





SsaH SsAUY AQ uoIRZIPAON
QUIODD Al U0D pue 8Uo|pAY SHYD Ag 181 ulblO

INIINYO |
'IdVOSINY 1d



Copyright © 1999 Interplay Productions
Original text by Chris Avellone and Colin McComb
Novelization by Rhyss Hess

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

“Even after playing Planescape: Torment several times, | found | was still

interested in going back and replaying some scenes, just to read through the
excellent dialog again. What | really would have liked would have been a listing
of the dialogs in the game, which brought about the project you are reading here.”

“| decided not to literally pull the dialog trees from the game, since in a linear
format like this it would have made for very awkward reading. Instead, | followed
one path through the game, creating a written story from the source material. The

quoted speech, along with much of the other material, is taken directly from the
game and only lightly edited.”

“It is possible to read the entire, continuous story. | have suppressed much of the
combat in the game to concentrate on the story and the interaction with the
characters, and some sections and characters have been entirely omitted. Even so,
the entire document runs to over 150,000 words. It is also possible to skip to
certain sections, re-reading selected portions of the story, hopefully allowing you
a new chance to appreciate the writing, or perhaps discovering a dialog option you
had not investigated before.”

“If by chance you are reading this without first having played Planescape:
Torment, and what you read is of any interest at all, get the game and play it; the
actual game, including excellent voice-acting, music, art and game system, is a

much richer experience.”

“I would ask that if this document is distributed in any form that it be kept intact

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

Thanks to the entire team at Black Isle which worked on Planescape: Torment,
especially those responsible for the story and dialog.”
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Nordom blinked, the shutters of his eyes kliking rapidly,
then the shutters contracted to points, as if he was squinting at
me. “Your voice x-ceeds standard recognized parameters.”

| 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.”

I HAVE COMMITTED MANY CRIMES ACROSS MANY LIFETIMES. |
GO NOW TO A PLACE OF PUNISHMENT. YOU CANNOT COME WITH
ME.

“Branching query: Do you not (require) or do you not
(want) presence of Nordom?”

YOU CANNOT FOLLOW, NORDOM. IT IS NOT MY CHOICE.
THERE ARE OTHER POWERS THAT NOW RULE MY ACTIONS, THEY
ALWAYS DID, BUT NOW THEY KNOW ME FOR WHAT | AM, AND
THEY COME EVEN AS WE SPEAK. Nordom whrrr-kliked for a
moment, then his crossbows begiirkking andtwanging in his
hands.

“Nordom surrenders gratitudes. You helped Nordom find
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 PASSIONS THAT RULE THE
PLANES.

“The issue no longer equals total logic.”

FAREWELL, NORDOM.

* k%

A man, a mortal man, stood on the battlements of a fortress.
His friends had been sent to Sigil. The shadows which once
roamed the halls beneath him had been set free. The crenellated
wall his hands rested upon was no longer sharp-edged, but
crumbling, as if the regrets which once sustained it had faded
away. The man stared at nothing, thought of nothing, in a rare
moment of peace in his lives. Soon, his fate would catch up to
him, and he would take his place in the Blood War. But not just
yet.
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“Well, | could go 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 a pleasure,
chief.”

FAREWELL, MORTE. | turned to Annah.

ANNAH. ARE YOU ALL RIGHT? Annah’s eyes widened as |
addressed her.

“Wh — what happened ta yeh? Yer voice — it's like
echoes, itis.”

I 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 areg/eh goin'?”

MANY ARE THE CRIMES THAT WERE COMMITTED WHEN MY
MORTALITY AND | WERE SPLIT. THESE CRIMES CARRY A... PRICE.
THERE ISA PLACE RESERVED FOR ONES SUCH AS| ON THE LOWER
PLANES. IT IS... PUNISHMENT OF A SORT.

“But I... | don’t want yeh ta go.”

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 unspoken thought
remained in her mind, lingering.

I 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 KARACH
BLADE. As he heard my words, Dak'kon slowly nodded.

“Your voice... have you at last comekoow yourself?”

YES. IT WAS A... DIFFICULT THING, AND IT COST MANY
LIFETIMES. MANY SUFFERED SO THAT | MIGHT KNOW MYSELF
AGAIN.

“The knowing of 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 Yyou wisH. Dak'kon fell silent for a moment; when he spoke
again, his voice was sharp, as if severing a link.
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The Transcendent One 453

I now felt confidant that we could defeat my mortality, but
some of my comrades might die again in the process. Besides,
my problems arose from the separation of my mortality, which
destroying it would not solve. | thought | knew of away to force
my mortdlity to rejoin me. It would al depend on whether it
hated me enough to prefer destruction to the aternative. Best of
all, none of my friends need die. | cried out.

“Wait! | have one final question: What can change the
nature of a man?”

THE QUESTION IS MEANINGLESS.

“Nonetheless, before there is an ending between us, | will
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 travels across the
Planes, it is that many things may change the nature of a man.
Whether regret, or love, or revenge or fear — whatever you
believe can change the nature of a man, can.”

THEN YOU LEARNED A FALSE LESSON, BROKEN ONE.

“Have 1? I've seen belief move cities, make men stave off
death, and turn an evil's hag heart half-circle. This entire
Fortress has been constructed from belief. Belief damned a
woman, whose heart clung to the hope that another loved her
when he did not. Once, it made a man seek immortality and
achieve it. And it has made a posturing spirit think it 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 unmake me, if |
believed itenough.”

YOU DO NOT POSSESS THE FORCE OF 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.

STOP. YOU KNOW NOT WHAT YOU DO.

“I know what | do. You have tormented me enough, and
now it ends.”

IF YOU DO THIS THING, WE SHALL BE UNDONE. THERE IS NO
ONE FATE HERE. YOU DESTROY US BOTH.
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2 The Mortuary

| looked down at myself, and realized the truth about the
scarring. They covered every visible bit of skin. There was a
tattoo on my arm as well, the same one from my dream. |
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... ‘I know you feel
like you've been drinking a few kegs of Styx wash, but you need
to CENTER yourself. Among your posSSessions iSJARNAL
that'll shed some light on the dark of the matearoD can fill
you in on the rest of the chant, if he's not in the dead-book
already.””

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

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

‘Don’t lose the journal or we'll be up the Styx again. And
whatever you dopo NoOT tell anyonewHO you are OrwHAT
happens to you, or they'll put you on a quick pilgrimage to the
crematorium. Do what | tell yowrReaD the journal, therrinD
Pharod.’

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

“No... you were stripped to the skins when you arrived
here. ‘Sides, looks like you got enough of a journal penned 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 do we get out of here?”

“Well, all the doors are locked, so we'll need the key.
Chances are, one of the walking corpses in this room has it.”

“Walking corpses?” | queried.

“Yeah, the Mortuary keepers use dead bodies as cheap
labor. The corpses are dumb as stones, but they're harmless, and
won't attack you unless you attack first.” The thought of killing,
for some reason, made me uneasy.

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

“What, you think it's going to hurt their feelings? They're
DEAD. But if you want a bright side to this: if you kill them, at
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“Deionarra told me that | could reverse death only when the
victim had died close to me. But what she awakened in me —
are you saying that was only a fraction of my power over 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 HARNESS IT.

“If you claim you have the power, then | must have the
power, too — even if | wasn’t there at the moment of death.”

YOU DO NOT HAVE THE YEARS NEEDED TO LEARN THE ARTS
OF LIFE AND DEATH. YOU WILL FALL BEFORE ME.

| felt a stirring in my mind, and | suddenly realizedlit
possess the years needed to learn — for | knew it all once,
across multiple incarnations. But the process would take time,
and | knew my mortality wouldot allow me the time | needed,
unless | made it. | had found a record stone from my practical
incarnation, speculating on the purpose of the entry hall | had
found myself in. | poured all the conviction from my lifetimes
of experience into my next utterance.

“You know, as | made my way here, | opened that inner
vault. Those greater shadows are running free in the Fortress —
they're no longer locked in that chamber.”

YOU LIE.

“Then see for yourself, if you don’t believe me — I'm not
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 herelF you make it back.”

I WILL TAKE YOUR MEASURE SHORTLY.

My mortality vanished. Immediately, | ran to Morte’s
corpse, to use my power. As | reached out, Morte suddenly
spoke.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Hold up, chief. Uh... there’s a few
things | need to tell you.”

“Morte...?! You're not dead!”

“Well, yeah — when you've been dead as long as | have,
you learn to fake it really well. I've been kind of listening to
your whole conversation. Use that power you got on someone
else — | don’t need it.”

“So you were going tdie there while | got my ass handed
to me?”
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4 The Mortuary

believe everybody should die... sooner better than later.” |
wondered about the caretakers.

“I'm confused... why do these Dustmen care if | escape?”

“Weren't you listening?! | said the Dusties believe
EVERYBODY'S got to die, sooner better than later. You think the
corpses you've seen are happier in the dead book than out 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. These lummoxes
are all that's left of the poor sods who sold their bodies to the
caretakers after death.”

“Before you said something about making sure | didn’t Kill
anyfemale corpses. Why?”

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

“Last Chance? What are yoalking about?”

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

“You can'’t be serious.”

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

“But... wait... didn't you say before that I'mot dead?”

“Well... all right, you might not be dead, butam. And
from where I'm standing, | wouldn’t mind sharing a coffin with
some of these fine, sinewy cadavers | see here.” Morte started
clacking his teeth, as if in anticipation. “ ‘Course, the caretakers
would have to part with them first, and that’s not likely...”

Morte continued, “Look, chief. You're still a little addled
after your kiss with death. So two bits of advice for you: one, if
you got questiongsk me, 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 something
thatmight be important, jot it down so you don't forget.”

“If I had that journal | wasupposed to have with me, I'd do
that.” | felt a touch of anger at whoever had removed the
journal.

The Transcendent One 449

“Why is sustaining this place so important for you? If you
are truly as powerful as you say, why would you want to remain
here? There ISOTHING here.”

ITISMY FORTRESS. IT ISMY HOME.

“And what a home it is, too. Mortared from my regrets, with
nothing but the shades of those we've murdered filling its halls,
abandoned relics of the past languishing beneath dust, and the
life-draining energies of the Negative Material Plane to feast the
eyes on. There are words for places like that — they're called
prisons.”

EVERY WORD BETRAYS YOUR IGNORANCE, BROKEN ONE. THE
FORTRESS IS SLENT. ALL THAT COMES HERE DIES BEFORE
INTRUDING INTO MY PRESENCE. AND THE SHADOWS ARE QUIET
CREATURES.

“I think you have to remain here, along with the shadows
and the ghosts, because that's what you've become. | don't think
you sustain this place at all. | think it sustayms.”

I REMAIN HERE BY CHOICE.

“Really? So when you said you can't journey beyond this
Fortress for long, you were lying? And how is it possible that a
Fortress built frommy regrets needsou to sustain it?”

I WILL SEE YOU DIE A THOUSAND DEATHS FOR YOUR
INSOLENCE, BROKEN ONE. YOU ARE AN INTRUDER WITHIN THESE
HALLS, AND | SHALL SEE TO IT YOU NEVER RETURN.

“I may be immortal, but Ravel told me the ritual was
flawed: Whenever | die, | lose a fraction of my mind. In time,
after many deaths, | shall lose the ability to even think for
myself.”

IT IS OF NO MATTER. YOU CANNOT DIE. YOUR MIND MAY BE
LOST, BUT YOUR FLESH WILL 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 when | suffer, you
must suffer as well. Perhaps you are trapped begause you
suffer, but differently than | do.”

THE WEAK SUFFER. | ENDURE.

“Is it possible that as | die the death of the mind with each
of my deaths, you die the death of the body? As | lose spirit,
you lose substance. That's why you find it harder and harder to
leave this Fortress and travel beyond this plane. This Fortress is
not only your prison, it's going to become your tomb.”
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6 The Mortuary

Morte interrupted, “Whoa, chief! What are you doing?!”

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

“Look, rattling your bone-box with Dusties should be the
LAST thing —”

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

“And we especially shouldn’t be swapping the chant with
sick Dusties. C'mon, let's leave. The quicker we give this place
the laugh, the bet —" Before Morte could finish, the scribe’s
gray eyes flickered to me.

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

“‘restless One?’ Do you know me?”

“Know you? I...” There was a trace of bitterness in the
scribe’s voice as he spoke. “| hamever known you, Restless
One. No more than you have known yourself.” He was silent for
a moment. “For you have forgotten, have you not?”

“Who areyou?”

“As always, the question. And the wrong question, as
always.” He bowed slightly, but the movement suddenly sent
him into a bout of coughing. “l...” He paused for a moment,
caught his breath. “I... am Dhall.”

“What is this place?”

“You are in the Mortuary, Restless One. Again you have...
come...” Before he could finish, Dhall broke into a fit of
coughing. After a moment, he calmed himself and his breathing
resumed its ragged wheeze. “...this is the waiting room for
those about to depart the shadow of this life.”

“This is where the dead are brought to be interred or
cremated. It is our responsibility as Dustmen to care for the
dead, those who have left this shadow of life and walk the path
to True Death.” Dhall's voice dropped in concern. “Your
wounds must have exacted a heavy toll if you do not recognize
this place. It is almost your home.”

“Shadow of life?”

“Yes, a shadow. You see, Restless One, this life... it is not
real. Your life, my life, they are shadows, flickerings of what
life once was. This ‘life’ is where we end after we die. And

The Transcendent One 447

“Yet, even when | was within the Fortress walls, you sent
Ignus to try and stop me, when you could have stopped me
yourself.”

THE SORCEROR WAS... CONVENIENT. HIS RAGE FOR YOU
RUNS DEEP. | THOUGHT IT FITTING HE BE ALLOWED VENGEANCE
UPON YOU. IF THE PLANES CANNOT TEACH YOU MERCY, PERHAPS
PAIN CAN.

“He wanted revenge? For my teaching him the way of the
Art and making him suffer?”

YES. AS PAIN TAUGHT HIM, | THOUGHT PAIN MIGHT TEACH
YOU. BUT THE SORCEROR WAS 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 when he failed,
then youstill didn’t confront me, even when you could have —
instead, you put that crystal in my path to imprison me.”

YES, THE CRYSTAL IS A PRISON, PERHAPS ONE 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 POWER IN NAMES, THERE IS POWER IN NOT
HAVING A NAME. THE EYES OF THE PLANES SLIDE OFF SUCH A
ONE. ONE SUCH AS YOU — AND ONE SUCH AS|.

| 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 ago, Deionarra,
freed me.”

AH... THE LOVE-TORN SPIRIT. THERE ARE TIMES | HAVE FELT
HER ECHO IN THE HALLS OF THIS FORTRESS. SHE SHALL NOT FREE
YOU AGAIN. THERE IS NOTHING IN YOUR SHELL OF A MIND THAT IS
OF CONSEQUENCE, BROKEN ONE.

“Except that — from what the Pillar of Skulls told me, there
were three that knew where you could be found and how to
reach you — one is Trias, one’s you, and the other is me. If you
kill Trias and 1, they'll be no one who knows who you are 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.
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8 The Mortuary

“Where is her body?” | asked, even as | wondered how |
knew her.

“The northwest memorial hall on the floor below us. Check
the biers there... her name should be on one of the memorial
plaques. Mayhap that will revive your memory.”

“Are any others interred here who journeyed with me?”

“Doubtless there are, but | know not their names, nor where
they lie. One such as you has left a path many have walked, and
few have survived.” Dhall gestured around me. “All dead come
here. Some must have traveled with you once.

“How did | get here?”

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

“Your body was somewhere in the middle of the heap,
sharing its fluids with the rest of the mountain of corpses.”
Dhall broke into another violent fit of coughing, finally catching
his breath minutes later. “Your ‘seneschal’ Pharod was, as
always, pleased to accept a few moldppers to dump the lot
of you at the Mortuary gate.”

“Who is this Pharod?”

“He is a... collector of the dead.” Dhall drew a ragged
breath, then continued. “We have such people in our city that
scavenge the bodies of those that have walked the path of True
Death and bring them to us so that they may be interred
properly.”

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

“There are some | respect, Restless One.” Dhall took a
ragged breath and steadied himself. “Pharod is not one of them.
He wears his ill repute like a badge of honor and takes liberties
with the possessions of the dead. He is a knight of the post,
cross-trading filth of the lowest sort.” He paused a moment,
frowning at the thought of Pharod.

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

“Did this Pharod take anything frome?”

Dhall paused, considering. “Most likely. Are you missing
anything... especially anything of value?” His voice dipped as
he frowned. “Not that Pharod would take exception to anything
that wasn’t physically grafted to your body, and sometimes even
that's not enough to give his greedy mind pause.”

The Transcendent One 445

THE TRANSCENDENT ONE

| moved forward across the roof of the fortress, which was
shaped like a cross. | had appeared at the end of one arm. As |
neared the center of the cross, | suddenly cried out.

“Annah!” As | approached, | saw that the bodies of all my
friends were neatly laid out about the center of the cross, like
macabre wphies. Annah, Fall-From-Grace, Morte, Kkan,
Nordom, they were all there. If my enemy had thought to
weaken my resolve it was a fool's gambit. The only way | could
justify my companions’ sacrifice was if | completed my
mission, either recombining with my mortality or seeing it
destroyed.

Suddenly, a barbed, armored figure appeared in front of me.
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 FORGOTTEN MUCH.

“Why did you do it?”

THEY TRIED TO HARM ME. HERE, OF ALL PLACES. | DEFENDED
MY SELF. 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, DESPITE THE COST TO
THEMSELVES.

“So youkilled them.”

THE TIEFLING GIRL WAS ESPECIALLY FIERCE IN YOUR
DEFENSE. HER FEELINGS FOR YOU BURNED BRIGHTER THAN
ELYSIUM’ SFIRES.

AND THE TANAR'RI... SHE WAS QUITE STRONG. HER
TOLERANCE FOR PAIN WOULD HAVE SHAMED THE BAATEZU
THEMSELVES.

| TOOK NO PLEASURE IN THEIR DEATHS.

“Then why did yowdo it?”
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10 The Mortuary

| stood for a moment, considering him and reveling in this
new found feeling of ‘concern.’ But | needed to find a way out
of the Mortuary.

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

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

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

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

Surprised, | mumbled “Uh...nice braid.” The corpse did not
respond, doubtless not even knowing | was there. As | made to
move on, Morte spoke up.

“Psssst. You see the way she was looking at me? Huh? You
see that? The way she was following the curve of my occipital
bone?” | tried a joke, as far as | could remember the first | might
ever have tried.

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

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

“I think you and your imagination need some time away
from each other.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. When you've been dead as long as |
have, you know the signals. They may be dosrLE for you to
pick up on, but that's why I'll be spendirty nights with some
luscious recently-dead chit while you're standing around goin’
‘huh?’ ‘Whatzz goin’ on?’ ‘Where’s my muh-muh-memories?’

“Whatever, Morte. Let's go.”

As | moved on into another room, | noticed another of the
Dustmen busy at a bier. She was a slight young woman with
pale features. The sunken flesh around her cheeks and neck
made her appear as if she were starving. She seemed intent on
dissecting the corpse in front of her, prodding the chest with a
finger.

I moved up to her, and said “Greetings.”

Escape 443

“That was my name all along? But if | was—"

The first incarnation held his finger to his lips, silencing me.
He nodded at the symbol on my arm, as if indicating | should
make use of it.

The symbol — the symbol of Torment — seemed brittle
somehow, as if it was only barely holding itself to my skin.
Unconsciously, | reached out and peeled it from my arm. It gave
way with a slight resistance, like pulling off a scab. As | held
the symbol, | knew | could harness its power. Holding it and
invoking its power would summon all the pain and suffering
from my past incarnations upon my foes. It no longer ruled me.

“I no longer wear the symbol. Does that mean...?” As | was
halfway through my question, | realized there was a heavy
silence within my mind — | could no longer feel the presence of
the first incarnation within me.

| had faced three of my incarnations in this room. Following
Deionarra’s prophecy, | had also already faced shades of evil
and good. | needed only to confront the shade of neutrality, the
keeper of this fortress, to complete my quest. Curious, | thought
to myself, how these two examples of the rule of three had
dominated my journey.

I do not know how long | sat on the slab at the center of my
prison, lost in thought, but when | became conscious of my
surroundings again | was no longer alone. Before me was the
ghostly form of Deionarra; her spectral gown seemed stirred by
some ethereal breeze. Her eyes rested on mine, and | felt a
strange, disjointed sensation, as if | was looking at several pairs
of eyes at once.

“Deionarra...?”

“My Love, at last | havefound you... | searched for you
after you were divided by the crystal — this Fortress spans
hundreds of miles, and | feared you were lost to me.” Her
ghostly eyes took my measure, searching my body for new
wounds. “Are you well?”

“I think so — the crystal divided me, but | am one again.
Now | am trapped here, however.”

“I suspect trapping you here was the crystal's true purpose.
But it poses no barrier for one such as I.” She closed her eyes.
“Much do my eyes see, and the halls of this Fortress are well
known to me. If you are trapped here, my Love, | shall see to it
you are set free. Where is it you wish to go?”

“I wish to speak to you for a moment, and tell you how you
died... and why.” | finally knew the full truth of how Deionarra
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12 The Mortuary

clicking them twice, then bent forward and examined some of
the tattoos on my chest.

“Hmmph. Who write on you? Hivers do that? No respect
for zomfies. Zomfies, not paintings.” She sniffed, then poked
one of my scars. “This one bad shape, many scars, no preserfs.”

Her talons suddenly hooked into the thread | had brought
her, and lightning-like, she jabbed another talon into the skin
near one of my scars. The sensation was curiously painless as
Ei-Vene began to stitch up my scars.

When she was done, she sniffed me, frowned, then stabbed
her fingers into the embalming fluid. Within minutes, she had
dabbed my body with the fluid... and strangely enough, it made
me feelbetter. Morte couldn’t resist a comment.

“This may be the second time in my life I'm thankful | don’t
have a nose.”

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

| stumbled around a bit more, then found a stairwell down
to the ground floor. | saw another of the Dustmen, who |
approached. To my dismay, he regarded me with an alert, stony
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 seems to be have
been a mistake. “ For one brief, giddy moment, | wanted to
continue, to say the mistake was | was the internment, but |
wasn’t quite dead.

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

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

“Several internment chambers line the perimeter of the
Mortuary. They follow the curve of the wall on the first and
second floors. Do you know the name of thecehsed?”
Trapped by my own prevarication, | could only give one
answer.

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

“The name is... uh, Adahn.”

“That name is not familiar to me. Check with one of the
guides at the front gate... they may be able to direct you better
than 1"
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“Very well, then... we shall become as one. Are you
ready?” “One last thing... just this...” The incarnation paused
for a moment, searching my features. “Before | return to
oblivion — there is something | would know.”

“l can spare a little time for this — what do you wish to
know?” He studied my eyes, his expression somber, before
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 | experienced, | enjoyed,
and | do not wish to forget it.” Despite the pain, | would never
willingly give up the memories of my comrades, others | had
met, even the streets of the Hive held a certain preciousness to
me.

He nodded at my words, and | thought to see a slight
lessening of tension in his features, as though my words had
eased a burden he had carried; then he collapsed, the life
running out of him and into me. As he fell to the black stones, |
felt a crawling sensation in the back of my skull, making me
shiver, and | knew the incarnation was no more.
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14 Deionarra

DEIONARRA

I moved about the perimeter of the first floor, among the
memorial biers placed along the wall. Unfortunately, Dhall’'s
directions were of little use, since | had no idea which way was
northwest. | studied the name on each bier as | came to it,
hoping one would trigger a memory, carefully staying far away
from any other Dustmen.

| came to a bier with a plaque which read, “Here lies
Deionarra.”

