
awaiting said day.”

HOLD ON TO YOUR LOGIC, NORDOM. YOU WILL FIND IT A GREATER
SHIELD THAN MOST OF THE PASSIONSTHAT RULE THE PLANES.

“The issue no longer equals total logic.”
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FAREWELL, NORDOM.

* k%

A man, a mortal man, stood on the battlementsfofteess.
His friends had been sent to Sigil. The shadowschvlince
roamed the halls beneath him had been set freeciEnellated
wall his hands rested upon was no longer sharpekdiget
crumbling, as if the regrets which once sustainesad faded
away. The man stared at nothing, thought of nothimg rare
moment of peace in his lives. Soon, his fate waatth up to
him, and he would take his place in the Blood ViBart not just
yet.