Shockingly, an insubstantial phantasm of a woman appeared
before the bier. A strikingly beautiful ghostly form, her arms
crossed, her eyes closed. She had long, flowing hair, and her
gown seemed stirred by some ethereal breeze. | realized | had
seen her before. This ghost had appeared in my dream before |
awoke in the Mortuary. As | watched, she stirred slightly, and
her eyes flickered.

Her eyes slowly opened, and she blinked in confusion for a
moment, as if uncertain where she was. She looked around
slowly, then saw me. Her tranquil facedslenly twisted into a
snarl.

“You! What is it that brings/ou here?! Have you come to
see first-hand the misery you have wrought? Perhaps in death |
still hold some shred of use for you...?” Her voice dropped to a
hiss. “...'my Love."”

Surprised by her venom, | plaintively asked, “Who are
you?” In a sudden change of emotion, the spirit made a begging
motion with her hands.

“How can it be that the thieves of the mind continue to steal
my name from your memory? Do you n@member me, my
Love?” The ghost stretched out her arms. “Think...” Her voice
became desperate again. “...the nab®onarra must evoke
some memory within you.”

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

“Oh, at last the fates show mercy! Even death cannot chase
me from your mind, my Love! Do you not see? Your memories
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| turned to the practical incarnation. He affixed me with a
stony gaze. He looked like he was sizing me up for weaknesses.
| gave him a simple statement of truth.

“l intend to merge with you.”

“So be it, then.” His eyes became gray like mist, and he
gave a slight smile, as if in anticipation. “We shall see what
your mind has in store...” | was sure he felt | had recognized
my own weakness, and surrendered. But | had found my own
strengths on paths he would have sneered at. Besides, these
other incarnations had had their day; | was the one who must
meet the keeper of this fortress.

| locked gazes with him... his eyes were like stones, and
they started to drag me down... but then | started to resist him.

As | swam in the corridors of his mind, the first emotion |
encountered was surprise — and his eyes widened. He was not
absorbing me; my will was stronger, and it was consurhing
| felt him desperately trying to pull back, but he could not — he
was too weak, and my will blocked his retreat while drawing
him deeper into my sub-conscious.

“This is the last time we shall ever speak. Return to death,
where youbelong.” He looked incredulous for a moment, then
he disintegrated, and | felt ausH of knowledge pouring
through me, fighting to the surface... it was almost too much to
absorb at once, and | found myself disoriented. So much
knowledge — so many experiences, that —

...and as quickly as it occurred, the rush subsided, and |
steadied myself. The bits of knowledge swirled about in my
mind, and | would have to make sense of them later. For now,

only one piece of knowledge was important — that the
incarnation dicdhot know how to leave this place.
“Dammit...” | muttered. There was no longer any trace of

the two incarnations | had absorbed in the room. | turned to the
remaining incarnation, but | hesitated. Almost everything | had
learned about my past lives had involved suffering, and torment.
| desired to speak to this incarnation, to learn of pleasant things
I might have done. More, | felt as though this incarnation were a
friend, and | longed to pour my thoughts and fears out to him.
But my friends doubtless needed me, and before me was only an
echo of a past life, an echo | needed to merge back into myself
if | ever hoped to escape this trap.

He smiled as he noticed | was done with my thoughts, and
spoke, his voice carrying a faint echo. “Yes?”
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16 Deionarra

“Where are you? Why, you are here with me, my Love... as
in the times when life was something both of us shared. Now it
is the Eternal Boundary that separates us.”

“‘Eternal Boundary?'”

Deionarra sounded saddened. “It is a barrier | fear you shall
never cross, my Love. It is the barrier between your life and
what remains of mine...”

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

“Deionarra, | am in danger. Can you guide me to a place of
safety? | shall return as soon as | can to speak to you again.”

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

“l sense that this place holds madgors shrouded from
mortal eyes. Perhaps you could use one of these portals as a
means of escape. Portals are holes in existence, leading to
destinations in the inner and outer planes... if you could find the
proper key, you could escape through one of them.” Deionarra
paused for a moment, as if attempting to remember.

“Portals will reveal themselves when you have the proper
‘key.” Unfortunately, these keys can be almost anything... an
emotion, a piece of @0d, a dagger of silvered glass, a scrap of
cloth, a tune you hum to yourself... | fear that the Dustmen are
the only ones who would know the keys you could use to leave
their halls, my Love.”

“Then | shall ask one of them. Farewell, Deionarra.” |
turned away, too overcome with emotion to continue talking to
the spirit. Deionarra spoke again before | could move away.

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

“And what is it your sight sees that | do not?” | asked.

“Time itself relaxes its hold as the chill of oblivion slowly
claims us, my Love. Glimpses of things yet to come swarm
across my vision. | see you, my Love. | see you as you are now,
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| considered asking him about merging back into me, but |
hesitated. He was my only aly here; it would be better to try the
othersfirst.

| turned to the paranoid incarnation, asking who he was.

“ kNow that you will NOT last long in this placeTHIEr!”
Spittle flew from the man’s mouth, and his face twisted in a
maddening grin. 'MAZES AND REGRETS AND DEATH are all that
ARE HERE...” The practical incarnation glared at the paranoid
incarnation, then turned to me, a sneer again on his face.

“You are wasting your time speaking to that one. His
thoughts are all angles and spite and nothing more. Stop wasting
time — there is much the two of us must speak of.”

“ THIEF!” The paranoid incarnation’s hands twisted, as if
strangling the other. “I will feel the bones of your neslap
beneath my fingers... take maoby back.” He turned to me.
“You wear my body like &_.oAk, and yousHAME me...”

“I am no thief. | stolenothing from you.” | replied.

“ YOU STOLE EVERYTHING! | AWOKE ON THE STREETS OF 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 — they
were waiting for me, blaming me, hurting me, until | couldn’t
TAKE the voices any more...” His fingers grasped at the air.
“And had to make thergiLENT.”

“What do you know of the other incarnations?” | asked.

“ THIEVES. They areTHIEVES — all of them. AndTHIEVES
will DIE.”

“Do not threaten me, you fool” retorted the practical
incarnation, “I warn you. If anyone is the thief, it is you — you
sought to steal our chances to settle this matter by sabotaging all
my work!”

“You are theTHIEF! You stole my body and my life!” This
was going nowhere. | decided to ask about deeds | thought he
had done, to confirm my guesses.

“The Sensory Stone trap — you'’re the one who left it for
me, weren't you?”

“Yes...” He smiled, low and evil. “Simple trap. Trap for
someone who can't die #ND trap.”

“You're the incarnation the Lady mazed, aren’t you? |
found your journal in the Lady’s hre.”

“Simple escape, simple trap, broke her maze with ease, |
did. | could have made it tighter, deadlier.” He smiled. “She
knew nothing of what it takes to trae.”

“You're to blame for killing the Linguist Fin, aren’t you?”



«£19Y 93s noA 1,upig "1a1g ay1 Jo dor uo 1ybu sem ays,,
WM
300| 8ys pIp 1eyM, 'PaIoXa ‘punose paxoo| SMON .(3JaUM
JUBWIOM BWOS UM X0g-auoq JnoA Buipres aiam nNOA,
. uewom ay] "01 Bupjer sem | Jajoads 1eyl,
LIds ¢uy3,
‘pajzznd sem
MO . &Sem ldids 1eyl oym mouy noA og "auly w,| ‘ON,
RETET
SW UO INO PayLIP JO pupf NOA &JBIYD ‘B YUM 4oeq NOA,
"8910A PauJadu0d e Ul ‘uonsanb e payse auo\ ‘pasiwold pey
| Teym Te pauunis ||As ‘1aig S.elleuoldg woly Aeme pauiny |
‘pape} ays ‘ladsiym [easayla ue
UM pue ‘saka Jay pasold ays ‘Il Ul ssaupes Ajuo sem aiayl Ing
‘pajiws ays A0 AW ‘s|iey s,yreap ul NoA oy Irem [feys |,
«'PE3p 83U} Jo spue| ays ojul ‘puokaq
[9ABJl puB NOA WOJ} UdME] Sem YdIym Teyl puly ISnw nNoA "8l
SIY} 1o} Jueaw Jou 81am NOA 9A0T Aw ‘8s0|d B 0] awod snw
3[0J19 BYL U NS NOA BjIYM ***3Ip IShw NoA 1eyl mouy |,
‘payse |, .OAIe aw sdaay yeym Aosisaq, ,,
.Jabuo| ou jeuowwi aq
pue aAlfe noA sdasy yoiym reyl Aonsap 1snw noA ‘1sal 01 pre| aq
0] Jarew ay} 104 ‘9A07 Aw ‘@a1I0es 9|gLIIa) B axew 0) payse aq
[IM NOA 818yl ‘pew auob aney saAjSWaYl SMOPRYS 8yl aJaym
‘mo.11os pue sjalbal Jo HiNg uosud B 0} SWOD [[eys NOA,
saueld
3y} Jo sme| ayl Ag palsimi pue ajl| usalb Alfesnau jo pue ‘poobh
JO ‘|In@ Jo sapeys ale Aayl ‘Ao|b [ny INOA ul JasInoA uey
snojabuep ai0w auUOU NG ‘93lY) SSIWBUS 193W |[eYS NOA,,
. rawn Jo sapjoeys
ayl Aq pasanajun ‘ano] Aw ‘eas sake Aw reym siI Siyl,
‘asiwold Aw [y ny o1 1dwiane 01 padlo} g PINOM | MOUY|
pIp | INg ‘luBwaless siyl pasabibin pey asindwi reym mou L,upip
| .'NOA uIo[ 10 NOA BAeS 0] SuBaW BWOS pul |[IM | JeAMS |,
.’ow ulol 1o aw anes 01 sueaw awWOSs puly ||IM NOA
Teyl ‘uimal |Im noA asiwold ‘asiwoid e aunbal | 9S4,
Jouw 8L,
.£,99S | Teym Jo seads | |reys -uiod siy1 wolj premino Buiwwals
‘saue|d ay1 ybnouayr sejddu 1| 'noA 1o} peaye sal| Jeym aas |,
39S NOA 0P TRUM &Il SITBUM,
“1abuons sem mes ays Jeym mouy| 0}
alIsap ayl Inq ‘uoisuayaidde 18} | 18Inb maub eireuolsq " pue

LT elreuord

. 91€IS SIY1 01 sn ybnoig yeyy uoseal syl Mouy|
AIna Jana [m sn Jo 1sii ayl Ajuo 1ng, "Ajmojs peay sy )ooys
9H .aIp 0] Saysim uew Teypn, ajiws pes e sem U ‘Buiyifue
Jl ‘1 Ul Jowny ou sem aiayl INg ‘Apybis pajiws uew ayL
«¢183] 10 1IN0 BUOP SBM 11 YUIY) NOA Sasew Teym\,
.1 10U 1Ing ‘smouy| SIaylo ayl
J0 8uo sdeylad "Jea} JO 1IN0 BUOP SeM J Julyl | Jou Op | ‘ON,,
< [euowwl awodaq 01 pajuem | Aum mouy noA oq,,
. Buinl ay1 Joy pasrey e sieaq aodeid siyl,, ‘paured
PaX00| uew 3yl ' peap Apealje are spuallj INoA Jeaj | uayl,
oW woJj pareledas
uaaqg aney Asyl Ing “°°Saljle YuM SSaiuo- SIYl 01} swed |,
.'Sak ‘a|qissod
S1 )1 Ing ‘NOA 01 318} 1 MOY 8QlI2Sap 0} SSO| B Je aq PINOM |,
LIIMis Aw Jo xoeq
ayl ul Buiday 1day | uonesuas Buimeld 1eyl alam noA os,
.“uonoalip ybu ayl ul noA poud
diay ‘ins pinoa | reyl punoy | ‘ajdwexa Joy ‘uoirezijeal e 0} asold
alam 1o ‘1abuep ul JjasinoA adejd 0] 1noge ale NoA usayp,
«MOH,,
.19} SBA|9SIN0 xew Aew am SaWBWOS Teyl Mouy | pue —
puiw InoA ur urewss Aew Ayjeuosiad Jswioy sy} Jo saded ‘aIp
aMm uaym reyl ssanb pjnom | Ing ‘ains Joj mouy jou op |,
«MOH ¢luasald,
. pulw I1noA ur juasald |jns moyawos
aJam ey} sadald aaly) ay) alem am sdeylad ‘Mmouy Jou op |,
£, 913y suonreureoul
2alyl Ajluo alayl ale AYM ‘SOAI| SSalUNOD pey aney |,
« SV,
LMou 1snw | sBuiyy are a1ay) ‘aw Jo Ued e ase nok y,,
.'9W puoAaqg sI 1l Inq — 3 01 dWed SIYyl MOy J0 sueaw ay}
mouy Aew si1aylo ayl Jo auQ, ‘Bupjuiyl uswow e Joj pasned
9H ,'9%elns a8yl 01 J|asinoA jo sadaid ybnoig sey Ssa4u0o
Ul UM payonol NoA JaAsIeUYAA ‘Mouy Jou op — |,
«£alaissod ey st MOH,,
. urebe
2J8Y We | MOU ‘1SO| 92U0 Sem | ‘suoljeusesul JnoA Jo auo we
| — urejdxa pue A1 aw 197 'noA Joj Bunuauosip ag 1snw Siyl,
"UJ32U0D YIM W Je payoo| ay pue ‘pape} aJIWs SIH . UV,
«~hokareoyming,
. 'Surewsal reys |e sI Juswbiy
Sy} pue ‘puiw oA ul ymeep Aw paip aney ‘SBUI0 88yl 8|

Suon®|PY JO Bz N ($191%



18 Deionarra

“Eh... no, you just kind of drifted out for a bit there, just
stood there, statue-like. | was a little worried you'd gone addled
on me again.”

“I'm all right. Let's move on.”

| continued moving along the perimeter of the Mortuary.
Too bad | didn't have any idea where any of these ‘portals’
Deionarra had mentioned could be.

However, | did see something ahead almost as good. Doors,
which most likely led outside. Hoping | wouldn’t find them
locked, | moved towards them. Unfortunately, another damned
Dustman had approached on silent feet, and was too close for
me to pretend | didn’t see him.

He was a tired-looking man in a black robe. His narrow face
was extremely pale, and he didn't look as if he had been
sleeping: his shoulders were slumped, and the flesh sagged
loosely beneath his bloodshot eyes. He looked so lost in thought
he might not even have noticed me, but | couldn’t count on that.

“Greetings...”

“Greetings...” The man turned to face me and made a slight
bow. | suddenly noticed that his eyes weren't bloodshot so
much as they had a red tinge to them. “I am Soego. How may
I...” He suddenly seemed to notice my scars, and the corner of
his mouth twitched. “I'm sorry, sirrah, are you lost?”

“No.”

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

“I was here for an internment, but there seems to have been
a mistake.”

“Who was being interred? Perhaps the services are taking
place somewhere else in the Mortuary.”

“The name is... uh, Adahn.” The lie came easier this time.
Soego’s eyes narrowed, and the red tinge | saw in them before
seemed more pronounced.

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

“Uh... then | must have misspoke.” | silently cursed myself
for using that name. Of course the Dustmen would know the
names of their dead. | floundered, came up with another excuse,
“I am here to see Dhall.”

“Dhall? Dhall the Scrivener can be found in the receiving
room on the upper floor.” The corner of Soego’'s mouth
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found it. It just that searching for it myself would have taken...
too long.” He smiled again. “And why should | do it, when |
could have someone else hunt for me?”

“Actually, he ended up trickinge into finding it for him.
Why was it so important?”

“Important? Do you not know?” The incarnation became
silent for a moment. “Do you have it with you?”

“Yes, | do. | brought it with me.”

“You have it?!” The incarnation’s eyes flared. “Then your
life had some use after all'” | watched his eyes flicker, as if
thinking, calculating. “When we merge, | will see about 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 was staring
through me, as if seeing something far away. “Do you know
what it contained?” He smiled ruefully. “It held the last
experiences of thiérst of us. When we were one man, and not a
string of incarnations.” His voice dropped. “If there had been
some way of unlocking it, | would have been able to see inside
hismind...”

“And see why this all happened?”

“Yes...” The incarnation’s face had become somber. “It is
the answer | have always sought. Why this happened. Why we
became immortal.” He sighed. “And | fear we shall never
know.” The good incarnation interrupted.

“Perhaps there are no answers in such a thing. Perhaps there
never was.”

“l don’t deal in the realms of perhaps and maybe.” The
practical incarnation sneered. “l seek answers. It is what has
allowed us to get this far.” He looked at the good incarnation
with contempt. “If we had left life iryour hands, we wouldn't
have even a fraction of the truth we now possess. And in that
truth, liespower.” He turned to me. “You will realize that when
we merge.”

| turned away from him, to talk instead to the ‘good’
incarnation. A look of concern was on his face, and he spoke
before | could.

“Are you all right?” | nodded to thank him for his concern,
but asked a question of my own.

“Who are you?”

“Have weever had a name? Or was it just the first of us?”
The man chuckled softly. “Know that | am your ally in this — I,
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20 The Hive

THE HIVE

| passed through the doors, glad to be free of the Mortuary at
last. | passed through a small courtyard in front of the building,
and walked out into a city. This must be the section known as
the Hive. My eyes traveled across the buildings in front of me,
then up. And up. The city arced overhead. | realized the city
must actually form acircle, and join with itself. Morte, noticing
my stunned expression, offered an explanation.

“The city is Sigil, the city of doors. Sigil's a ring-shaped
city that's squatting on top of an infinitely tall spire in what
some claim to be in the center of the Planes... of cohoseit
could be at the top of an infinitely tall spire, and how the city
could everbe at the center of the Planes raises some questions.”

“Anything else?”

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

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

“Like where?”

“Anywhere, chief. Literally. Any place you can think of,
there’s a portal there. That's why Sigil's so popular across the
Planes.” As | started to walk away from the courtyard, a passing
woman started upon seeing me. She seemed to recognize me
instantly; she stepped back in horror, and cried out.

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

| just let her go. | realized | might run into many in the city
who recognized me, and | would have to be on my guard. But it
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“You DARE lectureme?! Women have always walked our
path with us — whether Deionarra or Ravel or any other
woman, and they have suffered, and it was always ¢heick.
Deionarra would have died for me if I'd asked her to. There was
no crIME.” | wanted to yell at him more, but there was no point.
| was looking at the ghost of this incarnation; his deeds were
done, in the past, unchangeable.

“Tell me about Xachariah.”

“The archer? Well, old sodden Xachariah could see things
with his ‘eyes’ that | couldn’t — and he could hit them with his
arrows, too.”

“S0?”

“Well, | was walking into this Fortress blind in some ways
— | didn’t know what my killer was, so | needed someone who
could see things | couldn’t in case the enemy was beyond my
visual range.” He snorted. “Xachariah ended up dying too fast,
though, so he wasn't any use in the end.”

“You built that tomb beneath Sigil, didn’'t you? The one
with the traps?”

“I'd almost forgotten — yes, what a waste that was.” The
incarnation seemed irritated. “Obvioustiat didn’t work. And
it cost a lot of blood and coin, too.”

“Worthless!” The paranoid incarnation broke into uneven
laughter, but it was more gleeful than mad. “It vasy to
breach that child’s trap. | found it... acdANGED it. To make it
HARDER. Changed thewRITINGS.” The practical incarnation
frowned at him; he looked like he was barely restraining himself
from attacking the other.

“Yet another thing you will answer for...” He turned back
to me. “Though | suppose it doesn’t matter. It was shortly after
the failure of the tomb trap that | decided to carry the battle to
our killer rather than wait for him to show any longer.”

“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! That piking skull
couldn’t be trusted farther than | could throw him — claiming
he had information when he didnthen | had to go through the
torment of prying him off the Pillar of Skulls, then feigned
ignorance once he was off of it.” The incarnation scoffed. “I
humored him, since he'd told me everything | needed from
him.”

“Feigned ignorance?”
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22 The Hive

The next Hive dweller | talked to was frightened, no doubt
from the scars and the blood of my recent fight. He had little to
say | hadn't already heard, but | felt sorry for him, and gave him
a few coppers. He glanced around to see if anyone saw the
exchange, then tucked the jink in the folds of his robe.

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

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

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

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

I came across a small Dustmen memorial not far from the
Mortuary, just four walls around a central plinth. Dustmen stood
outside, chanting about their ‘True Death.’ Curious, | stepped
through an arch in one of the walls, and saw that the interior and
the plinth were covered with thousands and thousands of names.
| recognized the plinth from the dream or memory | had had
before awakening in the Mortuary. | asked a man standing
staring at the central plinth what it was.

“It's a tombstone for the Planes.” He scoffed. “Graveyards
of names are scratched on that rock. Can only hope my name’s
the one that'll split this stone in ‘twain.” He pointed at the base
of the monolith. “ ‘Quentin,’ right there, hammered in just 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 on the walls
of this place. Not enough space by my reckoning, but no
matter... they do their best. Can barely read half the names.” |
asked why he was here, especially since he was hostile to the
Dustmen. His reply was illuminating.

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

“The Dustmen record the names of all that have died on this
monument?”

“Aye, they scratch ‘em on this rock... and scratch ‘em on
the walls in this place, t00.” Quentin scowled. “I don’'t know
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“You are the one who saved Dak'kon at Shra'kt'lor. The one
who imprisoned Vhailor. And the one who led Deionarra to 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? Yes, it was a
week’s work to forge such a thing — it was necessary to make
it so he would cease doubting himself.”

“You madeit? But you told him —"

“Perhaps they carry some truth — | know not. | know that
they were tedious writings, but the words were enough to give
him faith.” He must have taken the look of bemusement on 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 he carries in his
hand? That blade he carries is shaped byhoigghts. Such a
tool, when used properly, could slay the multiverse itself...”
The man looked lost in thought, then his face sneered in disgust.
“Though obviously, the githdrame separated when we arrived
in the Fortress, and | was unable to make use of his blade.” The
man frowned. “Unfortunate.”

“Are you the one who taught Ignus the Art?”

“Ignus?” The man stared at me, then frowned. “Is that a
name? Who in the hells are you talking about?” Of course, |
realized. This incarnation had ‘died’ over fifty years ago. Ignus
had been taught much more recently than that. | must not have
fully recovered yet from the trap which splintered me, 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. “Those
Mercykillers dogs will hunt you across the Planes themselves in
search of ‘justice’ — and Vhailor was an especially persistent
hound.” The incarnation’s voice dropped slightly. “And he was
much too close to justice for my tastes.”

“Why was he hunting for us?”

“Oh, any of countless reasons, some of which lie with me
— and others, which lie in tH&ands of other incarnations.” He
flicked a glance over at the paranoid incarnation. “There have
been many lives that have been blackened by incarnations with
damaged minds. Some of us have created... problems. | believe
in solutions.”
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24 The Hive

space you walk through or touch in this thrice-cursed city...
Doors, gates, arches, windows, picture frames, the open mouth
of a statue, the spaces ‘tween shelves... Bewane space
bounded on all sidesLL these're doors t'otherges.”

“Every door has &ty it does, and with this key, they show
their true nature... an arch becomes a portal, a picture frame
becomes a portal, a window becomes a portal... all eager t'take
y'someplace&Lse. They steal you away...” She raised the lump
of her right hand. “And sometimes what's on th'other side takes
part of you as aiTHE.”

“What are these keys?”

“The keys, the keys number as many as the doors of this
city. Every door, a key, every key, a door.” Her teeth started
chattering again, as if she were cold. “And a key is...? A key is
anything. It may be an emotion, an iron nail held ‘tween
y'second and fifth fingers, a thought thought three times, then
thought once in reverse, or it may be a glass rose.” She clenched
her mouth closed to try and still her chattering teeth, and
squinted her eyes. “Can’t leave... can't leave...”

“How did you get here?”

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

“Why can'’t you go back?”

“Tried! ALL doors here lead tooTHER places.” She
shuddered and gripped her melted right hand. “Went through
thrice-ten portals, some a-purpose, some a-accident, none a-
them right. Can’t find way back...”

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

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

“Anythin’ could be a door. Any arch there, any door here,
could be a portal, don't know the key, could get a-sent t'another
horrible place...” Her teeth started chattering again. “...got
t'stay way from the closed spaces, all could be doors, could have
a key on me, an’ | not be knowing it...” | found this hard to
credit.
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“The two of you, be silent! Let us make sure he is all right
and save the arguments for later.”

“Wh... who are you all?” | asked. My lips hadn’t caught up
to my inner thoughts, since | recognized two of the incarnations
before me.

“By the hells, he’s lost his memories! Damnation! He's
useless to us now!” The practical incarnation had been enraged
at my words. As always his first thought of others was how
useful they would be as tools.

“Calm yourself. He’s only disoriented, as were we all. Give
him a moment to get his bearings,” the good incarnation calmly
replied.

“You are all THIEVES... wearingMY body... MY body, and
you will give it BACK!” The paranoid incarnation wildly glared
at all three of us. The practical incarnation turned, unleashing
his anger on him.

“I am at the limits of mypatience with your howling! Be
silent, or —” Once again, the good incarnation intervened as a
peace maker.

“This arguing avails us nothing! Give him his space, leave
him be.” The practical incarnation turned to him, unwilling to
give up any control of the situation.

“Time is no longer in our favor. | will not stand here and
squander another moment while our adversary is no doubt
hunting for us. We waited long enough for him to awaken — |
will speak to hinnow.”

The practical incarnation turned to me. His eyes were
watching me carefully, and as | studied him, | felt him studying
me. He spoke.

“So... it has come to this.”

“Who are you?”

“I will not surrender my name to you or any man.” The
man’s voice was rough, like mine, and it rang strangely in my
ears. “As for ‘who | am,” you should be asking yourself that —
you are one ofry incarnations. 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 | havehated about you, it is your
countless questions — your desperate fumbling for meaning and
answers.” The man’s voice was like a hatchet, and anger
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26 The Hive

The girl herself was well worth looking at, but did she know
she had atail? | realized | must have actually blurted out what |
was thinking when she replied.

“Do | now?” The girl looked at her tail. “So | do! An here |
was thinking that it was a trick of me eye. My, aren’'t yeh a
sharp cutter?” She bared her teeth. “Why don't yeh piss off ta
whatever hole yeh crawled out of and leave me be?! Me nor me
tail is for trade, jig?” As | fumbled for a reply, Morte
interposed,

“It's just as well neither you nor your tail are for sale. You
couldn’t squeak out a living with ‘em, anyway.” Fortunately, his
voice was too low pitched for her to make him out, and she just
looked questioningly at Morte. I'd already made a fool of
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 dabus brick yeh
over and make yeh a street!” Morte answered my question.

“She’s a tiefling, chief. They got some demon’s blood in
‘em, and that makes ‘em paranoid and defensive... nice talil,
though. Shame it's plastered on such an ugly body.” | tried to
interpose a comment, uselessly, as she replied.

“Yeh better latch yer bonebox, yeh foul-mouthed mimir,
‘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 a punch! | dare
you! I'll bite your legs off!”

“Enough!” | finally got out.

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

“Farewell, then.”

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

| wondered on. A street vendor caught my eye. This foul-
looking man was quick to notice he'd caught my attention; in
moments he was upon me, hawking his ‘wares.” He carried a
long wooden pole; dozens of skinned and cooked rats dangled
from it. As he spoke, he gestured to them with a broad, filth-
encrusted hand, smiling a yellowed, snaggle-toothed grin all the
while.

“Oye, cutter, ‘ow ye doin’ there? Wot sorta deeee-licious
ratsies is ye interested in this fine day?”

Tria Of Impulse 427

“I'm going to try and find you all now. If you find this
reader stone, doot move from this spot, or | may never find
you. | have left some supplies for you in the base of one of the
statues. Don’t waste them — | don’t know how long it's going
to take for us to find our enemy and get out, and we may need
those supplies later. I'll see you all soon.”

| examined the room further. If this was a trap, it had been
improved since the last time an incarnation of mine had been
here, for | found no exit, or any means to trigger a portal. That
left the crystal in the center of the room.

The huge crystal radiated a pulsating, spectral light as it
hovered above the crater in the middle of the room. The rhythm
of its pulses reminded me of a heartbeat, but slow and sickly.
Light from the crystal touched the edges of the room like
fingers, each ray of light casting a glow on the ruined faces of
the statues surrounding it. | reached out to the crystal.

There was a moment of dizziness as | touched the crystal;
then a slow chill passed through my body, and | discovered that
my muscles had locked, my hand frozen to the crystal's surface.
There was a moment of silence, then sharp pains splintered
through my body like fractures — | felt as if my vesiNG had
been turned to ice, theshattered...
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28 The Hive

want every cutter to know that Creeden’s always got a warm
smile an’ a pipin’ ‘ot, fresh-cooked ratsie for ‘em!” He winked
at me, and touched my arm.

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

“Why not...”

“Good, cutter, good! Wot sort wouldst yediR’ He pointed
to each in turn with a grimy fingernail. “I got them baked,
spiced, boiled, an’ charred! All fresh, all scrumptious... and
only three coppers for two!”

“Charred,” | replied. That should hide any nasty taste.

| handed over my coppers and, in one swift motion, he ran a
pair of charred rats through with a wooden skewer, unhooked
them, and placed them in my hand. He winked at me.

“Enjoy, cutter!”

The rat was burnt and crispy outside, but tender and juicy
within. It was a bit greasy and rather rich, tasting of some...
other... meat | was sure I'd had before. The man looked at me
expectantly.

“Did ye like? Wouldst ye like another?” Motioning that |
didn't, | continued on.
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TRIAL OF IMPULSE

| appeared in a smaller room. Five statues arranged in a semi-
circle looked inward at a circular basin. Floating above the
basin was a peculiar, glowing crystal. | had only a moment to
take in the chamber, since | recognized the burning figure who
was present. It was Ignus. The burning rage which he had felt at
our last meeting had obviously consumed him, turning him
insane. Perhaps not insane, precisely, but the elementa fire he
worshipped had nearly burnt all the humanity from him. He
immediately moved to attack me.

“1 will burn you, then sset fire to the planesss,” he cried,
casting spells of fire at me. | harnessed my own magical
energies to counterattack.

“The flamesss will consume you,” he growled, and his
growling was the sound of bonfires burning. But my spells
drove him back, until he could retreat no further.

“The skies shall be flamesss, and all life shall be as
torches,” he whispered, just before my spell knocked him to the
ground, and put out the last of the fire floating about him. |
hurried over to the crumpled form of Ignus. He was dying,
almost dead. | kneeled, and gathered his body in my arms. He
spoke, so quietly I had to place my head next to his to hear him.

“Master forgive me. | have betrayed your teaching.” | had to
accept that some tormented figures from my past | could never
help; indeed almost all were like Ignus, penned in the dead book
and beyond my reach for good or ill. | gently laid Ignus’ body
down upon the ground again.

Now that | had a chance to look around the room, | realized
the statues were of me. | examined each statoedering why
they were here. As | did, | noticed a peculiar stone hidden
behind one statue. The dark stone was covered in dust, as if it
had been sitting there for years — it looked like a piece of one
of the statues that was chipped away. A tracery of strange runes
and markings covered the stone’s surface.

It felt strangely familiar somehow. As | touched the stone, a
mouth appeared on the side, and began speaking, in my voice; it
echoed, as if speaking within a great chamber.
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30 Morte, Part |

should know. Go on, ask me some questions about the Planes,

or the chant, or the people, or the cultures — when you end up

like me — without eyelids, that is — you end up seeing a lot of

things, and | can tell you almost everything you need to know.”
“It's like this: We're in this together, chief. Until this is

over, | stick like your leg.”

Companions’ Fate 423

leave until we are rejoined and the man we follow has resolved
this matter to a satisfactory conclusion.”

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 your offer to
abandon my friends. As for the ‘small’ price he will pay at your
hands, it is the equivalent of death to him. | have traveled with
this man for some time, and there are many things | do not 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 struggled for to reach this
place. He has suffered much, and | find my sympathies lie with
him rather than the arrogant creature that postures before me
and fights as aoward fights, preferring to kill from a distance
where his opponent cannot reach him.”

“You shall torment him no more.”

TANAR'RI... PERHAPS YOU DOUBT MY POWERS HERE, 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, as they
sought one another’s destruction. Long moments passed before
one figure slumped to the ground; the standing figure, a barbed
shadow, moved off.

* k *

“Processing. Plane: Negative Material. Location: Fortress of
Regrets.” Nordom exchanged clicks with his crossbows,
reassuring them; or perhaps they were reassuring him. A
barbed, ethereal form glided out of the darkness.

AH, THE ROGUE CONSTRUCT.

“Sense of closure imminent.”

YOU HAVE OVERSTEPPED YOURSELF. SUBMIT.

“You wish harm upon one who has aided Nordom at cost to
his selves. Nordom will attempt to stop you. Prospect of
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32 Hive Market

Another incident from my past. | gave the woman a few
coppers, walking on and straining vainly for any memory that
would connect with this incident.

An area of the market ahead was filled with debris. A

broad-shouldered woman was shuffling about amongst the huge
beams lying on the street. She kicked at the beams with iron-
shod boots; every once in awhile, she bent down and wrenched
anail from one of the boards with her bare hands. She held each
one up, appraising it, then dropped it into a leather sling bag.
She straightened up, hearing my approach. She smiled politely,
but from her stance and the way her hand rested close to the hilt
of her weapon, | could tell she was ready for trouble. | noticed
one of her eyes had amilky film over it.

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

“Who are you?” She pulled three nails from her sling bag,
tossing them spinning into the air and catching them in her
palm.

“Iron Nalls, they call me.” She dropped them back into the
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 dabus have
changed the streets ‘round again. Don’t know how to get there,
now — I'll need to chart a new path — but | figure the dabus'll
straighten things out eventually.” | had heard that term before,
and wondered at it.

“Dabus?”

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

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

Dabus — | realized | now had a name for the mysterious
floating creatures | had seen performing work about the city. |
noticed a stench about this time. The smell like a sewer was
getting worse as | moved forward, rising above the usual
miasma | had already associated with the Hive, and which | was
learning to ignore.
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COMPANIONS’ FATE

Ignus appeared in a shadowed hall. He looked around, not
knowing where he was, but sensing his surroundings. He spoke
out loud of what he had found.

“Great power isss here." A spectral, barbed form had glided
forward as Ignus stared about himself.

I HAVE NEED OF YOU. THERE ARE CREATURES THAT MUST
DIE. Somehow, Ignus knew those the figure had mentioned
included the master he respected/hated. Ignus followed the
spectral figure as it moved away, his laughter echoing about
him.

* k%

Morte looked around. There was no sign of the chief, or of
anyone else. From his previous trip to the fortress, Morte knew
it was impossible to find the chief on his own. He would have to
wait for the chief, or someone, to find him. In the meantime, his
best defense would be to play dead. Morte had a lot of
experience being almost dead, and he thought he could give a
convincing performance.

* k%

“Shadows.” Dak'kon identified the forms about himself.
One, more barbed and less a hole in the light than the others,
addressed him.

AH, THE GITHZERAI. | REMEMBER HIM WELL... SUBMIT.

“I may be bested in battle, but | shall never be defeated.”

YOU CANNOT HOPE TO DEFEAT ME.

“I have been here before. This time | shall never leave.”

so BE IT. The speaker moved off, but the other shadows
flowed inward, until it seemed as though the darkness itself had
moved to cover Dak'kon from view.

* k%

“Its so cold here,” Annah muttered to herself as she walked
down the dimly lit passageway. The shock of finding herself
alone in this place had thrown her normal skills into hiding. She
did not notice the barbed shape until she nearly ran into it.
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34 Hive Market

me uneasily. “Tell you the story | can, | will, but three coppers
must | see.” His face split into a smile as he said the word
coppers, and his reeking breath hit me like a hammer.

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

“Cursed, I! Walked the wards in splendor...” He stood up
stiffy, nose high in the air. He sauntered back and forth,
nodding to invisible passers-by. Reekwind froze, his arms
akimbo.

“Crossed paths with a crossed one. Had the looking of a
pumpkin, his seeds, curses!” Reekwind then thrust his belly out
S0 as to appear fat, slicked back his hair with his filthy palm so
he looked almost bald, and began drumming his fingers on his
‘fat’ belly. He then walked about, circling the spot where his
‘stuffy, upper class persona’ used to be. “All-a-jumble with
curses, this one was.” With a sneer and a careless gesture,
Reekwind tossed an invisible curse at the ‘stuffy persona.’

“Knew my name, let it slip | had, | had, all it took, took it
alll” He stiffened up again, inhaling deeply and resuming his
‘upper class’ persona. The persona suddenly crumpled, and
Reekwind broke wind violently, then exhaled, filling the air
with his foul, reeking breath. “Cursed with stenches, smells,
excrement! Came here to tell tales, all good for, all good for
now. Now Reekwind is the name, given name, given name...”

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

“Spireward, spireward...” He pointed to his left, at the
charred alley in the distance. “An Alley Biangerous Angles.”

He bent his limbs in a twisted parody of one of the skeletal
buildings. “Not always angled, not always burned and charred,
once alive, no longer.”

“Flames, fire!” He flung his hands up in the air, then waved
them to simulate flames. “The alley burned, great smoke, ash
everywhere... in the end, onsteletons of buildings left, bones
of dead buildings, bones of dead buildings. Angles...
everywhere, angles.” He hunched forward, his voice a whisper.
Again, the stench from his body hit me like a wave.

“Dangerous, now, bad men have set up their kip there, kip
there.” He bowed, then broke wind in quick spurts, like a bugle
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shadows and from you. Should you die here, your immortality
will hunt for the closest living thing in the Fortress, and that is
the one that shall die in your place. You must leave here, 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 Fortress, my Love,
only the shades of those who have died in your place. The
energies of this Plane feed them, and their hatred for you is
beyond all reason. They will not permit you to leave.” She
threw a glance at the walls of the Fortress. fidbenter, | beg
you!”

“But — my allies are in there. | cannot leave them. Do you
have any idea where they might be?”

“If you brought others, then they were cast from you when
you arrived — it is the nature of this place to divide living
things... then kill them.” She looked distraught. “The Fortress is
a thing of many miles — finding your friends here will be
difficult.”

“I have to find them. There is no choice in the matter.”

“Very well, my Love... if you intend to go on, you must
know this — past the entrance to the Fortress is a great
antechamber with countless shadows. You must move swiftly
and not let them gather about you, or you shall surely be slain!”

“One thing more...” Deionarra paused, as if trying to catch
a fleeting memory. “Within... within the chamber are great
clocks...” Her voice became steadier, more certain. “Clocks
which you spoke of once as having been the key to you
escaping that chamber... when you were trapped there once
before.” She looked at me. “I know | cannot stay you from your
course, my Love — | shall watch for you, and help you if |
can.”

“I brought your ring, Deionarra. | found your legacy to me.”

“The ring still holds a part of me within it, my Love. When
you carry it, you carry my heart with you.” She closed her eyes
for a moment, and | suddenly felt a warmth pass through me.
Deionarra opened her eyes, then smiled. “I knew you would
return to me with it in your keeping. Carry it now with my
blessing, and keep it close to your heart. Through it, | will
defend you.”

“You have my thanks, Deionarra. | must go now.” At my
words, Deionarra faded from sight.

| returned the way | had come, and then continued past the
spot at which | appeared. The walkway ended at a circular
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36 Hive Market

his own desire to fuel the casting. They made his body a door to
the Plane of Fire — they intended to kill him, kill him...”

“Failed, failed...” Reekwind broke wind again, as if to
accentuate the failure of the wizards. “Ignus lived, Ignus lived,
only slept, blanket of flames, flames, turned in his sleep as he
burned, never happier, never happier...” He shut his eyes,
wrapped his arms around himself and turned slowly.
“Burning... ever-burning...” His eyes suddenly snapped open.
“One day he will wake, and then, then the Planes shatl”

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, this elicited a demand
for more copper to hear a story. | agreed.

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

“A liar, a cheater, a man who twisted law, Pharod was.” He
hunched over, as if writing at a desk. He ‘wrote’ for a moment,
then suddenly stopped, afraid. “Then one day, he found that he
had twisted himself!”

“Such a liar he had become, that when he died, he was to go
to a horrible place...” Reekwind shook his head sadly, then
hunched over again and looked wildly in all directions. “Pharod
would not accept it, would not, would not! He had cheated
others, he would cheat his fate, too!”

“He read, dug in books, and consulted seers...” Reekwind
stalked back and forth, his hand over his eyes as if staring off
into the distance. “...and they told him that only in trash could
he find that which would let him cheat his fate.” Reekwind
broke wind again, then gave a reeking cough. “Perhaps they
lied...”

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

“Pharod threw away his position, his goals, and took up a
new title...” Reekwind stopped, then leered at me. He clawed at
his rags, shaking them. “And became a King of Rags! He would
rule the trash, have his subjects search it all, and find that which
he needed.” He shook his head. “He looks even now, even
now...”

Mortuary Portal 417

“Yeah... | know, chief. And | can't lie to you... | don’t
want to go... but | will. Just know that once we step through
that portal, it isn't going to be just aboydu anymore. This is
our lives you're playing with, and we don’t get back up when
we die.”

“Then why are you...”

“It's because of what Ravel said in the maze.” Grace’s voice
was soft, so soft | almost missed it. “Isn’t it, Morte?”

“What Ravel said, in the maze — she said you draw people
who suffer to you, like a lodestone.” Morte shook his head.
“Maybe it's becausgou've been suffering all this time. Maybe
when you end up settling things... maylell know a bit of
peace, too. Maybe.”

“Maybe so. Then... are you with me, Morte?”

“Why not, chief?” Morte shook his head. “I mean, we've
gone to everpTHER horrible plane in the multiverse | can think
of. Why not take that extra step over the cliff?” He gave a
rattling sigh. “Arevou ready? Because if you're not...”

| said | was, and together, myself and my companions, my
friends, we entered the portal.
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MAZED

| left the ruined building, troubled. | took a step... and found
myself elsewhere. | was alone. My surroundings were totally
different. | was standing on stone, formed into concentric rings.
There were gaps between the rings, although stone bridges
connected the rings at irregular intervals. The rings themselves
also had gaps in them.

When | looked down between the stones, all | saw was a
gray nothingness. There were only a limited number of rings as
well. Beyond the outer ring was more of the gray nothingness,
as though the space | now occupied was somebhmwwded.
Arches were placed regularly along the next to outermost ring,
each arch | soon learned contained a portal. However, the
portals only transported me across the rings; none seemed to
lead out.

As | was verifying this, | noticed a place that wasn't bare
rock, where rubbish was piled. | moved to investigate, and
found someone before me had camped here. | found a curious
object at the camp site.

It appeared to be some sort of journal. Sheets of dried
human skin had been stretched across a framework of bone, and
strangely enough, it appeared the sheets of skin had healed
together at the seams, forming the spine of a makeshift book. It
looked like the outer sheets of skin formed a cover for a series
of other skin sheets locked inside the bone frame.

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

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

| unlocked the bone frame, which unfolded with a neat
snap. | opened the book, and studied the pages... they were

Mortuary Portal 415

“Morte, | need you to tell me everything you can about the
Fortress... it's important.”

“This ‘Fortress of Regrets'... it stretches on f@AGUES,
chief. It's a Fortress, but it feels more likeeiaNE in itself, all
stone, all darkness, and shadows — everywhere, shadows. You
go there, and... you better be prepared.”

“What happened when we first went there?”

“Chief, 1 don't know what happened toou, but | know
what happened twE... | spent my time running from vault to
vault, those shadows crawling all over me, trying to bring me
down... then, | just... suddenly, we were ‘out,’ like someone
had pulled us back...”

“Hold on a moment. When you say ‘us,’ it doesn’t sound
like it meant just you and me.” Morte fell silent, but Dak'kon
answered in his stead.

“Know that | have walked your path many times.” Dak'kon
spoke slowly, as if measuring each word; his blade had become
a misty gray, as if Dak'’kon’s mind had drifted. “A portion of
your path isknown to me. Five walked the path to the Fortress.
Each died their own death.”

“But... who were they? How did they die?”

“l died the death of faith. The skull died the death of
courage. The woman died the death of grief. The blind archer
died the final and most merciful death, the death of the body.
You... you died the death of memory.” | recognized who he had
described, the same ones Fell had described to me. The skull
was Morte, the woman Deionarra, the archer Xachariah.

“Yeah...” Morte rattled, as if shivering. “Chief, at this
Fortress — there’s shadoweerywhere...”

“There was darkness there, and every shadow was
Shra'kt'lor.” Dak'kon’s voice was a whisper, and his dead black
eyes seemed to be staring at something just beyond me. “They
are tormented creatures. The wounds in your spirikranen to
them. They will attack you through them.”

“They spoke to me like the Pillar of Skulls...” Morte’s
voice dropped. “Theknew...”

“All right; look, you two: | need to know all you can tell me
about this Fortress...”

“The shadowssuffer. They know of torment. Theyknow
how to torture you with that which has wounded your heart.
When you face thenknow that you face that which has killed
you once.”
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40 Mazed

drooped so much that they had become tangled in his ragged
beard.

| greeted him. The man stopped in mid-snarl, and he
reached up to part the curtain of hair that covered his eyes. As
his withered hand pulled away his dirty locks, several strange,
puce-colored bugs fell from his hair and scattered across the
cobbles. Behind the cloak of hair, the man’s flesh was moon-
pale and creased with wrinkles. His thick, bushy eyebrows
formed a ‘V’ as he stared at me.

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

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

The man frowned, but his eyebrows tilted upwards in a
reverse ‘V,’ creating a bizarre expression. | had no idea how he
accomplished the facial expression, but it made me
uncomfortable watching the muscles beneath his face shift into
the new pattern. | couldn’t tell whether he was angry, curious,
both or neither.

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

“ ‘A single kiss speaks a woman'’s heart, but a man’s answer
is what you would prefer?’ Very well, then, but know this: my
answer is a question, and an answer from you is what | would
prefer.” The man seemed mesmerized by my voice. With every
word | spoke, a light flickered in his eyes.

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

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

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

“I'm looking for a lost journal. Do you know where | might
find one?” He frowned, squinted his eyes shut, then opened
them back up. When he spoke again, his voice was level and
straightforward... it was like a different, saner, person was
speaking. The effect was eerie.

“More than one lost, more than one must you find. Each
part of you had one, so more than one must you find.” He
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MORTUARY PORTAL

| had entered the Mortuary, seeking a portal. | was now near the

site of my first memories, of awakening on a slab here. There

was something about the arch in front of me... something
hauntingly familiar. A bone-numbing chill blanketed the air
between these two black pillars, as if the arch itself bordered on
some other, colder space. For some reaseRgW this was the
portal to the Fortress of Regrets... now all | needed to do was
open it.

I clenched my teeth and dug my fingernails into my left
forearm; with a dry, tearing sound, | peeled off a strip of skin.
The chill between the pillars became stronger, almost
hungering, as if the portal had opened a crack...

| pricked the tip of my index finger; before the wound could
heal, | squeezed forth several drops of blood. As | prepared to
scrawl my regret, a series of images floated across my mind... |
whispered the words to myself, but the regret echoed through
my mind.

“I regret the deaths I've caused, here and across the
multiverse.”

| scrawled the regret onto the scrap of flesh... but my rapid
healing forced me to stop often to re-open the cut on my finger
and squeeze forth more blood. Several moments later, | had
finished, my blood glistening on the scrap of skin... a
combination of my flesh, my blood, and my regret.

As | watched the bloody regret dry, a wave of cold washed
over me. | looked up; the black pillars to either side of the arch
were glowing softly, motes of misty blue light drifting from
their sides to form a shimmering curtain between them. Beyond
the curtain, | could barely make out a weathered stone causeway
leading into darkness. | asked if Nordom was ready to proceed.

“Query: Received. Re®nse: Nordom is readied and
waited. Awaiting to profess further directives.”

“Actually, it's ‘process'... never mind. Fall-From-Grace?”

“l have come this far, and it would be rude of me to retire
before the final hour.” She smiled slightly. “Even if you were to
ask politely, | would not permit it.”

“It seems | have no choice, then... Annah?”
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42 Smoldering Corpse

SMOLDERING CORPSE

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

“Step right up, come see the burning man! Try to put him
out, buy him a drink. He’s thirsty. He’s on fire. He’s red hot.
Come on in. Come on in, see what | mean!” | paused, glancing
at the building behind the tout. Seeing me stop, he yelled to me.

“Come on in cutter! Come on in cutter, you're goin’ ta love
this!” The building was evidently a bar; this seemed like a good
place to gather information. | entered. To my surprise, there was
in fact a flaming corpse, twisting in mid-air above red hot grills
set in the floor.

There was a woman standing nearby, with fading bruises on
her face and arms and a look of despairing longing in her
sunken eyes. She might have been pretty once, but those days
were long ago. She turned slowly to face me. Life poured into
her features, and the spark of sardonic light that danced in her
eyes now made me wonder if my eyes weyeeiving me.

“Welcome to the Smoldering Corpse, scarred man.”

“Who are you?”

“I? 1 am Drusilla. And you must be clueless. Don’t ask me
how | know that. It just shines off you.” Ignoring the
interjection, | asked a question.

“What can you tell me about thisgae?”

“Here? This is the Smoldering Corpse, though the person
smoldering ain’'t dead yet. He's just keepin’ himself alive ‘til
someone comes along to help him out. Sods who like to see
people in pain come here. Fiends like it. Folks who don’t much
care for bein’ bothered come here too... the name alone keeps
out most of the berks.”

“Who is that burning by the entryway?” That despair | saw
on her face before flitted across it again like a black-winged
shadow before she mastered herself.

“That's Ignus, one of the greatest wizards ever to come out
of this slummy excuse for a cesspool. They caught him and they
opened a channel to the plane of Fire through him, and now he’s
just a doorway for it, keepin’ himself alive by force o’ will
alone. If someone could douse him for a few moments, it'd give

Sigil 411

Mebbeth nodded — every movement was pained. “Aye, my
precious one...” She winced as she took a breath. “Seeing ye
here... itis like an echo. Little time remains... the threads, these
Ravels... they are unraveling as we speak.”

“Are you in pain?”

She nodded. “Yes... yet it is the irony which hurts the
most...” She gave a sickly smile. “An act of kindness, thrice
repaid... it is the way of the Planes that my few acts of kindness
should be the death of me.” She laughed softly. “Yet | have no
regrets...”

“I have questions, Mebbeth. Can you t—"

She held up her hand to silence me. “Precious man... |
would have ye hear me, this last time...”

“Very well...”

“Precious man...” She sighed. “All's | wished to do was set
the Lady free of her Cage... for ye, all's | wished for ye was to

live... and for me daughter, I...” She sighed. “There is a saying
on the Planes... that a hag's kindness is crueler... than her hate,
and poisons all it touches...” | thought to myself, that we had

seen the truth of that. But that was only a momentary thought,
and unworthy of the Ravel | had come to know. | shared my
true thoughts with the sliver of Ravel before me.

“I'm sorry things turned out as it did. If | could have saved
you, | —"

“I am dying now...” She blinked her rheumy eyes. “My
end... it's traveling from all of time’s directions, all of Ravel's
threads are unraveling...” She coughed. “Yet...” Her gray eyes
locked upon me. “Mayhap not all is lost... one of my black-
barbed seeds from the maze... did ye bring one with ye?”

“Yes. Here.”

“Ah..."” She took the seed gingerly, and she slipped it into
her graying locks. “So the Unity-of-Rings is served...” With a
flickering glance, she raised her hand and beckoned me to come
closer. | stepped close to her, kneeled down.

She whispered something softly under her breath, then
clasped my head in her hands and placed a paper-thin kiss upon
my forehead. | closed my eyes as her lips touched my skin...

“May the Planes receive you kindly, Mebbeth.” |
murmured.

When | opened my eyes, Mebbeth was gone. The tears | did
not know | had when | stood over Ravel's body flowed freely
now, running down my cheeks.
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44 Smoldering Corpse

I reached into my socket and popped my eye into the pam
of my hand. The bartender helpfully severed the optic nerve,
and directed my hand to the jar of goo that sat on the bar. |
deposited my eye in the preservative, wrapped my fingers
around the old one, and dlid it into my empty socket. The pain
of this entire operation was incredible. After a moment, though,
| could feel the optic nerve reattaching itself to this new eye...
and suddenly, | was hit by a flash of memory!

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

Memory flash: Three toughs surrounded me, in the colors of
an enemy | couldn't quite place. Long daggers glistened in their
hands, and the light glinted cruelly from their exposed teeth. |
glanced at my scarred hands, and knew that soon they would be
covered in blood...

Memory flash: An enormous frog-like creature came
bounding over/through/under chaos-stuff, headed for me with a
mouth full of teeth. | hurled my javelin through the shifting
matter and pinned the creature to a sudden stone plinth...

| realized | had recalled some of my lost fighting skills.

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

| saw a slightly stooped old man with a full grey beard and a
lion’s mane of grey hair. He wore a couple of shoulder guards
as armor, and he kept a helmet nearby. He smoked a pipe and
carried a pouch of tobacco aral his waist. He looked pretty
strong, but he was a little plump and also appeared to have some
sort of breathing trouble.

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

“Greetings, Ebb.” His handshake was firm.

“Now, | hereby tender my apologies for the unfair jesting,
lad. Hope no hard feelings; can | buy you a tankard or two of
something to smooth any ruffled feathers?” | hadn’t taken any
offense, and nodded agreement.
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“Powerful is that one. You shall not best him, and you shall
not be able to wrest your mortality from his cold grip. It is lost
to you. You have embarked on an errand undertaken only by
fools.”

“Foolish | may be, but I will know more about this keeper.”

“A man’s mortality is a compass that points his way in life.

If it may be grasped like an object, much can be learned about
the nature of the man it was torn from. Your adversary knows
more about you than you will ever know. He has watched you
and studied you across many of your half-lives. | know his

heart. He will not return that which you seek.”

“What will you do when | have left you, Trias?”

“I shall once again attempt to levy a host against the gates
of Paradise. They will not have me back, and there is no other
purpose to my existence.”

“Trias, have you forgotten the face of your father?”

“What do you mean?”

“The Upper Planes are the home of justice, beauty, and
goodness. They are also home to forgiveness. Go home. Admit
your error and beg forgiveness.”

He opened his mouth for an angry retort... and paused,
reflecting. He bowed his head. “You speak convincing words,
mortal, and their wisdom pierces me. | shall seek the
forgiveness of my fathers, and accept any retribution they
choose. If we meet again, it is my hope that | will be redeemed.”

Trias meant what he said now. Whether he would follow
through, or convince himself to betray his word as he had
betrayed so many others | did not know. | had a pressing
engagement; we returned through the portal to Sigil.
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46 Smoldering Corpse

“The tanar’ri, vicious killers who care for none but
themselves, and the baatezu war machine, all for law and order
under their infernal rules. The whole mess spills out into other
planes from time to time, and it's made the multiverse a less-
pleasant place to live.” | thought he might know something of
the man | sought.

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

“Well, now | don’t know everything there is to know about
oI’ Pharod, but | know some of the dark surrounding him. If
you're determined to track down that spider and nail him to a
wall, then | suppose | could spill some of the chant so you know
what you're tangling with.” He paused to tamp his pipe.
“Pharod dug his nest deep into Ragpicker's Square not too long
ago, got a bunch of collectors and gangs together and started
what one could almost consider a collecting faction... be that as
it may be...”

“Where can | find him?”

“Well, lad, if you're looking for Pharod, which | would say
is pretty barmy of you, you're a little off the beaten path. You
want to be finding Ragpicker's Square. Chant is that Pharod’s
set up his kip somewhere in the Square. Even an ol’ fella like
me who'’s been around the ring a few times don’t know exactly
where. | figure that Pharod wants to keep the dark on his
location dark. If you're all bound and determined to find
Pharod, go to Ragpicker's Square, and try and dig up Pharod’s
location from some of the locals. Try and be careful about it,
since there’s plenty in the Square that would make a gut-harp
outta you as soon as look atcha.” | then asked a question | had
been wondering about the city.

“Tell me of Sigil's layout.”

“Whew. Let me wet my tongue.” He took a pull from his
tankard. “The city floats above an infinitely tall spire — the
Spire. It lies on its side like a discarded wagon wheel, but
there’s no spokes that connect it to the Spire. It's divided into
six wards, each of them with its own function. Right now,
you're in the Hive. | think the purpose of the Hive is to be
squalor to the rest of the city’'s grandeur!” He laughed.
“Factions — philosophical clubs, or gangs if you prefer —
divide up the running of the city between ‘em.”

“Were you in a faction?” Ebb raised his hand as if to stop
me and laughed slightly.

“Oh, now, hold on, lad — I'm no has-been faction
member... they say, and they're right, that once ye're one of the
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“You would taint the essence of good with evil incarnate.
That sounds like betrayal.”

“There are many definitions of betrayal. One must live long
enough to experience them all. Even your life, were it not
fraught with forgetfulness, does not have the range of centuries
necessary to appreciate them. Such a betrayal is no betrayal at
all.”

“What really happened to your wings, Trias?”

“Baator’s fires burn hot indeed, but they are candles
compared to a father's anger.” He fluttered the burnt shreds of
his wings. “There is no pain like being cast from Mount
Celestia.”

“So you're fallen, then? Why should | believe any of your
words?”

“Speak not to me of treacheries and falling, mortal. 1 am
willing to sacrifice even myself that Good might triumph.”

“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. Stand down,
and we will not come to blows.”

“Is your foolishness so great that you wish to test your
pseudo-immortality against a true immortal? Step aside, human,
or we shall test this claim of yours.”

“Bring it on, Trias.”

“It has been a long time since | have wielded my blade
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 had done bringing
the citizens of Curst together proving effective. But | needed to
be sure | did not destroy him, since there was knowledge he had
| could get from no other source. Finally, Trias conceded he was
beaten.

“l yield to you this hour, mortal. My imprisonment has
weakened me... in my state, | am no match for you.”

“I still require knowledge from you, Trias. Tell me how to
reach the Fortress of Regrets.” Trias coughed bloody spittle
before answering.

“Before | tell you, | must exact a promise from you. You
must vow to spare my life.” | didn’t like the thought of leaving
Trias free to betray others, but | needed what he knew. | also
thought there was still a chance he could redeem himself.
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48 Smoldering Corpse

way of keeping them out that she hasn't spilled the chant to yet.
Be that as it may, it's kept Sigil from being seized by outside
interests.”

| now turned to another who had been sharing Ebb’s table,
silent up to now. | saw a soft-looking man with gentle, far-
staring eyes. He dressed in supple leather clothing, and carried
various implements of use and destruction about his body, such
as ropes, spikes, tinderboxes, and empty vials of air. He looked
half-gone — literally. There was an insubstantiality to his
existence, as if his essence had been partially leeched away. He
focused those eyes on me, and suddenly | found them gripping
and determined.

“Greetings to you, o seeker,” he said. He carefully set down
the mug he was holding, and gave me all his attention.

“I have seen the far reaches of the multiverse and returned
to tell the tale. | have walked upon the bodies of dead gods and
spun moonbeams in the Astral ahead of a thousand shrieking
githyanki knights. | have passed the edges of existence and
watched my essence shiver away before me. What is it | can do
for you?”

“Who are you?”

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

| talked to him for a long while about the different planes.
The Inner Planes of matter, substance, true physicality. The
Ethereal Plane, through which the Inner Planes were filtered, to
form the elements of the Prime Material, the worlds of mortals.
In the Prime Material belief was born, from which the spirits
that created the Outer Planes were born. When mortals died,
their spirits passed through the Astral Plane.

The Outer Planes and the beings which inhabited them were
created by and of belief and thought and faith. The Outer Planes
were divided by travelers into the Great Ring, of which Sigil
was a part. This Great Ring was of immediate interest to me,
and | questioned Candrian closely on the planes which make it.

The lawful Upper Planes. Candrian gave a small shudder
when describing them. “I am not the best person to speak of the
planes of law,” he said, “for the innate structure and ultimate
patterns they impose frighten me. | steer clear of them, because
| value my individuality more than | value the knowledge they'll
bring me. They include regimented Arcadia, nearest of the good
planes to the unbending order of Mechanus, and Mount
Celestia, home of the archons, an island in the Silver Sea.”

Carceri 405

“The deva rose from the ground and condemned the town’s
iniquities. A great confusion arose as the buildings tumbled
around us — and then we arrived. There is only one way to
combat Trias — and that is to weaken him by good deeds and
turning the townsfolks’ minds away from chaos and evil toward
goodness. Otherwise, he shall surely triumph.” He looked about
himself. “I have work to attend to. Should you require resting,
seek the old barracks or the distillery.”

We moved about town. The citizens blamed one another for
what had happened. | tried to convince any we met that they had
to work together, that it was their only chance for Curst to
return to the Outlands. A few gehreleths had already entered the
town, sensing victims. We destroyed those we found. We were
also forced to kill those citizens of Curst who refused to stop
fighting one another.

As we approached the administration building, a figure
approached, a hermit who | had last seen in the tunnels beneath
Curst before freeing Trias. The dirty man, hunched and crabbed
with age and darkness, his lank, greasy hair flying from his
shoulders as he looked around, blurted out, “Kyse the caretaker
told me you'd be along. You've done a fine job of weakenin’
him... the town’s chaos is subsidin’ and his plan ain’t workin’
so well. Head up and finish the job.” He was referring to the
administration building.

“How do you know this?”

“I can feel him up there, waxing and waning like a burning
moon. | carhear him wondering when you will come. He aches
for confrontation.”
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50 Smoldering Corpse

reason. They are unpredictable and murderous, and the few you

can trust are few and far between. The few | have met who I'd
trust, | still don't trust entirely — they are creatures of chaos
and evil incarnate, and if they're putting on a friendly face,
who’s to say it's not part of a larger agenda?”

The Boundary Planes. “There are two Boundary Planes to
my mind, and they are diametrically opposed. One of them,
Mechanus, is the very essence of law, a place where beliefs fit
together, interlocking, turning, in a massive machine that is the
entire plane. Some folks'd have it that the gears of Mechanus are
the engine that drives the planes. The other plane is Limbo, a
swirling morass of Chaos that follows no rules, none, and just
when a body thinks he’s classified its behavior, it goes and
changes on him — or it doesn't. You just can't tell. | was in
Limbo not too long ago...”

He closed his eyes, remembering: “I had a githzerai guide
with me, an anarch who could shape the illogical matter of the
plane into forms of his desire. We had fought off the harrying of
the slaadi, the chaos-creatures who call that plane home. It
seemed there were more than usual, but then, one can never tell
what's ‘usual’ in Limbo... but | digress. In the midst of all this
chaos, we came across a series of huge, metal, interlocking
cubes, like some sort of puzzle box. It wasn’'t something we had
shaped, consciously or not, and we couldn’t find a way inside. It
was like... like a bastion of order within the confines of
disorder, a seed of law. That is the best | can explain it.”

The Outlands. “The Outlands are absolute neutrality.
Probably the best place for a body to visit in the Outer Planes,
outside of Sigil, if you don’'t want to have a plane’s morality
forced into your heart. Everything balances out in the Outlands
— as it should be, for the plane that sits at the center of the
Outer Planes. Powers’realms are scattered about here, and there
are handfuls of ‘gate towns’ that open into the rest of the Outer
Planes. The gate towns usually mirror the philosophy of the
plane their gates open on to — and if the balance of belief isn't
kept in the town, the town slips into the nearby plane. It's a bad
situation for everyone, because few of the folks in the towns
reallywant that change.”

He had also just come back from the Negative Material
Plane. When | asked him of it, his eyes clouded over. “I went to
the Inner Planes to discover my true essence. | made the mistake
of visiting the Negative Material Plane in order to understand
my body’s urge to decay and the cycle of death in life. | thought
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| now turned my attention to Fhjull. | approached where he
was working a one of the tables holding his achemical
equipment; he turned to me, and spoke.

“Feh! So you've returned! And what did the Pillar speak of?
Did it answer your insipid questions?”

“Tell me about Trias.”

“That skulking pseudo-child of light! That contemptible...
aggh... | mean no harm to him and his treacherous, lying, no-
respect-for-the-law ways! Feh! He is a deceiver, mortal, and
you should trust him in nothing. | mean this, of course, with all
due charity and...” Forked-Tongue spat on the ground, “...
kindness. His dception has cost me an eternity... unless he
should die.” His toothy grin was surprisingly hopeful.

“How do | get out of this crater?”

“Feh... does this mean that you shall leave me to my
solitude once again? Then | proclaim, with as much delight as
possible, that the portal lies under the arse end of this creature’s
bones. It will return you to that groveling hovel town of Curst,
from whence you came, and | can think of few more befitting
ways for you to travel.”

Fortunately for Fhjull, | was as anxious to leave as he was
to see me gone. As we hurried from his home, | could hear him
talking to himself below.

“Feh! No matter... Something familiar about that one.”
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DAK'KON, PART |

This exhausted the short list | had gotten from the bartender of
those who might help, but | approached another table,
something drawing me. The man before me was old. His dry,
yellow skin had the scars of one who had traveled everywhere
and never rested long in any one place. His pinched face was
inhumanly angular, and his ears swept out from his skull,
tapering to points. He wore a loose-fitting orange tunic, and a
strange, shimmering blade was strapped across his back. The
blade looked to be a two-pronged glaive, made of some metal
whose surface swirled like afilm of oil on a pond.

The man turned to me, his eyes like polished cod. He stared
through me, and for a moment, | wondered if he might be blind.

The weapon suddenly turned a dead, flat black, mirroring the
man’s eyes.

“Are you all right?” | asked. He said nothing for a moment,
merely searched my face with his eyes, then he replied.

“Hail... traveler.” His voice was quiet and somber, like a
wind whispering through the branches of a great tree. The man
met my gaze, his eyes burrowing into mine. Hispegadrained
of its black color, resuming its shimmering | noticed before |
spoke to him. “Your eyes have the weight of one who has
traveled far to be in this place.” The man’'s gaze did not waver
from mine.

“I am known as Dak'kon.” The emphasis he placed on the
word known struck me as odd... yet familiar at the same time.
“You... are notknown to me.”

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

“That is for the best. Iiknowing yourself, there would be
little in the Planes left wortltknowing.” He fell silent for a
moment, still studying me with his coal-black eyes. “I would
know why 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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think we both were really impressed with each other, so you
invited me off the Pillar, and I've kind of been with you ever
since.”

“Uh... what happened then?”

“Well, | didn’t know I'd lose most of the Pillar's knowledge
once | was out of it... | mean, how was | to know, I'd never
been off the damn thing... but you were pretty understanding
aboutit...”

“You lost all the knowledge you said you had...?”

My vision swirled again, making me dizzy, and | felt my
gut churn — | heard the cracking, snapping of bone, and
Morte’s howls — howling in pain, screaming for someone to
stop, to stogkilling him... and my hand, lashing out, again and
again and...

Echo: ‘DAMN 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 sounded like
metal — a floor or a wall, and the skittering of teeth knocked
free. | could hear Morte, mewling like a beaten dog for me 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, fading into his
chattering rhythm. | had doubted Morte, but he had been the
most faithful of all my companions. All those years with the
‘practical’ incarnation, and then the incarnations that followed,
those that didn't reject him outright must have always been
suspicious. He could have left at any time, but he hadn't.

“So, you realized | still had my uses, so | took up with you
and I've been with you ever since.”

“Morte, what did | want from the Pillar? And how long was
it that | freed you?”

Morte thought for a moment. “Well, as for how long, | don’t
know the exact count, chief — ages, | suppose. I've done all |
could to help you each time, but...” Morte sighed. “It's not
easy. And as for what you wanted at the Pillar, | don’t know —
once you pried me off, | couldn’t remember.”

“So you've stayed with me all this time?”

“Well, yeah, chief. | said | would. Morte always keeps his
promises.” He paused. “Well, most of them. Heh-heh. There
was this one chit on Arborea who —” | suddenly realized that
Morte’s tone had changed — past the joke, | realized he was
trying to hide something. Something about why he was with me.
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54 Dak’kon, Part |

“Do you know yourself?”

Dak’kon fell silent. His coal black eyes took on the same
distance that | noticed when | first spoke. | sensed this question
was important, so | pressed him.

“| ask again: Do you know yourself?” When Dak'kon spoke
again, his voice had changed; his words echoed, like a great
stone dropped into a chasm. It looked like he was forcing the
words from his chest.

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

“Perhaps | was being too kind phrasing it as a question: Tell
me.” The answering words came out of Dak'kon slowly, as 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 sand. “I dokmotv
why. | know it has happened, butkhow not the how, nor the
when... nor how td&know myself once more.” | felt a sadness at
these words, which | was careful to keep on the inside, away
from Dak'kon, for it was obvious he would not appreciate it. |
turned to a more neutral subject.

“Can you tell me about this city?”

“It is known by the name ‘Sigil.” Among the People, it is
known as the city that does nkiow itself.”

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

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

“The city exists in opposition to itself. It has set itself apart
from the planes, yet it seeks to be everywhere at once. Its walls
are doors, yet it keeps these doors locked. Such an existence
tells of a thing that does nkiow itself. In notknowing itself, it
is flawed.” | considered his statement, and formulated a
counter-argument, displaying a suppleness of mind which | 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. What if these
contradictions are strengths that you cannot see?”

“To your question, a question: What if the city is flawed,
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 rather than explore
the possibility that something greater may exist. That suggests
you are flawed... and that you do not search for knowledge, but
only for a convenient answer.” Dak'kon fell silent.
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MORTE, PART I

| needed to talk to Morte, after the experiences of the Pillar of
Skulls. | took Morte aside, and asked him again how he ended
up on the pillar. Morte had aready regained his insouciant
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 it's more like the
pillar of heads. To hear some bashers tell it, stipposedly
made of the heads of berks, mostly sages and scholars, who
used their knowing of this and knowing of that when they were
alive to stretch the truth a little... so much they might 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 | knew a lot of things
when | was alive. And maybe when | did know something, |
didn't always tell the truth about it. I'm thinking that when |
bent the truth once or twice, | may have led to someone getting
penned in the dead-book sooner than they should have.”

“It was me, wasn't it?”

Morte looked at me for a moment. “Yeah. | can’t saw |
know it, chief, but | think so. | think you were the one that got
me sent there; the last twig in the bundle before the whole load
snaps. Thing is, | can't remember what happened — | don't
even remember being human, or what my life was even like
before | woke up on the Pillar.”

“Why did you forget?”

“That's pretty much the way of things when you die, as I'm
sure you're no stranger to. You just... forget. | figure | wasn't a
sterling member of the community when | was alive... but hells,
who is?” Morte sighed. “It's just that | can't help it. Nothing's
worse than beingonest all the time.”

“Except being sentenced to the hells. That sounds a lot
worse than telling the truth.”

“Yeah... you're right.Again.” Morte clicked his teeth; the
way he did it reminded me of someone drumming their fingers.
“I guess just all that good and evil and lying and cheating
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56 Ragpickers’ Square

RAGPICKERS' SQUARE

We spent the night at the inn, sharing a common room with a
Bariaur, a centaur-like creature, and a crazed man who kept
muttering about his fork.

Early next morning | set out for Ragpicker's Square, where
| thought for sure | would find some word of Pharod. A
miserable place it was, full of piles of trash, and broken down
buildings that looked as though they would soon collapse and
add new piles.

As | entered the square, | noticed several figures draped in
filthy, tattered brown robes, a long hood concealing most of the
face from view. This costume | had learned to associate with
collectors. | approached one. | saw his eyes narrow beneath 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'm tryin’ ta
do, but ye'd think the Dead Powers had packed up their kip an’
left the Planes, the way people are stayin’ healthy an’ all.”
There was a sudden gleam in his eye: “We had a pox last
month, an’ it was a glorious time, it was... bodies stinkin’ ta the
high heavens, an’ plenty of jink ta be had, too.”

“Why are you looking for bodies?” He looked surprised.

“Well, y'haul the blighters ta the Mortuary. There, ya talk ta
the Dusties, haggle a little, an’ get a few bits of jink. The
Dustmen, they gather the dead... it's their job. They pay us ta
cover more area an’ bring any bodies we find ta ‘em. Then they
make sure that the blighter's body goes ta its proper place or
gets cremated. They're all serious about it, their barmy
philosophy, but it just means more jink for me.” He winked.

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

“Pharod... what about ‘im?" Despite the jink, he still
seemed hesitant.

“You seem suddenly wary... why?”

“Pharod, hmph!” He spat, snheering contemptuously.
“Ragpicker’'s Square is Sharegrave’s — me boss’ — territory,
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his screams!” Another, “Screams be damned! Tdrenent is
what's best for one so annoying as he! | shall yank his teeth out,
spit them into his brain pan and shake him like a babe’s rattle!”
And another, “Oo! Oo! I'll eat his eyes out!” | grabbed Morte
and thrust him into the Pillar of Skulls. My companions were
frozen; none could believe what | had just done.

The pillar heads cackled and sputtered with unholy glee as
Morte was sucked screaming into the thing’s awful core,
doubtless to suffer endless torment at the ‘hands’ of the other
severed heads. As the commotion began to die down, its heads
began cooing and whispering to one another. Suddenly, Morte
burst howling to the surface: “Aiieeee! Get me out! Please!
Please! | swear I'll never lie ag-!" ...and just as quickly as he
arose, he was pulled back beneath the pillar’'s surface. The 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
smiled grotesquely. EACH TIME YOU DIE, ‘IMMORTAL,” YOU
CAST A SHADOW... EACH TIME YOU DIE, ANOTHER DIES IN YOUR
STEAD. THESE SHADOWS... THEY GATHER, HUNGERING FOR YOU,
WITHIN THE FORTRESS OF REGRETS. HOW MANY TIMES HAVE YOU
PERISHED, NAMELESS ONE? HOW MANY HUNDREDS...
THOUSANDS... HAVE DIED, BECAUSE OF You?” The pillar
trembled with wicked glee; its heads pulled faces and gurgled
mockingly at me. | had begun to suspect that each of my deaths
had consequences, but now | knew the worst. Each time | died,
an innocent suffered. | needed to end my unnatural condition;
indeed, | needed to see | died no more deaths as long as | could
cause such random grief.

“Is that all you have to say, Pillar?”

The heads abruptly ceased their laughten. “vou BEAR
MANY NAMES; 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...
RESTLESS ONE... 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
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58 Ragpickers’ Square

was no match for Morte and myself, and folded almost
immediately with a wound from my knife in his belly. | noticed
Dak'kon, who had been silently watching, had joined in my
defense.

| considered asking Dak'kon what he thought of my actions,
but | was... apprehensive that | might find he did not approve. |
noted for later consideration that his mere presence seemed 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 well-kept fighting
knife. As | approached him, he stopped whistling and gave me a
curious look.

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

“Where's this Sharegrave fellow?” He nodded towards the
large, dilapidated house beside him.

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

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

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

| waited a moment, since | thought he might have more to
say, but he remained silent. | decided | might as well go in and
visit his boss, and see what he had to say.

There were three men in the main room of the house as |
entered. Two were obviously low level collectors, in dirty robes.
The third was different. Tall and lanky, this pale, grim-looking
man exuded authority despite his gangly and somewhat
awkward frame. A good portion of his left ear was missing;
what little that was left was a ragged mess of scar tissue, as if
the ear was bitten off, rather than cut. His narrow, shifting eyes
— almost mere slits — looked clever... and dangerous. This
must be Sharegrave. | greeted him. He spat out a reply.
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the heads noticed | was again aware, they gave me the answer to
my question.

“ALREADY YOU POSSESS THE 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, regret! Regret!”

“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 FORTRESS AND 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 me naught but
smug smiles. Finally, they spoke;3u 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 on this
pointless errand, who had thought nothing of betraying Fhjull
Forked-Tongue?

“OH, YES... THOUGH WE KNOW HIM BY HIS FULL NAME:
TRIAS, THE BETRAYER!” The pillar shook with mirth, the pile of
rotting heads tottering back and forth as it laughed at my
distress. A few of the heads chanted mockingly, “Betrayer...
Betrayer... Trias, 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
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60 Ragpickers’ Square

| ignored the collectors about the square. It was doubtful
they knew anything more than their boss. There was, however, a
wooden hut ahead. It didn’t look as far gone as most of the other
wooden structures about, so | determined to see if anyone was
inside.

There was one occupant. The squat old woman looked like
she had had all the color bled out of her — everything from her
hair, to her shawl, to her robe — all were shades of gray. The
only splotches of color on her came from several strange herbs,
which were tied to her belt by their stalks. The herbs made a
strangeswsshhh when she moved, like a broom.

The elderly woman turned and stared at me... and | noticed
the gray shades blanketing her body extended to her features as
well. Her hair was a wispy gray, and her eyes were like chips 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 back on my all-
purpose lie.

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

“Have ye not heard of OI' Mebbeth then, the midwife of the
Square? Have ye not now?” She narrowed her eyes, and her
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 sick, yank out
squealing, stubborn babes, mend cloaks or a rag or two, make
cures and herbs and other such.” She squinted at me, studying
my scars. “Be needin’ a cure or three, do ye then?”

“Aye, ye be needin’ some cures ta lookatcha. D'ye want ta
buy some, do ye...?” She glanced at the scars covering my body
again, then shrugged. “Too late ta be askin’ for them, I think.”

“Do you know someone named Pharod?”

“Pharod?! That — that — pah!” | watched as Mebbeth spat
once... twice... three times, then followed it by making a semi-
circle over her heart. “That gull tird! Whatcha be wantin’ 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 waynder the Square ta get ta that tird spider’s
kip.” She spat again. “Even talkin’ ‘bout him leaves a foul taste,
it does.”

“He’s under the Square?”
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BEST BE QuICcK.” 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 trembled as yet
another head oozed its way to the surface. After some of the
noisome slime had sloughed off, | recognized it as Pharod's. It
spit out a mouthful of bloody cysts and croaked, “Annah, me
darling child! Is that you?”

“Da! What yeh be doin’ in this place?” Annah cried.

The other heads remained mostly silent for a time as
Pharod’s spoke... only a few whispered quietly to themselves,
making wicked sidelong glances at Annah and her foster
father’'s head. “I was wrong, my dear girl, about the Sphere. It
wasn’'t enough, no, and now look where I've ended... | beg of
you, lovely Annah! Save your poor father! Save me! Oh, please,
save me! Save m—" But even as it spoke, Pharod’s mewling
head began to sink back into the Pillar’s core...

Annah stared hard at the pillar, eyes narrowed, her fists
clenched and tail rigid. A mixture of fury and anguish was
smeared across her trembling face.

“I wish we could help him, Annah. It's a tragic thing to
happen to anyone.”

Annah smirked, spat, and turned away from the pile of
rotting heads. She shrugged, but wouldn’t look at me. “No
matter.”

“Did you love Pharod, Annah?” Annah turned, eyes blazing
at me.

“He was myDa.” She bared her teeth. Hated him. He
only saw in me a way to scarper more bodies, more jink an’
more junk ta line his vault. ‘Annah dear,” ‘Annah lass, yeh're
the most precious thing in me vault,” he'd lie. An’ he'd lie. An’
he was weak o’ mind an’ weak o’ body. An’ he smelled o’
corpse rot an’ had all the feelin’'s 0o’ a vulture picking at a
corpse.” Annah'’s voice lowered, but the fire in her eyes burned
brighter. “And he was the only one ever ta show me a scrap o’
kindness. Is that what yalhanted ta hear, is it? Yelpleased
now, aye?”

“ENOUGH,” bellowed the pillar's stinking headswE TIRE
OF YOUR INSIGNIFICANT PRATTLE, AND WOULD KNOW YOUR
BUSINESS WITH US.”

The heads shifted sluggishly across the face of the pillar,
nodding and murmuring before speaking in its ghastly voice.
“ASK A QUESTION OF US, THEN, AND BE PREPARED TO HEAR OUR
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62 Ragpickers’ Square

Mebbeth set me a series of tasks before she would tell me
any more. | eagerly rushed to fulfill them, the urge to find
Pharod temporarily forgotten. | vaguely recognized the tasks set
me as tedious jobs often given to test the dedication of someone
just apprenticing in the art.

| spent the rest of the day running about the Hive, mostly
going between Mebbeth’s and the market. From my errands she
ended up with a crude frame made from a barbed plant, over-
starched rags and a container of fish ink. She spoke to me when
all was done.

“Ye've done well, child. All I've asked. Now, | ask ye again:
after all ye've seen, do ye still want to learn the art?”

“Yes. After all, the guiding goal of your errands was to test
my persistence, was it not?” Mebbeth smiled, then nodded.

“Yes... mayhap, child, mayhap.”

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

“Mayhap, child, mayhap... iffen so, what did yer senses tell
ye about them?” | reflected on what | had learned from those |
had talked to while running my errands.

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

Mebbeth was silent for a moment, then she walked slowly
over to me and touched me on the cheek. “Oh, child...” She
sighed. “Ye will be a master sorcerer one day, ye will. Ye have
the knowin’ of it, yet... ye've come to OI' Mebbeth for help, ye
have. What could a midwife teach such a one?”

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

“So ye'll walk the path then...” Mebbeth paused. “Well,
first things firstly: jest havin’ the knack for the Art isn’t enough.
Ye need some means of givin’ it focus: usually ‘spells.” The
spells are usually in a book. So the Art demands ye have a spell
book or its like a-fore ye ken cast spells. Ken ye read?”

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

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

| examined it. The writing on the recipe swam before my
eyes, each symbol twisting out of focus whenever | tried to read
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“Yeh mean lies!” hissed Annah. Morte continued,
unperturbed.

“... one of mysuggestions led to your death. One of them.
Maybe others. | don't really know; those memories are gone,
now.”

Morte stared at my feet — I'd never seen him look so
miserable. “Those memories, they... look, chief, | don't even
rememberbeing human. | don't remember what life was like
before the Pillar...”

Dak'kon, staring into the distance, spoke quietly. “It is like
cupping water in one’s hands.”

Morte glanced at Dak'kon, then me. “Yeah, | guess. And
that's pretty much the way of things when you die. You...
forget. | figure | wasn’t a sterling member of the community
when | was alive... but hells, who is?” Morte sighed again. “It's
just that | can’t help it. Nothing’s worse than being honest all
the time. But look, chief: if that pile of heads sees me, it'll want
me back —bad. You can't let that happen!”

“Hold it... why didn’t you tell me you knew me back in the
Mortuary?” Morte suddenly became defensive.

“Because | neveknow who you’re going to be! Some of
your incarnations have been stark, raving mad! One time you
awoke obsessed with the idea thatas your skull, and chased
me around the Spire trying to shatter and devour me... luckily,
you were crushed by a passing cart in the street. Another, ‘good
and lawful,” you tried to thrust me back into the Pillar, because
‘it's where | belonged.” “ Morte smirkedThat'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 to the
front of the Pillar — you've been here before, you know —
yammering and howling until you had noticed me. | begged to
be freed, swearing that I'd follow you, sharing my knowledge
until your final days... | just didn't realize how long 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 most of the
Pillar's accumulated knowledge once | was out of it. Piking
powers, didthat ever set you off! But you kept me around just
the same. And at first | felt ‘bound’ to you... that maybe your
sorcery had turned me into some sort of familiar. But after a
couple hundred years, | realized it wawre than that...
something deeper. More than just a debt of gratitude, too,
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64 Ragpickers’ Square

the frame until it looked like a small greenish-black painter’s
canvas. “It's missin’ something...”

“It needs something written on it...” She took the tankard of
ink | had given her and set it down next to her. She dipped one
of her fingernails into the tankard, then drew it out, mumbling
to herself. She began to scratch symbols onto the frame, one by
one, still mumbling to herself. Some time passed, before
Mebbeth looked up at me.

“All’'s done.” She stood, drying her ink-stained fingernail on
her robe. She tilted her head, regarding the strange, framed page
in front of her. “A page fer yer spell book, it is.” She indicated |
should pick it up.

| realized | was familiar with the purpose of a spell book. |
could copy spells into it in from scrolls | might come across,
and then memorize and cast those spells drawing on my own
control of magical forces. | could feel my knowledge of these
magical forces strengthening, and knew | would be able to learn
in days what would take others years of study to master. | could
see that Mebbeth knew | didn’t need her help any longer.

“All right child — don't tarry here any longer. One such as
ye has other ways to spend one’s time rather than hang around
OI' Mebbeth.”

“You're not so old.”

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

“Thanks for everything, Mebbeth.”

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

The was still enough time in the day to investigate the
entrance to Pharod’s Lair. | found a wooden walkway leading in
the general direction | had been told of, and followed it, careful
to avoid the planks that looked too rotted.

The causeway ended in an archway, which led only inches
into a small building before becoming blocked by a solid wall
of refuse. The rubbish was packed so tightly it may as well have
been stones and mortar. Morte was staring at something.

“Hold up, chief... look at this.” Peering down, | noticed a
number of dirty footprints that led into the archway... and did
not turn around. “There must be a portal through here or
something.”

“A portal? How do we open it?”
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portal will be active for you now.” | also asked how | could
return.

“Eh? Return? Why, | hadn’t thought of that. To return from
Baator, you need knowledge and a piece of jagged obsidian to
cut your tongue. That knowledge you will gain from the Pillar.
But there is no reason for you to return here. And no desire on
my part to see you again.”

| decided we needed a short time to rest before we moved
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, her eyes were a
strange shade of azure, a shade that spoke of sadness and tears.

“Ravel sees much with her black-brambled eyes, some
things which are hidden to other’s eyes, even things about their
own natures.” She shook her head slowly. “Sometimes...
sometimes, the pain makes itself known. | have learned it 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 makes itself
known, but | came to terms with my nature many centuries
ago.”

“Very well, th—" Grace gipped me before | could
continue.

“I thank you for asking about my well-being. Your concern
is not unwelcome.”

Grace had firmly shut off my concern. | stared at her,
seeking to see if she truly had her torment in hand. Her self
control was perfect, and she met my gaze with a slight smile.

Time to go. | gathered the others; together, we passed
through the portal to Baator.
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BURIED VILLAGE

The next day | headed back to the square, and followed the path
to the trash-packed arch. The junk | was carrying did, in fact,
open aportal. | entered, and reappeared on the other side of the
small building the arch was part of.

| followed the footprints in the dust a short way to a door,
which led underground. | hurried forward, only to redlize there
were a group of collectors just inside the doorway. | looked
around for my companions, but | had distanced Morte and
Dak’kon. Figuring that an air of confidence was my best
strategy, | moved forward, only to be blocked by one of the
berks, who held a naked blade. The others closed in around me,
all with drawn weapons. | drew my own weapon, but there were
too many to guard against, and | quickly went down, half a
dozen blades piercing me. My last thought was, don't let it end
this way.

| awoke on a blood-stained table. On one side were Morte
and Dak'kon. | realized | could recognize them. All my
memories since wakening in the Mortuary seemed to be intact. |
didn’t doubt for a moment that | had died beneath those blades.
But whatever had affected me in the past, this time death hadn’t
erased what | had learned.

| got up from the table, and saw someone else was nearby.
She was a blockish woman dressed in a heavy burlap robe. She
lumbered about the room, her joints popping as she bent to pick
up objects from the various tables. Her hair was bound back
from her head with a bone hairpin, and she had a sour, curd-
faced expression. She was mumbling to herself in a sing-song
voice.

| attempted to get her attention. The woman didn’t appear to
hear my greeting — instead, she stumbled back to one of the
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 he, Marta...? Yes,
yes he is...” From what | could see, it looked like she was
digging teeth out of the corpse’s mouth... with only her hands
and fingernails. When that didn't work, she pulled out a
splintered wooden chisel and a mallet émgacked at the gums
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that the closer one is to the primal nature of evil, the more true
they are to the ideal.” Grace continued to debate him.

“Feh and double feh! The tanar'ri beasts want to strip law
and order from the face of evil! Inexcusable! Intolerable! |
cannot —"

“From a baatezu point of view,” Grace said, “it may indeed
seem intolerable. However... Advocate, many tanar'’ri
philosophers would argue that the baatezu are to be no less
excused for excising passion from violence, excising passion
from the very essence of evil. The baatezu would replace rage
with cold methodical cruelty. And thus, the old debate
continues: Which is the greater evil? Efficient evil or passionate
evil?”

“Feh! You say that simply because you are... what you
are.” He waved his hand dismissively. “At least | am still
allowed to be cynical.”

“Where is this place?” | asked, drawing his attention back to
me.

“Feh. A blasted crater in the Outlands that reflects the
emptiness and hollowness of my life. Feh. | need little. Marrow
from the creature supplies me with food and the peculiar
energies of the place prevent scrying fools from finding me...
though idiots apparently can still find their way here.”

“What is this creature?”

“This is the skeleton of UI-Goris, the father of the goristro.
They're living, bearlike siege-towers, juggernauts of chaos,
huge, practically unstoppable, highly resistant to magic... and
UI-Goris’ bones, in the crater where he fell to his death, radiate
much enchantment that prevents magic to spy me, keeping this
pitiful frame alive for a few more desperate years. Feh!”

| decided | had spent enough time on the preliminaries. |
asked what he knew of my stolen mortality.

“Very well, very well.” He scratched his head. “If | recall
correctly — and there is so much | do not, thanks to that
accursed deva! — | have heard of a case such as yours. It makes
you immortal, does it not?” At my nod, he went on. “If so, then
death itself is no longer sacred. Feh. In my day, mortals
remained so and knew their place... now ebedy and their
mother has the disease of eternal boredom. We should have a
gathering and invite everyone across the Planes and offer them
immortal contracts... it would save all of us hard-working
baatezu a great deal of effort. Feh.”
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68 Buried Village

sell ‘em to the Dusties.” “ A peculiar thought entered my mind,
from behind that imagined wall which hid fragments of memory
from past lives.

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

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

“l am not going to watch this.”

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

“Check the intestines... anything could be lodged in there.”

| lay down upon the table, and Marta stood over me, a rusty
knife at the ready. There was a stabbing pain as she sliced into
my abdomen, then cut brutally downwards in a saw-like motion,
exposing my innards. Despite the pain, | watched in silent,
morbid fascination as she plundered my organs, humming to
herself...

“Ah!” There was a wrenching pain as Marta lifted up the
ropy mass of my intestines, blood and other fluids streaming
from it. “Look at this, Marta... look at this... | see, | see, cut
there, cut there...” Marta made a small, deft incision in the side
of one of the intestines, and | hearthang as something small
and metallic struck the floor.

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

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

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

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

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

“Fat-faced gimme-pig Quint, n’ the other crutch-hobble,
hobble-crutch Fair-odd Pharod, innit that right, Marta?” 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, Marta, isn’t
he...?” She nods. “Aye, Pharod is heres, Marta. One of the
buildings here, he is...”

| left her to her charnel work, exiting the room | had found
myself in. | discovered | was still underground, but in a mostly
open area beneath Sigil. There were enough people about to

Fhjull 385

this Fhjull, and his relation to the deva Trias. | asked him about
Trias.

“Feh! Years of service as an Advocate Infernus! Painstaking
detail and organization. | never questioned my superiors. | did
ALL that was asked of me. | punished those below me with the
cruelest and most inventive punishments when they failed.”

“ THEN... one slip, and it all comes crashing down! All due
to CHANCE. CHAOS. RANDOMNESS. And the lesser racesowder
why the baatezu wish the multiverse to be an orderly construct.”
He paused, hissing in anger. “The deva liedied. Trias the
betrayer tricked me into signing a contract, and I, blinded by the
possibility of capturing him, walked straight into his trap.”

“If he dies, the contract is over... but | have not been able to
find him, and if | did, how would | harm him?! What am | to
do? Even these treacherous thoughts make my mind burn in
pain. | wasso sure | had that paragon of self-righteousness. That
short-sighted greed cost me the rest of my centuries of glorious
conniving and entombed me in this sinkhole of good will.
Bleh.”

“And now | am cursed to do good deeds, to aid those in
need of aid. Feh! An eternity of curses on Trias! A pox on his
blessed aid! May all the dung heaps of Maladomini rain down
upon his head!” He ranted for a few more moments, and then
turned his attention back to me, and spoke through gritted teeth.
“My contract with the deva now bids me ask what | can do for
you.” | was not yet finished with questions about Fhjull,
however, and | was relieved to hear his contract with Trias
would force him to answer, although | was troubled by the
questions it raised about the deva.

“How did your wings get that way?”

“Oh, yes. Aren'’t they beautiful... ? Feh! They were the first
things to be stripped from me before my exile. Before | was
forced to flee the burning halls of my people, the wings were
taken as trophies by the lowdbishai, for banners in the Blood
War. My horns were snapped from my skull, and one was
hollowed out as a drinking horn for my Lord Bel, accursed be
his name across the Planes.”

“What can you tell me of the Blood War?”

“Feh! Have you drummed your skull against every rock that
falls from the mountain of ignorae? In the Lower Planes rages
the Blood War. There is not another plane that is not touched by
this conflict. Think of the most hideous war imaginable,
magnify it a billion times in time and scope, and you have a
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70 Buried Village

corpse on a Mortuary slab. “I know much you would know.
Much, yes. Much, indeed...” Pharod smiled slowly, the folds of
flesh on his face peeling back like a curtain.

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

“No, no... not free, the question you ask.” His pasty-white
hands tapped the edge of his crutch. “Much | can tell you, but
the telling has a cost.” Pharod tapped the flagstones with his
crutch and sneered. “This village is not all that lies buried
beneath Ragpicker’'s Square.”

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

“What is it? “ | asked resignedly.

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

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

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

“Why don’t you get one of your Collectors to search for it?”

“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 do not return.”
Pharod glanced at me. “Perhaps the dead will welcome their
own, hmmm? That is whathink, corpse.”

“Do you know where this sphere is?”

“Ah...” Pharod’s sigh was like shifting sand. “And why do
you suppose | ask you to look for it, corpse? | do not know
whereit is. | know it is buried deep, far deeper than any villager
has ever gone.” Pharogked. ‘1t may be in the catacombs
where the waters run deep, deep...”

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

“There’s a lot of knowing rattlin’ around in my brain-box,
corpse.” He held up a withered finger. “One of them is this bit
of wisdom: everyonavants something, whether they know it or
not. There is much | know about you... much that you would
want to know...”

Annah, Part |1 383

Annah stepped back, alarmed. “Nay — who knows what
would happen next — maybe my body'll turn fizene, it will!
Yeh and your lips keep your distance!”

The moment broken, | lead the way to investigate the giant
skeleton. | was done with Annah, at least for now.
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72 Buried Village

Do you deny it? Say that you do, for it means that you've lied
to me, and | will die because of it!”

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

“Lies that lead to the death of another are the blackest
thing...” Pharod tapped his crutch, wheezing slightly. “You'd
best keep your word, corpse, else the Planes will grind you like
a miller's wheel.”

I had another question | wanted answered by Pharod before
| left, although | suspected | already knew what he would say.

“I heard you have found a wealth of bodies, Pharod. Where
do they come from?”

“Does a mage tell the secrets of his craft? So it is with the
Collector...” Pharod frowned, studying me. “Perhaps | will tell
you... but you must promise that it is for your ears only.”

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

“Very well...” Pharod tapped the flagstones with his crutch
and sneered. “This village is not all that lies buried beneath
Ragpicker’s Square.”

“Chambers, vaults, corridors...” Pharod gave the faintest of
smiles, and his eyes gleamed like gold. “Places, black as pitch,
filled with weeping stones and the precious dead, all a-sleep 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 short, but
death lasts for so very, very long. Many people, many deaths...”
His stare traveled past me. “Such a waste for their deaths to be
useless in a Dustie’s arms, eh?” Pharod smiled, greedily.

“Not all the dead that goes to the Mortuary gate is fed to the
furnace, corpse. The Dusties bury some of the dead in the city’s
bowels. Under the village... so near, so close... is such a place.
| would have been a fool not to see opportunities...”

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

“These catacombs are as deep as a Dustie’s pockets.”

“And as deep as the greed of man.”

Annah, Part |1 381

ANNAH, PART I

We stood in a wind-swept, barren landscape. Nearby a huge
skeleton of afour legged creature dominated the surroundings. |
could easily have curled up and gone to sleep in one of the eye
sockets of the towering skull. A few of the local fauna attacked
us, but were quickly beaten off.

| pulled Annah aside to talk to her about something that had
bothered me since seeing Ravel in the maze. | tried to explain
about what happened when | kissed Ravel, but she cut me off.

“Aye,” Annah snarled, “don’t be comin’ and dredgin’ up
that wash. If yeh want tae lock lips with a fiend, kissing that hag
was probably theafest thing yeh coulda done.” She spat. “Now
stop rattlin’ yer bone-box: | donnae want tae hear another word
about it, | don't.” | asked another question, regarding something
Ravel had said.

“In the maze, Ravel said you were tormented... what did
she mean?” Annah frowned.

“She meantothing, 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. “I donnae why
I'm travelin’ with yeh! | donnae know why | went with yeh tae
find Ravel!” She frowned, but she seemed more confused than
angry. “It makes ngensg, it does, and | donnae like it.”

“l...” Annah took a deep breath. “I think | haveelings for
yeh. It feels strange, it does... | don't think I've ever liked
anyone. But yeh...” Annah gave a half-hearted shrug without
meeting my gaze. “lonnae know what it is about yeh, | mean
— yeh're daft a lot of times, yeh walk like yeh're hips are
broken, yeh're clumsy, yeh smell like a zombie, but...” She
sighed. “llikeyeh.”

| hesitated, torn. How could | explain to her that it would be
much better if she did not want me, that | feared for any who
followed me, that especially any who cared for me were
doomed? As | stood in indecision, Annah continued speaking.
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UNBROKEN CIRCLE OF
ZERTHIMON, PART |

Before deeping that night, | saw Dak’kon examining a small
round stone. To my surprise, it seemed to be comprised of a
number of interlocking circles, cunningly attached to one
another so the user could fold them back into a compact shape
when done. | wondered if this stone represented to Dak’kon
what my spell book did to me, and alowed him to memorize
githzerai magic. | asked him if he could teach me this magic.

“Know,” He replied, “that the way of the People is not the
same as the Art you have comekbow. It is not the energy that
gives strength. It iknowing the 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 stone. “To walk the
path of Zerthimon you mudtow of the People. Th&nowing
of such things by one not of the People is a difficult matter.
There are those not of the People who have heard the Way of
Zerthimon, but they do ndhow the Way.”

| was intrigued by my companion, and by this Zerthimon he
had mentioned. | was anxious to learn more about his
philosophy, and through it more aboutkba@n.

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

“Know that | have heard your words, and | shall test them.
To learn, you musknow the People. T&now the People, you
mustknow the Unbroken Circle of Zerthimon.” Dak'kon held up
the stone disk in his possession and his spider-like fingers
hooked into its sides. There waglick, and the plates of the
Circle slid into a new configuration. He reversed the motion,
sealing the stoneKhow the First Circle of Zerthimon is open
to you. Study it, then | will hear your words.”

| took the Unbroken Circle of Zerthimon from Dak'kon. |
mirrored the motions that Dak'’kon made upon the Circle, and
the plates gave way at my touch, the rings sliding into a new

Vhailor 379

Have you ever MURDERED another? I, however, felt no
desire to lie to him, instead | picked one of the many crimes
which | had committed.

“Yes... it was my hand, but not my mind, Vhailor. In one of
my previous incarnations, | murdered a man named Fin Andlye
because of the knowledge he possessed.”

You have ADMITTED to the crime. Vhailor's eyes flared
within his helm, and | had a sudden glimpse of the terfdnle
lurking within this spectral armadrhe GuiLTY shall be PUNISHED.

“But | have alreadybeen punished, Vhailor.” Vhailor fell
still.

I will HEAR of your punishment.

“Every time | die, Vhailor, | have lost my memories. | have
no sense of self, no sense of who | amwas, and | bear
thousands of scars in the mind and body from wounds | cannot
remember. Death rejects me, and | fear | shall never be able to
be at peace.”

Vhailor stared at me, his eyes burning brightly. | felt the
samestare as before, the tearing and peeling back of the skin, as
Vhailor seemed to dissect me. | felt a wave of nausea swim
through me, and a sensedsbwning, deeper this time... until
my vision almost faded to black...

You have been puNisHED. The mark of JusTiCE is upon you. |
SEE it upon your FLESH. KNOW THIS. There is MucH that cannot
be seen in you. | shall waTCH You. You HAVE BEEN punished. But
it will not save you from FUTURE punishments for CRIMES to
come. Once again | had come across refuse left by one of my
previous incarnations, the ‘practical’ one. Of the man Vhailor
who had been imprisoned, only a trace was left in this purified
avatar of justice before me. But what little | could do for the
man | would do.

“What defines justice, Vhailor? Whais it, really?”

JusTice is defined by Law.

“And what is law, Vhailor?”

LAW is the tool by which JusTiCE is served.

“And what makes the laws, Vhailor?”

LAW is defined by Jusrice.

“That's a circular argument, Vhailor — it's meaningless.
You say justice is defined by law, which is defined by justice.”

LAW — 1s— defined ly JusTicE.

“Living men and women make laws, Vhailor — are the
laws they make ‘just?’”

LAWS are JUsT.
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76 Unbroken Circle Of Zerthimon, Part |

| talked to Dak’kon about what | had read. He asked what |
had come to know. | knew he wasn't referring to the surface
story of how the lllithids enslaved his people, but what lay
behind it

“Strength lies in knowing oneself. | learned that once
someone does n&how themselves, they are lost. They become
tools for others.”

“You have come t&now the First Circle of Zerthimon. You
not only see the words of Zerthimon, you have comkntov
them.” Dak'kon held up the Circle and hooked his fingers
around the edges. There wadligk, and the plates of the Circle
slid into a new configuration. He reversed the motion, sealing
the stone. Know the Second Circle of Zerthimon is open to
you. Study it, then | will hear your words.” | read the second
circle.

“Know that flesh cannot mark sted{now that steel may
mark flesh. Irknowing this, Zerthimon became free.”

“Know that the tentacled ones were of flesh. They relied on
the flesh and used it as tools for their will. One of the places
where flesh served their will was the Fields of Husks on the
False Worlds of thdlithids.”

“The Fields were where the bodies of the People were cast
after theillithids had consumed their brains. When the brain had
been devoured, the husks came to be fertilizer to grow the
poison-stemmed grasses of th&hids. Zerthimon worked the
Fields with noknowing of himself or what he had become. He
was a tool of flesh, and the flesh was content.”

“It was upon these Fields that Zerthimon camérow the
scripture of steel. During one of the turnings, as Zerthimon
tilled the Fields with his hands, he came across a husk whose
brain remained within it. It had not been used as food. Yet it
was dead.”

“The thought that one of the husks had died a death without
serving as food for thdlithids was a thought Zerthimon had
difficulty understanding. From that thought, came a desire to
know what had happened to the husk.”

“Embedded in the skull of the husk was a steel blade. It had
pierced the bone. Zerthimon realized that was what had killed
the husk. The steel had marked the flesh, but the flesh had not
marked the steel.”

“Zerthimon took the blade and studied its surface. In it, he
saw his reflection. It was in the reflection of the steel that
Zerthimon firstknew himself. Its edge was sharp, its will the
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badgering of Annah had made me angry; how could anyone
who lived in the Hive and refused to be a victim not be guilty of
some crimes?

“Vhailor, stop this. Now. | won't have you questioning
her.”

JUSTICE gives me the RIGHT. Guilt cLoAKS her like a second
skin.

“I told you to stop, Vhailor, and | meant it.”

So the whore that is MERCY shows itself. WEAKNESS has
poisoned your heart.

“Has it? Then judge me, Vhailor — if you find me wanting,
then pass sentence ore.”

WHO ARE YOU TO QUESTION A SERVANT OF JUSTICE? YOU ARE
NOTHING. YOU ARE A SHELL. | WILL NOW SEARCH YOUR HEART. WE
SHALL SEE IF YOU ARE FOUND WANTING. As Vhailor's burning red
eyes fell upon me, | felt them tearing at my skin, blistering it,
then peeling it back — but there was no pain, just a wash of
dizziness and a sensedsbwning. As his eyes burned into me, |
felt a memory stir...

The burning red eyes grew brighter, to almost blinding, then
| wasFACING 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 regarded me. The
armor was gleaming, and his face was locked in fury. He had
comefor me.

“You have found me, Vhailor. You have traveled a long
way... | imagine it was not easy finding me.”

“Justice led me to you. Where you walk, you leave a trail of
SUFFERING.” The man’s voice rumbled, but there was no echo,
none of Vhailor's spectral voice, just anger and fury and flesh
and blood... he was dangerous, but this was no spectral force,
only a man, and | had defeated many such men. “I will see you
brought before the Sigilian courts and punished. If you deny it,
thensay it, and | shall judge you.”

“I deny it. Judge me... then | shall judge you.”

“Judgeme?” Vhailor's eyesburned and he gripped his axe
tightly, the muscle cords in his neck and arm tightening as he
began to swing it, slowly, menacingly. “You have RGHT to
judge me.”

“Yes, | have, Vhailor, for | know your heart — and my
power gives me the right to judge you. But | shall not judge you
now: You must rest within this cage until the day | can set you
free to walk the Planes once more.” As my incarnation said the



uiynm pafes sawey §I mowpl paysim Ajuo liyrepy 1o} ‘yind

Jo 1yBiam ou pey wred ayl -diysisuned siy 1surebe adipremod

pue 82ueUNSO JO SIYBIIS PERILIWOD pey UoWIyLUaZ Jeyl pawre|d

aH "eud|eb pauldA-Auew SIY Ul WIY 810}9g UOWIYLAZ pPalap.io
paseadad-adimL Iyl PIyHPyl Teyl ssed o1 awed j|,

Luonsneyxs

pue jusw.lo] Buuayns ‘Uo paloge| uowliyuazZ INg ‘sidaylo Auew

JO S)oeq 8yl Uaxoiq aAey piNoMm Sainp SiH "SPIOA\ as|ed ayl Jo

Ssuaneay snoulaned ay) ul diysiauped siy pue paseadad-a2im|
nyrepy piyugyl Joy sbuiuiny Auew paioge| uowiyusyz,

‘1 Apnmis 01 umop pames | ‘usnobloy
anBie) A "Sw 1o} UOWIYLSZ JO 21D paiyl ayl payodojun
osje a4 ™ooq |[@ds Aw 0wl Adod 0] 9|ge ag pnom | reyl

‘10J9s & jo wajeAinba reiazyub ayl aw uanlib pey sy pazijeal
| .9low mmys nNoA ‘U pagiosge aney noA uaypn “yibuans
noA anb |eys 1 jo Bumowsyl pue ‘Buiyoesl siyy uodn

alelpa, ‘dw 01 are|d ay) papuey aH "1oeiul paseadde ||ns auols
ay1 ‘ybnoua Ajpbuens 1ng — yuoj pis sare|d ayj Jo auo 0S syuUI|

BU} JO 9UO PIISIMI BY ‘UONOW YBp B YUM pue 3]2lID 8yl 300}

9H UOWIYLISZ JO 3J211D PU0I3S 3yl MOUY] SWOD dABY NOA
"Wy} PUoAag UdaS aAeY NOA pue SPIOM 3] USaS aABY NOA,,
.'9Q 0] awed }I MOy pue ainyeu sii
Asougwane noA ‘1 Buusiunodua uodn Ji ‘|981s pue ysajy a||
1sn[ ‘|jooy e ag ued Buiyswos Bumouyou Jeyl paures |,
‘paules)
pey | Jeym aw payse uoyed auop Sem | uaym ‘ureby
. wopaaly mougwed ajdoad ayl yaiym Ag ainiduos ayy
sI |991s Teyl maefsload ay) Jo ainduds ay) awedaq |991s,,
«SPIYHAYY uey) Jebuons
Sem [99]S eyl mowpl awed ay ‘Jeyl Bumouyu| ‘|9als 0}
paplalf ysaj) Tey) Mmooy swed uowiyuaz eyl usyl Sem i,
. 1991s 8y uey) Jaxieam
usaq pey Jeyl yssly syl sem 3 Msny aul paj| pey spe|q ay)
USYM "Usajy 01 Jouadns sem [931s 19 A "Usall mauxay) pue ysayy
JO 9pew aJam Sauo pajorIual Byl 1o) ‘ysaly ybnoiyr auop sem

Buiyifiang ‘sjoo1 se ysa|} pasn Ajuo Asyl "|981s JO S|00} pallied

12N8U SPIU[|IBYY 19A ‘May pIp Ady) Teys Bulyiou sem alayy

Teyl paAsli[aq pey uowiyusz ‘|nuamod s1em spiyl|l 8yL,
. Pasn 1ou sem 11 moy noge 1ybnoyl ay ‘U Buisn u| MIom siy
ple 01 sp[ay ay) ul Il pasn aH "Il Inoge pey ay siybnouy) ay) alam

Auew pue ‘sBuiuiny Auew 1oy ape|q ayl 1day uowiyuaz,

.'SOIS OM] JO JUBWSIUNOUOId 8Y) SpeW UOWIYLISZ Usym Yl
1suURBe pasiel ag 01 W0 PINOM 12Ul 3pe|g Yl SeM 1| 'S.JoJeam

Ll | Med ‘UoWIyLeZ JO 8PJID UeNoIqun

SIH "L1IN9 JO UOKSIWPE Ue S| JMsue 0} Tvsndd ¢aonsniul
Ue peniluWod eAs noA aney ‘Bulen ‘swi 1svl ay) JoH
«iSurewal aye|d e j0u JeY) 0S UMOP pPa)joW
.ue sien sAipunod ayl elul paddoip aq el Jowlde JaA ysim |
jainseaw poob 1a) yaA uo Jarem siamod ayl Aew pue ‘Buiyy peap
-jfey pasind yak ‘sally sJoleeg ul uing jyaA 3onis uoireuljoul
ay) uaym aonsnl .0 aweu ay} Ul 921 SSalfes| ayl WoJlj Spually aw
.0 Auew Bunms se||IAoWPA pue yak ‘|Iap éake ‘Yo,
"ONI431L
‘uonsanb 3A0aY aJe suole INO BaNsN( 3V SB||IAdBIN
LiJ[@sInoA
.uibpn[ skl sawo2 1 uaym aioubi Ajpuljg yaA yoiym asnsnl Nmo
1ok ayew YaA jlowlte ,0 NS JaA se mojjoy se s — aansnl AW
10U sI dansnl JIa A i¢8q LvHaybBiw aonsnl reym uy ¢4y,
"LHOM 3y} 8w SaAIb 3ousne
~Luop
yaA ‘aw .uluonsanb-e ssauisng ou aAyaA pue ‘uids ‘Aep,
‘pauing i
se ‘paydull} ays ‘yeuuy uodn ||9) S9A9 S.I0IRYA SY ¢IDUSNCNI
Ue pPalluLOd BAS NOA aneH @BW damvsNy  ‘Bulpll
L LUOM | 0S ‘YaA yum s.uieap ou
aney ||| iuds ‘aw Jo aka pulq J9A uidaay aq 1saq YaA,
"SPIOM SIY Te pamolleu Saka s,yeuuy ‘3N FHONDI
10U ||IM BUSBY2J0) 0] palel) SaAa S Jojiey A "} SRHONDIaLs Ing
‘JOILSNC SpURISJBpUN aus 3ousne 01 A1feAo| oy WOOX OU Sanes|
poo|q JoH ‘'saue|d JomoT 8yl Aq CaINIL SI Bulen ayl
‘PAYSE | .4 UBUUY e 400]| NOA Uaym 23S NOA op TeUM,
‘paldal aoel . lojleyA ‘papiAlp ale am ‘uiod reyl uQ,
“SVIW WI033q aney
NoA ‘ONRIVO U| "3dvD NOA 985S S9A8 AN Teym SI Jeyl 'sngnoons
‘I¥V3H INOA Ul ATOH NOA Op S3SSaLeaM HIHLO **"IBAJawwWeYy e
|| |18} SPJOM 1XaU SIY pue ‘uawow e Joj pasned JojleyA 1M
INOA ¥NOAIA ||IM 1] "S100. 8y} uodn pasy |]IM ADEIN INQ ‘ONOHLS
JPSINOA 3A3IT38 NOA "9JoY) dJe SSINMYAM JO S100d ayl
‘paulwlialap pue [e1sAid saka Jay ‘Aipeals
azeb siy 1owW 99eI9-Woi4-|[e4 'Saydi0} 3yl Buluing siaquia om}
a1 ‘aoel9-wWoi4-|red e parels ay Sse pale) saka SJojleyA
.'9W e slea wireld NoA 1eyl ssauxeam ayl pul ued noA Ji
99S "Bunuem aw puly noA I 8as Wybis 1noA yum aw abpnlusy
ZAolleUA ‘| LUsBIY) Te dn yjasiay malp 8deI9-wol4-|led
"ONIHLONSJR NOA "THOHWS ADHTN 34 NOA "NOA
@3oNazs sey ASHIN ‘Hs3 T4 Yl YIM S30NPas aNIM oA 98U\
"ANIY INOA |[e Se VI Se 8.Je NOA SNANJONS ‘SvaM a.Je NOA

Jo|leyA 9.€



78 Unbroken Circle Of Zerthimon, Part |

Zerthimon’s heart. He wished kmow if Zerthimon’s heart was
one of a slave or of a rebel.”

“Zerthimon surrendered to thilithid punishment rather
than reveal his new-found strength. Keew that were he to
show the hatred in his heart, it would serve nothing, and it
would harm others that felt as he. He chose to endure the
punishment and was placed within the Pillars of Silence so he
might suffer for a turning.”

“Lashed upon the Pillars, Zerthimon moved his mind to a
place where pain could not reach, leaving his body behind. He
lasted a turning, and when he was brought before Arlathii
Twice-Deceased, he gave gratitude for his punishment to the
illithid as was custom. In so doing, he proved himself a slave in
theillithid eyes while his heart remained free.”

“By enduring and quenching the fires of his hatred, he
allowed Arlathii Twice-Deceased to think him weak. When the
time of the Rising came, Arlathii was the first of ihiéhid to
know death by Zerthimon’s hand and die a third death.”

| considered the message of the third circle for a long while,
and realized its essence could be summed up in a saying | had
heard Dak'kon use. | told him | had comekiow the third
circle.

“Endure. In enduring, grow strong.”

The words | spoke seemed to strike Dak'kon strangely... as
| spoke them, his forehead creased, then resettled into its normal
passive expression. He gave me another githzerai ‘spell,
unlocked somehow from the circle. | wondered if there was
more to learn.

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

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

“Dak'kon?” | asked, concerned.

Dak'kon’s black eyes rose from the Circle and looked at me.

“Know that | did not believe you would come koow the
teachings of the Circle. It is... a difficult path you will walk in
learning the Way of Zerthimon. Is your mind focused on this
matter?”

When | assured him it was, he unlocked the fourth circle for
me. | glanced at what was before me, which concerned a traitor
to their people. But it was late, and | couldn't see what this

Vhailor 375

for all who BETRAY justice, | am their FATE. And fate carries an
EXECUTIONER' SAXE.

“And how do you knowwvhen to dispense justice?”

JUSTICE sees through my eyes. The EYES of a MERCYKILLER
can see the crRACKS of WEAKNESS, the FRAILTIES, the wounds of
MERCY upon the HEART. In sEEING, | KNow the guilty. | kKnow
their FEAR. | wondered at this power he claimed, and, turning,
picked out the first of my companions that | saw.

“What do you see when you look at Morte?”

The skull knows MucH. Yet it knows nothing of justice. Many
with hearts like the skull’'s now lie withiRiISONS and GRAVES.

My full curiosity now aroused, | wondered what the figure saw
in my other companions. | asked about Dak’kon.

This githzerai's heart lacks theresubICE that poisons his
KIND. Yet he exists inoNFLICT with himself, for hisvorp is his
wiLL and hisLaw. Where the githzerai thrive in chaos, this one
suffers

“Prejudices? What do you mean?”

The githzerai race burns with PREJUDICE. There is no place
for PREJUDICE in JUSTICE'S eyes. By its nature, prejudice TAINTS
justice. Githzerai are prejudiced against the githyanki, their
racial cousins, and the illithids, who were the owNERs of the
gith peoples. Hatred for BoTH the githyanki and illithids burns
in the githzerai heart. | asked next about Nordom.

The MODRON is of no consequence. It can DEFINE justice, but
it does not UNDERSTAND it. It is not satisfactory. But it is
ENOUGH. Next was Fall-From-Grace.

TANAR' R are BORN from chaos. They car@oTHING for
Justice. The succusus knows ofiusTicg, but she hasURNED
from it MERCY has PoISONED her heart Fall-From-Grace
stiffened at his words; her voice when she replied was even,
without atrace of the tension she must have felt.

“I know of justice, Vhailor. | temper it with experience and
wisdom, and when justice is tempered with those two truths, it
becomestronger. | know of mercy and forgiveness as well, for
without them, the Planes would be a much cruekzepf

MERCY eats at the HEART of JUSTICE. MERCY devours all that
iS PERFECTION. COMPASSON and FORGIVENESS are MERCY'S
POISONS.

“No, Vhailor they are not. They are instruments by which
another soul may be redeemed, elevated and strengthened. In so
doing, themultiverse is strengthened. Therein lies the perfection
you speak of.”
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80 Weeping Stone Catacombs

WEEPING STONE
CATACOMBS

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

We started by examining tombs to the left of the entrance.

We first ran into ghouls, nasty eaters of flesh of the dead. Then
we found cranium rats. It really is true that with enough of them
in one place they can cast spells. We also came across
vargouilles, which are little more than two wings attached to a
human-like head.

We found some treasure in the tombs, but nothing of any
real interest. By mid-day we had seen almost everything to the
left of the entrance, and | decided to try my luck on the other
side.

We were walking down another of the damp stone corridors
when one of the twisted stone faces on the walls called out to
me in a creaking stone voice that sounded like the shifting of
boulders.

“Immortal... regard me. | am... Glyve. | would have...
words with you. “ As shocking as being addressed by stone 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... tunnels. You
lack... something essential... and that keeps you... from death’s
sweet embrace.”

“What did you want to say to me?”

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

“Are you some sort of oracle?”

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

“In that case, perhaps you can answer some questions |
had...”
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VHAILOR

| opened the portal the deva had mentioned, ready to enter
another plane through it. However, a figure was in the room
beyond the portal, standing against the far wall. The figure gave
no sign that it had noticed our entry; curious, | approached.

Before me was a towering, empty suit of armor — but the
plates were suspended in space, as if secured over an invisible
frame. Red veins ran across the length of the metal greaves, and
a huge, double-edged executioner's axe rested in its hand.
Engravings decorated the surface of the armor, the most
prominent of which was a crimson serpent with its wings
outspread. From behind the ‘wall’ in my mind where fragments
of memory lay, a name slithered forth.

“Vhailor...?" | didn't know where the name came from, but
| knew it belonged to the armor. | had barely whispered it, but it
echoed strangely in the chamber. The air stirred, just enough to
send a crawling sensation swimming through my skull and a
knot to tighten in my heart.

As | stared upon the suit of armor, the shadows beneath the
visor took shape... coalescing into the features of a powerful,
ebony-skinned man. His eyes were like fires, and he bore
numerous scars... was this ‘Vhailor,” when he wore flesh? He
seemed hauntingly familiar... both as a suit of armaw as a
flesh and blood human. Almost as if | were reciting a spell,
more words came to my lips.

“Vhailor... awaken.” There was a flare of brilliant red light
from beneath the helm, lancing out in a blinding flash; I
shielded my eyes from the glare — when | uncovered them, |
saw two embers burning within the shadows of the helm. The
figure spoke.

| have AwakeNeD. The voice was spectral, hollow, and
echoed within the suit of armor. It was not a human voice... it
felt more like aforce, a presence. It didn’'t sound like anything
alive... or like anything that ever lived.

“Who are you?”

| amVHALIOR.

“What are you?”
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82 Weeping Stone Catacombs

by a scythe blade), and even though it looked many decades old,
it was more petrified than rotted. It had an unhealthy gray pallor
and was covered with scars. Intricate tattoos decorated its
surface, spiraling up from the wrist al the way to the remains of
the shoulder.

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

| remembered Barkis, barkeep at the Smoldering Corpse,
mentioning a tattoo parlor near the bar. He had said the
proprietor dealt in special tattoos. He might know something
about the tattoos on this arm. He might even have done them. |
thought it was important enough to interrupt Pharod’s search for
a while.

The tattoo parlor wasn’t too hard to find, practically next to
the bar. | went inside alone. Memories stretching over only a
few days, and already | had learned caution. | wasn’t sure |
trusted Morte, and if | was going to find out any more about my
past, | wanted to decide what to tell my companions.

As | entered, | saw a tall creature with a shock of white hair.
Its skin had a greenish cast, and a pair of goat horns protruded
from its forehead. It was dressed in long flowing robes. |
realized | was looking at a Dabus, although this was the first
one | had seen which wasn't floating.

| greeted him. The dabus waited patiently, its hands tucked
into its sleeves. A series of symbols materialized above its head,
then dissipated and a question mark appeared. | realized it was
talking in symbolic pictures, rebuses.

| asked the dabus several questions, trying to get a feel for
the rebuses that appeared above its head. It was extremely
patient throughout my ‘discussion,’ giving me easy sentences to
translate. After a few minutes, | started to get the hang of it... it
felt like | had done this before.

| was about to ask his name, but | suddenly realized |
already knew the dabus’ name — his name was ‘Fell.” As if in
response, the dabus inclined his head slightly, and a lone
symbol appeared above its head. It was blurry at first, then
resolved into a white oval with a black lightning bolt through it.

“I feel like |1 know you, Fell.” Fell bowed reverently, and a
stream of symbols swirled about his head, rotating clockwise,
then counterclockwise. It took me a moment to translate.

(This is the first time and not the first time you have come
to this place.)
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“You wear the marks of it upon your face and carry it
within your heart. Should these chains be lifted from me... then
| should be able to divine your purpose more deeply, guide you
more truly. Until then...” The deva shrugged. “Until then |
cannot even give you the benefit of good advice. These chains
smother memory and instinct.”

“Ravel the hag sent me to you. She said you had knowledge
for me about my stolen mortality.”

“Ravel... the night hag... a stolen mortality... this all seems
so familiar to me, yet | fear | cannot dredge up the knowledge
while these chains confine me.”

There was no further point in questioning him until | had
found his sword. Unfortunately, that meant penetrating to the
heart of the prison on this level. We had to penetrate several
circles of cells and passageways, fighting another score of
guards along the way.

The final guardian was a being known as Cassius. It made
the mistake of challenging me to a game of wits, at which |
readily defeated it. | quickly grabbed the sword it had been
guarding. The heavy blade was warm to the touch, and flames
had been carved across the surface of the blade. The intricacy of
the carvings was breathtaking; they were done with such skill
that the sword seemed to be burning with metallic flames...
someone must have spent several centuries rendering them. The
metal of the blade was unfamiliar... it was heavy, but it shined
like silver. | quickly wrapped the sword in a cloth and thrust it
into my pack; the sword might literally have a mind of its own,
and | didn’t wish to risk prolonged contact with it.

The Curst authorities had switched over the prison to use
the sword to power its magical wards. With the sword's
removal, every door in the prison was unlocked, and the
prisoners swarmed the halls seeking freedom. The remaining
guards, summoned to stop me, now turned to slaughtering the
prisoners rather than let them escape. | aided the prisoners as
best | could, but many died nonetheless.

The prisoners themselves did not trust me or my
companions, so once we had driven off the remaining guards |
left them to seek freedom on their own. | returned to the chained
deva, and showed him the sword | had found. Trias looked
shocked for a moment.

“Celestial Fire? You have recovered my blade? Will you
free me? Then strike a blow against the chain!”
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84 Weeping Stone Catacombs

“What four others?” Four strings of symbols swirled from
Fell's head, matching the pattern upon the dismembered arm.

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

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

(One who does not see what others see and sees what others
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 seemed to form
themselves into links, and they merged into a chain... the chain
bent until it was a symbol | recognized, the symbol of torment
on my arm.

“You mentioned that there were other tattoos on the arm?
What others?” Fell examined the arm again, tracing the other
faded tattoos upon its surface. As he did, they each appeared as
a symbol above his head, hazy at first, then coming into 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 magical tattoos,
which could be worn or taken off at will. Besides his stock of
ready made tattoos, | found he could make new tattoos based on
my experiences, and from the dismembered arm | had brought.
He showed me in his picture-language the tattoos he could
create based on the arm, and explained them to me.

A tattoo which he termed the Tattoo of the Lost Incarnation
told of the experiences of one of my past incarnations... the
symbols and tales were unfamiliar to me, but it seemed to tell of
a time when | was lost and abandoned on the streets of the Hive,
barely able to make a living robbing and stealing from others |
encountered. The crimes the lost incarnation committed
eventually drove him to seek shelter in the Weeping Stone
catacombs, where he survived for almost a year.

Another, the Tattoo of Wasting Darkness, from the same
time, told of when | was seeking shelter beneath the streets and
was forced to live as a shadow might, hiding from detection by
the Sigil authorities and trying to conceal myself from the more
dangerous inhabitants of the Weeping Stone catacombs.

The last which told of this time was the Tattoo of the
Weeping Stones, when the catacombs beneath Sigil's streets
were my second home. It told of my travelling down into the
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out. Since he’s a power 0’ good, he shouldn't even be there, but
that's how exile works, | guess.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Too long, too long, in the service of a god who's all but
forgotten. | remember him, though... Il find him, if | have to
duck all the monsters around forever. I'll find him.” He stared
off, mumbling.

He refused to say any more about himself, or his god. He
might possibly have been another fiend, but if he was he at least
had the sense to hide himself in the form of a man, thereby
preventing my ordering his destruction.

The tunnels past here led into the underground prison level
of Curst. After fighting through a score or so of Curst guards, |
finally found who | was looking for. | saw a being with skin of
the purest ivory and hair of blinding white. His wings were
charred, the feathers destroyed, yet he still radiated peace and
love. He stood as if in meditation, taking no notice of my
presence, holding his arms out to either side. Chains held his
forearms tightly, attached to the dais on which he stood. Though
| did not recall having ever seen a deva, | knew in my heart
what this was.

The deva raised his head and rested his gaze upon me. His
voice was pure and melodic. “What is it you wish of Trias,
mortal? Speak your mind and leave me to my memories of
paradise.” Before | could answer, the deva’s face tightened and
changed to a frown. The deva turned its head and rested its gaze
upon Morte.

“The stench of Baator lies thick about you, skull.” Morte
immediately shot back a reply.

“You don’'t smell any better. When was the last time you
bathed?”

Meanwhile, Fall-From-Grace had been closely examining
the deva. She moved close to me, so that only I could hear her
comment.

“A deva... yet those chains do not seem to bind him so
much as smother his mind...” Dak'kon, however, had
overheard, and chose to add his own observation, founded in
personal experience.

“The chains do not hold him. Belief chains him.”

| was curious about the deva’s comments, and decided to
question him about other matters before asking for help for
myself. | also wished to learn something about this deva before
committing myself.
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86 Dead Nations

DEAD NATIONS

After another night at the inn, we made our way back to the
Buried Village and the catacombs. As we explored we began to

run into zombie warriors, and the bodies of skeletal warriors,

that is, skeletons who had become warriors only after they were

dried bone. | thought we might be getting close to the ‘Dead
Nations’ the stone face had told us about, and | pushed forward,
knowing we were entering an area Pharod hadn’t penetrated.

We pushed open one door, and stopped, surprised. A large
gathering of the undead were waiting for us. One, a skeleton in
robes with a fancy staff, spoke.

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

“Submit to what?”

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

| wasn’t at all sure of our chances against the numbers in
front of us. Besides, as long as the undead were talking, it was
possible | might learn something useful. | agreed to submit.

“Come, then... we shall show thee to the Chapel. Know
this: thou shall be free to wander these halls, but not to leave the
catacombs. Thou shall be a prisoner here until thy death; should
thou later arise as we have, thou shall be free. Praise the Silent
King; his will be done.”

They took us through several passages, and an ancient
chapel. From there, another passage led to a room. To my
surprise, the room they left us in contained another living
person. Someone | knew, who greeted me.

“Ah, another member of the living. Most are slain by the
ghouls, this far into the catacombs; you are fortunate.”

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

“Your memory serves you well. | am no longer stationed in
the Mortuary... instead, | have become a missionary in these
parts.”

“Missionary?”

Curst 367

my testimony to arrest the two, not from any sense of civic duty,
but because it served to further schemes of his own.

When | returned to Dallan | considered asking why he was
interested in An'izius, but | didn’t bother. It was undoubtedly
another design for personal gain. | was already heartily sick of
Curst, and couldn’t wait to leave it. | got his part of 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 gave me to summon
the fiend Agril-Shanak to a pentagram, and then free it when it
appeared. | resolved to follow her instructions exactly.

The pentagram was located in an old grain elevator. | used
Dono Quisho’s scroll to summon Agril-Shanak. Then | ordered
my companions to attack the fiend. As we attacked, our feet
scuffed out portions of the pentagram, which ‘freed’ it to leave
the pentagram. Our attack, which had come as a surprise to the
fiend, shortly freed it from its body as well. | doubted whether
we had permanently destroyed it, but it wouldn’t be bothering
anyone for quite some time.

Dono Quisho was upset that | had killed the fiend, but her
word never the less bound her to give me the fifth part of the
key. | returned to Barse the innkeep again, telling him 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 went down it,
under the streets of Curst.
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88 Dead Nations

Seeing that this line of questioning was going no where, |
tried another tack, asking why | had been imprisoned. The
skeleton replied in its resonant voice.

“ 'Tis the will of the Silent King. The Living who are
caught here are made to languish in his halls until they join the
quiet ones.”

“Could he be convinced to allow otherwise?” After a short
silence, its jaws creaked open.

“ 'Tis doubtful, but perhaps. Mysterious are the ways of
Silent King.”

“What can | do to convince you?”

“Firstly, 1 would know why thou are here.” | answered
honestly, since | had no reason to think the skeleton would care,
that | was searching for a bronze sphere, to which it shook its
head.

“I have seen no such thing. Why dost thou seek this
object?” | explained it was for a man named Pharod, which
caused a small problem.

The skeleton drew back. It looked up and away, as if
peering at the surface.

“Blood still beats in his black, worm-ridden heart? That
wheezing sack of flesh still sends his pack into our homes to
raid and pillage.” It faced me once more. “Thou were wrong to
come here... we tolerate no such desecrators within our
borders.” | started to speak, reconsidered, then continued, not
making any excuses.

“Just what do you intend to do, then?”

“We shall execute thee, as per the law of the Silent King.
No tomb-raider is to be allowed to live, here.” | replied with the
first thought that came to mind, that indeed had been with me
since we were told we would remain here until our deaths.

“But | cannot die.” It stared into my eyes for a time before
replying.

“This presents no problem. Thou shall remain here, beneath
the Silent King's gaze, for all eternity. Perhaps one day thou
shall see the folly of thy ways, and make an effort to be of use
to our fair civilization.”

| decided to look around more of this Dead Nations before
continuing this conversation, or in fact before deciding how |
was going to leave.

| found three types of undead within the halls.

First were the skeletons, which although the longest in their
peculiar state, seemed to have best retained the faculties they
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about it. The guardsve closed off portions of the town, and
they're all tight-wound. They'll take you into jail on the slightest
pretext these days. | don’'t know how you got in to town, but
you ain’t getting out unless you find a portal.”

| talked to Marquez, a burly blond man, who was a former
Harmonium officer. He told me where to find the slavers, who
were Harmonium members. His reasons for helping were
outlined in a few sentences.

“I found out that the Harmonium — a group I'd believed in
from the start — was buying people, kidnapping them, taking
them against their will and ruining their lives. It was sucking the
life out of people for daring to be different, and | couldn’t take it
anymore. The slavers you'll be fighting are old comrades of
mine.” He spat on the floor. “Berks. Liars. You can't trust
anyone anymore.”

The Harmonium slavers were not hard to find; evidently the
town was so corrupt they had felt no need to hide their
activities. We easily defeated them. The innkeepers daughter
was freed, and | obtained the first part of the verbal key from
Marquez when we returned to the Traitor's Gate. He told me the
person to talk to for the second part of the key, named Kitla.

| talked to the tall, striking woman. She wanted me to settle
the question of an inheritance between Crumplepunch the smith
and Kester the distiller. She was willing to accept any
resolution, even their deaths. | didn't see why that would be
necessary, and agreed to her demand.

| talked to the two feuding men. Crumplepunch was poorly
educated, and seemed glad to let an outsider settle the details of
the inheritance. He gave me a crumpled sheet of vellum on
which his father had written to him. Kester was more reluctant,
but | managed to talk him into allowing me to mediate as well.
He too had a document written by his father. The documents
were poorly written, and unclear, but based on what | could
puzzle out | split the inheritance between the two brothers.
Crumplepunch was satisfied, but predictably Kester was not.

| returned to Kitla, who gave me the second part of the key,
and pointed out the holder of the third part, one Nabat. He was
friendly enough, and asked me to prevent a group of ruffians
from roughing up Kyse, the caretaker of the town dump, and
taking his money. When | asked why this was so important to
him, he would only answer my question with another question.

“Does it really matter? What if | said he was my
grandfather? What if | said | wanted revenge on the people who
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20 Dead Nations

“The silent ones... the dead who do naught but sleep. We
protect them, watch over them as they rest.”

“Who would disturb them?”

“Many.” He ticked them off on yellowed, dust-covered
finger-bones as he spoke. “Hungry, uncontrolled ghouls, rats,
and most of all... the living. Those from the buried village —
servants of a man named Pharod — often descend into the
vaults of the Dead Nations, disturbing the silent ones. | do not
know why, nor do I care... my only concern is that we stop their
foul laboring.”

The zombies | could barely understand; apparently they still
tried to make their physical, rotting vocal apparatus work, not
having learned the skeletons’ trick of speechuiitt palate or
larynx.

| approached a ghoul with hesitation. The drooling, yellow-
eyed ghoul reeked of blood and carrion. It picked at its crooked
fangs with long, filthy talons, constantly snuffling the air around
it. Its flesh had turned a sickly green color, and was covered in
rot and weeping sores.

“Eh... “ Morte commented as | got near, “don’t know if you
want to be talking to that... thing.”

“Why not, Morte?”

“They were once humans... they, or their ancestors, feasted
on corpses, and this is what they've become. Pretty nasty stuff,
chief... they're little more than animals, reallidangerous
animals.”

| tried to talk to the ghoul, but Morte was proved right. It
would not answer, and seemed only barely capable of
preventing itself attacking me.

| continued talking to skeletons we met, since they seemed
to be the only ones who might be of help. | talked to one who
actually seemed to be considering Soego’s preaching on True
Death. Here was an opportunity too good to waste.

I hurried back to tell Soego that | had met a skeleton who
was considering the true death. Soego headed out to see him.

As soon as he left the room, | pried the panel off the side of
the metal slab. Inside | found a book. The book proved to be
Soego’s journal. It detailed his being attacked by a wererat, his
eventual regression into lycanthropy, and his flight from the
Mortuary after unwittingly slaying and devouring a friend.
Looking for a hiding place, he camgon the Warrens of
Thought and agreed to serve Many-As-One, hive mind of the
cranium rats gathered there. He was now here in the Dead
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CURST

Annah came into the room. She had finished wandering about
Curst picking up local information. | thought to see a smile
begin to form on her lips as she saw me in her room, but her
eyes traveled to Dak’kon and a frown turned down her mouth
instead. She brusquely told me what she had learned of Curst.

“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 Morte, who
was already awake. This wasn’t too surprising, since he seemed
to need very little sleep. Seeing | was awake, he bobbed over in
my direction, seemingly anxious to impart some advice.

“Chief, you watch your back herex? This place is filled
with back-stabbers.”

We assembled in the main room of the inn, for a meal.
Grace addressed me, but she obviously meant her words for
everyone.

“Curst is a prison town filled with betrayers in both words
and deeds. We must take care, and watch each other.”

| looked at Nordom, wondering if he had any advice to give
me, but he wore his usual demeanor which made it hard to tell if
he was taking any notice of his surroundings.

Last night | hadn't been interested in talking to anyone in
the inn, but this morning | needed to gather some information
about Curse. | entered the common room, and approached the
man standing behind the bar. | saw a haggard, grim man. His
coarse face was lined and weathered, and his eyes were red-
rimmed. He straightened as he saw me.

“Welcome to the Traitor's Gate. I'm Tainted Barse, the
innkeep.”

“What kind of a name is that?” | was not in a good mood;
Ravel had raised more questions than she had answered, | still
didn’t have a line on my enemy, and now Ravel was gone. If |
fumbled my mission, no future incarnation would ever be able
to ask her questions again. The innkeeper, meanwhile, hadn’t
taken my question well. He glared at me as he bit off an answer.

“Barse is my given name, berk. | got the Tainted later
because of some former friends spreading baseless chant.” He
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92 The Fate Of Soego

THE FATE OF SOEGO

Hargrimm felt a stirring of fear. The stranger could be right
about Soego. What if Soego had gotten some hint of their
greatest secret, and passed it to their enemy? Quickly he
gathered a number of followers, found Soego, and they all
returned to Soego’s quarters, where Hargrimm confronted
Soego

“Soego, what is this | hear of thee being in league with
Many-As-One?”

“What?! It is untrue! A cruel rumor! A lie!” he replied, but
he had broken into a sweat.

“Dare thou lie to the high priest of the Silent King?”

“No! No, Hargrimm, | would never presume...” He started,
but Hargrimm cut him off.

“Where is thy journal? Let me see it. Prove thy innocence
before the eyes of the Silent King.” Realizing he was caught, he
started pleading.

“I... I... | beg for your mercy, Hargrimm...”

“The Dead Truce shall protect thee here, Soego, but thou
shall never leave these catacombs. Thou shall continue thy
pursuit of thy precious ‘True Death’ here, alone... for 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 thee. Do
not cast aside thy only shield so thoughtlessly.” But Soego was
too far gone to listen.

The wererat cried, “I won't be caged! Die!” Hargrimm
called forth a spell which killed the creature before it could take
a step. Hargrimm looked silently at the corpse a moment.

“It is done, then. May the Silent King protect us from such
filth in the future.”

Unbroken Circle Of Zerthimon, Part 111 361

come to pass that as you knew the Way of Zerthimon from me, |
shall know the Way of Zerthimon from you.”

| studied the circle for more hidden texts. | suddenly
become aware of a pattern in the way the links were formed... |
hooked my fingers into the sides of the Circle, and unlocked a
hidden segment, pulling the plate forth so | could study it.

“Know that a mind divided divides the man. The will and
the hand must be as one. knowing the self, one becomes
strong.”

“Know that if youknow a course of action to be true in your
heart, do not betray it because the path leads to hardsiop.
that without suffering, the Rising would have never been, and
the People would never have comdmow themselves.”

“Know that there is nothing in all the Worlds that can stand
against unity. When aknow a single purpose, when all hands
are guided by one will, and all act with the same intent, the
Planes themselves may be moved.”

“A divided mind is one that does nkiiow itself. When it is
divided, it cleaves the body in two. When one has a single
purpose, the body is strengthened.kiwing the self, grow
strong.”

| spoke to Dak'kon of what | had learned in this eighth
circle.

“It speaks of focus and discipline... about how kmiwing
oneself can physically divide the man. It also speaks of the
weaknesses that division causes. It seems to me that it tells one
to not onlyknow themselves and take strength from that, but
that your focus can reveal weaknesses in your enemy.” | then
showed Dak'kon how to unlock the eighth circle, and again
gained two plates with ‘spells.’ | looked into Dak'kon’s black
eyes.

“There are two plates here... we should both study them,
you and I. | think when yolinow the Eighth Circle, perhaps
then you will know Zerthimon's heart when he made the
Pronouncement of Two Skies. His words were not those of the
illithids, but of the People.”

Dak'kon stared at the plates, his eyes flickering over the
geometries upon them, then looked up and matchedang. g
His blade bent, shifted, until the shimmering | noticed before
had become a silver glow. He seemsgdnger somehow.

“Know that when death comes for yoknow that | shall
meet its blade with miné&now that when all dies around you,
know | shall live for your sake.”
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94 The Silent King

thou lose, or leave half-way through, | shan't speak to thee
again!”

It waited for me to start. | realized that my confidence in
answering its riddle didn’t extend to telling ones based 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 two-hundred-
common, pure gold coins?” It nodded eagerly.

“Easy, too easy! One pound of goldalkvays worth more
than one half pound! Foolish, foolish!” It giggled. The skeleton
crouched down and drew a simple face in the dust. Pointing to
it, it spoke: “Uncles and brothers have | none, but that 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 came up
with another one.

“The maker doesn’t want it, the buyer does not use it, the
user does not see it. What is it?” The skeleton tittered childishly.

“Not true, not true! The answer is ‘coffin,” and | certainly
see mine!” It was ready with its own riddle. “What five letter
word does even the greatest of mortal sages pronounce wrong?”
Another obvious one.

“Hmm. ‘Wrong.’ “ It shook its fist at me.

“0o000, curses! Go.”

“At night they come without being fetched, and by day they
are lost without being stolen.”

“Eh... hmm. Ah... stars! Stars, hee-hee!” | silently cursed,
since it had been so long since the skeleton must have seen stars
| thought it would have more trouble.

The skeleton cracked its knuckles. “I never was, am always
to be, no one ever saw me, nor will ever see. And yet | am the
confidence of all, to live and breath in this hallowed hall.” This
one was more trouble. What kind of specter? No, wrong path.

“The answer is... is... ah! “Tomorrow.’ ”

“Waaah! Yes, tomorrow, indeed. Go, then.”

“I shall. What is the beginning of eternity, the end of time
and space, the beginning of every end, and the end of every
place?” The skeleton began to giggle derisively, but suddenly
stopped.

“Ah... er. Oh, dear.” The skeleton hung its head. “I... don’t
know.”

Unbroken Circle Of Zerthimon, Part 111 359

UNBROKEN CIRCLE OF
ZERTHIMON, PART III

We appeared in acity, obviously not Sigil. There was a grey sky
overhead, not the city curving back upon itself. The buildings
around us were made from stone and rusted metal, and the
dried, cracked mud of the street hinted at infrequent but heavy
downpours. We stood next to a closed gate in a wall, and two
bored guards were looking at us.

| turned to one of the guards, and asked where we were. He
explained we were in Curst, which | recognized as a border
town in the Outlands. When | asked what else he could tell me
about the city, hereplied in alaconic voice.

“We're under lockdown right nowdzause of the plague.
Don’t know what's causing it, but we're quarantining sections
of the town ‘til we find out. You want something else?”

“I'd like to see the person in charge.”

“What, the Burgher? He’s in the administration building.
Good luck getting to him, though. He don't sa®yone these
days. His mind’'s definitely going someplace else...” |
wondered if there were any rumors about town of the deva
Ravel had mentioned. Something like that would be hard to
keep quiet.

“I'm looking for a deva.”

“Then you're looking at the wrong end of the Great Ring,
berk, because even if there were one here, you'd not be finding
it. It'd be locked away like a miser’s gold.”

| turned away, to look for an inn. It looked to be getting on
towards dusk here, and after the events in Ravel's maze |
figured we all needed a rest. Fortunately, an inn was only a few
steps away, and we soon obtained rooms for the night.

Once in the inn, | visited Dak'kon in his room. He and
Annah were sharing it, but she was out scouting Curst, so | was
able to talk to him alone.

| was actually more interested in the Unbroken Circle of
Zerthimon Dak'kon carried. | borrowed it from him, for | was
interested in re-reading Zerthimon’s sayings for any new
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96 The Silent King

“Mary, | need to speak with the Silent King. Can you help
me?” She stared at me, and | understood she needed to know
why.

“I need to leave this place, Mary. I've so much to do... and
to be imprisoned here, simply for stumbling upon the Dead
Nations... it isn't right. Please... | ask only for a modicum of
compassion. Can you help me?” Stale Mary was quiet for a
time, then nodded. She pointed to the first of the three portals
along the northern wall.

“C-c-cluuhh gyysss. Thuuuh uh Suhhhlunnh Kuh-
kuknnng. Wwhhhuuuhbh uuhhhnd nuuuheehhh ahhhlllk-ku-
kuuuhh. Bhu-bhu-buhhh uhn suuuhhh lhuuungyya
Ihhhuuuv.” (Close eyes. Think of Silent King. Walk through
northwest alcove. But only so long as | live.)

| thanked her, and walked to the indicated alcove. | closed
my eyes, thought of the Silent King, and stepped forward.

| opened my eyes, and found | had portaled to a large
chamber. It was dominated by a circular dais, raised a man’s
height above the floor. A throne was placed at the center of the
dais, a skeletal figure occupying it. | moved forward. | 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 the dais to
confront the Silent King. Hargrimm moved forward to confront
me.

“So, thou have come.” The skeleton turned to gaze upon the
massive throne. “What thou see here is the end of our culture.”
The figure on the throne did not move. | pointed to the throne’s
occupant.

“Is that the Silent King?”

“Yes. None must know that the King speaks only silence.” |
asked another question, forcing Hargrimm to confirm what |
suspected.

“Why does he not speak?”

“He is silent because he has left this place. He abandoned us
for the True Death... and left only this husk in his place.”

“How long has this gone on? “ A new voice answered me.
Stale Mary had entered the room.

“Luhnnngg.” (Long.) Hargrimm stared off into the shadows.

“He stopped speaking to us long ago — he himself has left
for the thrice-damned True Death.” A trace of rage and despair
trickled into his voice. “He has abandoned us here to suffer

Ravel Puzzlewell, Part |1 357

realized my search had become that much more urgent, for if |
lost my memories no future incarnation would be able to benefit
from Ravel's wisdom.

| also realized something new had entered the maze while
we battled Ravel. Shadows surrounded us; somehow my enemy
had found me even here. | quickly snatched a few items from
the body before me that might be of use, and then we turned to
fight the shadows about us. Even as we slew the formost, more
moved in from behind. | led the others in a mad dash to an edge
of the maze, and then along the edge until we found the portal
Ravel had mentioned, slaying more shadows along the way. We
reached the portal, entered, and in an instant were transported
somewhere else...

* k%

Ravel's corpse lay upon the ground, surrounded by what
looked like a tangle of tree limbs, but which a short time before
were woody creatures. A barbed specter glided forward,
stopping by the corpse. Not-corpse, as it spoke.

“Off with ya. Dead | am.” The specter replied in a booming
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 traffic with the
living may | have.”

I 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 fulfill the
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 could of, but
for a few tricks which | posses. Fortunate was 1.”

FORTUNE ABANDONED YOU THE MOMENT | FOUND YOU. HAS
YOUR LIFE PREPARED YOU FOR WHAT IS TO COME, HAG?

“I am not afraid. Not of the likes of you, ragged thing.
Weak Ravel may be, but a few tricks has Ravel learned over the
years. And | have known you would come.” Ravel prepared a
spell. “Witness Ravel's anger.”
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98 Drowned Nations

DROWNED NATIONS

Hargrimm showed me an exit that led to another part of the
underground complex. Before | left | decided to check on
Soego, to see what had been his fate.

On the way to his room, | tried out my new ‘Stories Bones
Tell' ability on a female zombie. The rotting, female corpse at
first seemed completely unaware of me. As | approached,
however, she turned and nodded slowly, as if greeting me.
Morte stared and her, and chimed in.

“Wow, chief... what a beauty, eh? Not everywhere you can
meet a sweet little chit like that, ya know.”

“Well, perhaps if you can get past the entire ‘stench-ridden,
maggot-laden, rotting carcass’ thing...”

“Yeah, see, that's what I'm... hey!” Morte spun &é me.

“Are you getting sarcastic on me?”

That was the first time | had succeeded in putting anything
over on Morte. | questioned the zombie, and found | could
easily understand her, but her mind was as slow as her body,
and | learned nothing new.

When | reached Soego’s room, | found his corpse. |
examined the body; however he had died, the corpse had been
left mummified. | felt little sorrow for him, but | had the feeling
the Dustmen would want to have the corpse, even though he had
abandoned them. The corpse was too awkward a load to drag
along, but perhaps just the head. In a moment it was bagged,
and | was ready to go.

We came to the area Hargrimm had told me was known as
the Drowned Nations. The ghouls, acting as scouts for the dead,
were prowling this area for eventual use by the Dead Nations.

Besides ghouls, the area was infested with more vargouilles,
and trocopotocas, large white lizards. In one section, after
sloshing through ankle high water, and fighting off a pack of
vargouilles, | found a flask on the floor, its stopper loosened. |
turned it upside down, to allow the water to run out. Which ran,
and ran. The water did not stop coming. This must have been
the magical flask of water the stone face Glyve had mentioned.

Further along, after killing two trocopotocas, | was able to
reach the body of one of Pharod’s collectors. He must have had

Ravel Puzzlewell, Part |1 355

“You have done me a great service, beautiful Ravel. Thank
you for hearing my request and sharing your knowledge with
me.” Ravel gave a crooked smile, all tusks, and then gave a soft
cackle.

“Ah... it is | who thanks you, my precious man. Long has it
been since such sweet flattery has been brought to this maze... |
wish to grant you a boon, my songbird.” | attempted to speak,
but she put out a hand. “Shhh... | would tell you a secret...
Close your eyes, and | shall let you see the nature of the
multiverse...”

| closed my eyes, and as | did, | felt a sharp, stabbing pain
in my right eye. My eye..one of my eyes... opened... and |
saw Ravel before me, her blood-red eyes gleaming with delight;
one of her talons was extended, and was tipped with my
blood... and an eyeball. Mine.

“What... did... you... do...?”

“A boon | have granted, songbird. A twist of perception, a
tap into the branches of the mind, a tap into the roots of Ravel's
knowing have | granted you... a piece of me...” She took the
eyeball, and | watched in disgust as she pulled forth a black
seed and placed them both in her left palm. With a grotesque
smile, she crushed the two of them with a sickerdngch.
“Ahh...”

“Give... it back...”

“Of course, precious man...” Ravel opened her palm and
my eye lay there, seemingly untouched, staring at me. She
placed it between her thumb and forefinger, then before | could
react, she stabbed it into my empty eye socket.

“Erhhkkkk...”

“A piece of me lies in your@pd eye, precious man. When
you see the Planes through that eye, you will understarg
than you once did... wiser you will be, and more experience of
the Planes and their turnings will you understand... and that is
all.”

As | was about to utter my farewell, | suddenly felt a
crawling sensation in my skull — and | noticed that Ravel's
black-veined eyes had taken on a strange, predatory fire.

“You're not going to let me leave, are you Ravel?”

“A perceptive question — yet it not the real question.”
Ravel’s voice took on a strange whisper — very sad, that sent a
faint echo through my mind. “The question is do yaish to
leave me, half-man?”
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100 The Tomb

THE TOMB

Nearby was agate in the wall. As| opened the gate, a cold wind
rushed forth. | began to shiver as | heard the sound of a voice
whispering, athough | could not make out what it said. In a
second, it was gone and all was silent.... | realized that | had
been here before, and | had a strong feeling that my companions
must not follow me in.

The gate led into a long room. | had entered along one of
the long sides, and the only exit was on the opposite wall. |
wandered about the room, my only company a few corpses on
the floor, long since rotted away to skeletons. On one wall was
an inscription, which | read

At last | have you. Never again will you torment me, for no
mortal man can escape these walls. Seek the keys and embrace
death with each that you find. Only then shall you be free.

Apprehensive at what this could mean, | hurried back to the
door | had entered by. It had closed itself and locked. When |
turned around, | noticed something else. Inlaid in the floor was
a symbol of torment, the same which adorned my arm.
Wondering at this, | entered the only other exit from the room.

| walked forward, seeing ahead a square chamber with a
sarcophagus at its center. As | made to enter the chamber,
suddenly | was elsewhere. | was in a room, with its own
sarcophagus. However, when | investigated, all | found in the
sarcophagus was a key. The symbol of torment was inscribed on
the floor of this room as well.

The only visible exit from the room led back toward the
same square chamber. As | moved forward, suddenly | shifted. |
was in the room | had just left. What was | to do now? As |
thought | had begun to pace, and | stepped on the torment
symbol. A bolt of lightning struck, and | knew no more.

| awoke from death in the room | had first entered when
going into the tomb. Having no better plan, | made for the
square chamber again. Once again | was transported. This time
to a new room, but it still contained a sarcophagus, on the floor
a symbol of torment and a passage to the central, square,
chamber.

Ravel Puzzlewell, Part |1 353

“No more will | say...” Ravel's face wrinkled in pain, the
talon covered with the blood-tipped gray hair — even plucked
from her head, it looked jagged and stiff. “I do not know, and no
knowing shall | share!” She stared down at the gray hair
wrapped around her talon, and then she hissed, and flicked it to
me. “Take this, and leave the past where it lies, half-man!” If
she could help me no more in the mystery that was my past,
perhaps there were others things | could learn from her.

“The legends claim you are a powerful mage, Ravel. Can
you teach me some of the Art?”

“Does Ravel know thért?! Is your mind gone a-way of the
mortality, a thing all up-and-lost?! | have forgotten more 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 you... though
any other wouldvot have such a chance, nor the boon | offer.
Are you a rudimentary student in the arts or am | facing a tried-
true-and-tired... attired? A-tired master?”

“A master in the arts, beautiful Ravel.”

“Flatterer... and yet your words warm me.” Ravel's voice
changed, alternating in pitch, like someone plucking a stringed
instrument. “Much have | learned tending this garden. Charms
and incantations, distilled from the barbs...” She began to hum
slightly to herself. “...rhyming, swaying ways of the consonants
constants and motions that bring the briars to your aid... listen,
the branches will speak of it.”

As | closed my eyes and listened, a great trembling passed
through me, as if dozens of barbed snakes were burrowing
beneath my flesh. Just when | thought the pain was more than |
could bear, | suddenly, instinctively, began humming, the same
tune that Ravel did... and the pain ebbed. In the distance of the
maze | could hear the clicking of the tree creatures, as if
responding to my call. Ravel watched me with a curious light 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-touches all that hear it. You
are powerful, my precious man, so powerful... one day even the
Planes may bend to your will...”

“l do not wish such a thing, Ravel. There are many who
would walk that path, but not I.” Ravel nodded, then nodded at
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102 The Tomb

the killer always knows that | live. And no matter where on the
planes | hide, he finds me... eventually.

The speculations on the next panel before me mirrored
thoughts | had considered.

| suspect that we will continue to die and be reborn until we
finally get our liferight. I do not know what we have to do to
bring that about, though. And therein lies the frustration.

Is it some sort of karmic cycle? As | gather, some
incarnations have committed terrible crimes but also there have
been a number of incarnations where we have labored to do
nothing but good. Are these incarnations intended as
punishment? | don’t know. And that is the only real truth | can
offer in these carvings: | do not know.

At what point does theget separated from thvee? At what
point am | freed of the shackles of the actions of these other
incarnations? At what point am | allowed torbe, without the
weight of these past lives?

Moving on, the next panel commented on the importance of
journals; the walls | was gazing upon represented a journal as
well.

It is extremely important to record your journeys so that you
might learn from them. The greater need, however, is that the
sources of information you use to uncover this mystery need to
be protected when they are found. If key figures, documents or
oracles are somehow removed, either by death or destruction,
then you will never know who or what you are or how you
came to be this way.

The next panel looked like the directions on my back Morte
read to me in the Mortuary.

| know you feel like you've been drinking a few kegs of
Styx wash, but you need tcenTER yourself. Among your
possessions is WURNAL that'll shed some light on the dark of
the matter.PHAROD can fill you in on the rest of the chant, if
he’s not in the dead-book already.

Don’t lose the journal or we'll be up the Styx again. And
whatever you dopo NOT tell anyonewHO you are OrwHAT
happens to you, or they'll put you on a quick pilgrimage to the
crematorium. Do what | tell yolreaD the journal, therrinD
Pharod.

Don't trust the skull.

Morte hadn’t read that last line to me. | read the last panel in
the room.

Ravel Puzzlewell, Part |1 351

pretty, eh, Marta...? One shouldn’t swallow such a thing, no,
no...”

“Uh... can | have those back, please? | might need them
later.” Marta... Ravel... nodded slowly.

“As well he should, shouldn’t he, Marta? Yes... yes, he
should, Marta. Powerful magic to be found the guts of an
immortal, yes... not like teethies... or eyes...” Ravel's features
shifted, moved, until | could no longer see Marta’s face in hers.

“Why did you help me, Ravel?”

“I cannot helpsuT help you, my precious man... and that
will always be true, no matter how many Ravels there be... on
this, they will agree.”

“What is this place?” | asked, curious about the brambled
garden she had created.

“Once a maze of lifeless stone it was, featureless, but a
small black seed was wound in my hair when | came to this
place, and it grew strong amongst the stone, flourishing,
flourishing, until it ran thick throughout the maze like the
unraveling hair of a crone... and so this maze of another
becomesny garden.”

“Why were you imprisoned, Ravel?”

“I tried to help a Lady and a-kindly she did not take to it.”
Fall-From-Grace broke in with a question.

“The Lady of Pain? You tried tieelp her?”

“My offering of help was unwelcome. tried to set her
FREE; Sigil is thecack, a City of Doors and Locks, is a prison
for her. It must be, mustn’t it be? Why else call the city of Sigil
‘the Cage?’ And who is caged? The Lady! A prison so small for
one so great. Unjustness, wrongness, intolerable to torment 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 free.” She made a
shooing motion, her expression becoming pained as she
scattered invisible birds. “Shoo, shoo, o pained woman, let
Sigil's ring be broken so you might fly far from its filthy streets
and the stupid dabus that dare not speak in words for fear their
thoughts would be overheard!” Ravel's hands slowly stopped
their ‘shooing’ motion, and she gave a slow sigh.

“Before | could finish, | a-found myself here, and my
memories none the better for the trip... much has slipped away,
much forgotten, yes it was... is? Was?” Ravel smiled with her
yellowed teeth. “The dwindling of memory has become a
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104 Pharod

PHAROD

We retraced our path, headed back to the Buried Village. On the
way | stopped to talk to Glyve. The water from the enchanted
flask we had found dissipated the dirty taint the ditch water had

left, and it succeeded in freeing Glyve from his stony prison.
Before he faded entirely, he told me to seek out a woman called
Nemelle in Sigil's Clerk’'s Ward for the command word needed
to unlock all of the flask’s powers.

Back at the Buried Village | decided to rest for the night,
seeing Pharod only when fresh the following morning. One
more night waiting for his precious sphere wouldn’t hurt him
after all this time.

The next day we entered his hall.

“Ah, corpse...” Pharod turned as | approached, his crutch
clacking on the cobbles of the Court. He licked his lips and
smiled expectantly. “Have you brought me what | asked for?”

“The bronze sphere? Here it is.” Pharod’s eyes gleamed as |
handed him the bronze sphere — he touched it gingerly, almost
reverently.

“You...” He chuckled. “Ah, corpse, such a gamble you
were, and paid off handsomely, you have...” Pharod studied his
reflection in the sphere ansked. ‘“The years have been cruel to
me, | see...”

“I did what you asked, Pharod. Now | want some answers.”
Pharod didn’t even look at me as | spoke... his attention was
swallowed by the sphere he held.

“Yes, yes, ask your questions...” Pharod turned the sphere
in his hands. “Very important, your questions...”

“What do you know about me? Why was | told to seek you
out?” Pharod studied me with a critical eye.

“Stay your weapons for what I'm about to say, corpse, for it
could be your ears'll take offense...” Pharod smiled wickedly.
“My ears no longer care, but yours are still fresh for the
burning, it seems.” | did not care about Pharod, only the
information he held.

“You have my word that I'll stay my hand, Pharod. But |
need to know what you know.”

Ravel Puzzlewell, Part |1 349

“And you bit me, so long ago, ‘twas not a kiss then, but a
bite to the heart...” Ravel smiled. “Do not be surprised, my
precious man. There is no harm done... except, mayhap, to the
ones you travel with.” She chuckled lightly, and | suddenly
became aware of Grace’'s and Annah’s gagson me;
outwardly, Grace seemed composed, but | had a strange feeling
something haathanged between the two of us. Annah’s eyes
had narrowed to slits and her tail was flicking dangerously back
and forth.

“Resume your normal shape, Ravel.” She flowed back into
the form of the hideous night hag.

“A difficult man to please are you! Pah! And wonder do
they why there are no males of our kind!”

“What other shapes can youhave you turned yourself
into?”

“Maybe some, Mebbeth none.” Ravel seemed confused by
the question. “I've not a-membered such, I've neen, I-vene, Ei-
Vene, mayhap? Neither smarta nor Marta... so many threads
and branchings, so many Ravels... always stitching and
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 becoming misty.
“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 face until she was
gray and ashen — literally. It was like the color just... vanished.

“And who might ye be, hmmmnnn? Does yer path bring
you back to OI' Mebbeth’s door, child...?” | echoed the reply |
had given to old Mebbeth, only a few days ago.

“Yes, it does... Mebbeth... |, uh, came to learn more of the
Art. Can you teach me any more?”

“Pah! I am but a midwife, child, such power as the Art
commands is much beyond me...”

“I... don'’t think so. | think you may have more teach me
than you may realize. Much more.”

Then came the question like an echo: “Ye want to learn the
Art, ye doAWhy do ye want to learn such things?”

Echo: “Because | may need it to solve the mystery of who |

am.
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106 Pharod

PLANES themselves. Then your butchering self comes to my
HOME, my KIP, to DEMAND a ‘boon’ of me...” Pharod calmed
himself, though hisdce was still flushed. “Aye, | agreed...”

| tried to tell myself that this other incarnation was another
person, no relation to me at all. But | still felt shame at this
other’s actions.

“I'm sorry about your people, Pharod, for what that's
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 request?”

“You knew things about me... things only | knew. You
knew | was greedy for somethin’ beneath Sigil, and you put a
name and picture to it: the bronze sphere, you said. | didn’t
think you would fetch it for me...” He chuckled. “Yet did you?
Aye. The Planes turn in strange ways...”

“And that'sall you know?”

“All I know? Nay... but it's all | know about you, corpse.”
Pharod replied.

“Fine. Next question... what did you take off my body after
| died?”

“I?” Pharod licked his lips. “Why| took nothing, corpse.”
His face split in a grin. “Then, | wasn’t the one that found your
body...”

“Who did?” Pharod’s smile widened, pulling the pasty folds
of flesh back from his face like a curtain.

“My daughter, the rose of my eye, the sweetest of my
family, and the sharpest wit of them all...” He licked his dry
lips and sighed in mock sadness. “Such a cruel tongue on
her...”

“Your daughter? Who?”

“My darlin’ girl, Annah. She found you, dead as deader can
be, in a place where most Collectors wouldn’t go forantain
of coppers. Could be she plucked something off you, could be
not...?” He leaned in, shaking his head. “You'll have t'ask her,
for it's not her Da’s place to say.” He still was taking me for a
fool.

“Don’t lie to me, Pharod. You're a merchant, and you
always take a cut from your workers. What did Annah ge
from my body?”

“Ah... yes... my tribute...” Pharod folded his withered
hands over his crutch, almost protectively. “There’s no telling

Ravel Puzzlewell, Part |1 347

“Hold a moment... you sayou don’t know where my
mortality is. Do you know someone wimmes know where it
is?” Ravel smiled horridly, her tusks gleaming.

“Clever, cleverclever you are... yes, there BNOTHER who
might know the things that Ravel does not...” Ravel's eyes
dimmed, as if she stared at something in the distance, and her
voice slowed. “A... fair-skinned one... must you ask. An angel,
a deva, one who soars on the wings of morning and with his
hands, is the architect of horizons. He lies, lies beyond my
keeping, in another cage, in another prison... in his knowing is
the knowing of what you wish to know. Ask him your
questions, listen to his answers, use them as guides.”

“Where can | find this angel?”

“In a-leaving this prison, tanother cursed prison will you
arrive... though it may not appear as such to casual glances.
Step a-lightly, and find the golden link in the ever-shortening
chain. The light shall give the dark of the matter, and new paths
shall open to you.”

“Delightfully cryptic... though not surprising. Thanks.”

Ravel cackled. “Of the past | am not held to particulars...
you are fortunate to receiamything, o caustic one!”

“Oh, am I? It's just that the chain of who knows what and
where they are never seems to be a smooth series of links.”

“Ahhh...” Ravel smiled, holding up one of her talons. “And
that is why you must keep each link safe, for if they are not
smooth now, imagine what the chain will be like wheore
links shatter... time and death are notpasent with others as
they are with you.”

“What are you saying?”

“What if one of your precious links was tibe? And what if
you forgot yourself again? What would you do then? Where
would your stolen mortality be, then... it would hesrt
forever, for there would be no one leftAsxk how to reach it.
Tracing your path would become harder... mayhap
IMPOSSIBLE..."

“I have some questions aboubu, Ravel... Who are you?
Where did you come from?”

“I? Ravel am |, a maker and breaker of puzzles, a solver of
whatcannot be solved, a mind raveling and unraveling until the
threads of thought are tied up like knots in a drunken man’s
hair.” Ravel picked at one of her jagged gray hairs, wrapping it
around her finger. “It is enough, enough it is.”
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108 Pharod

“Eh? What are yeh on about?” She squinted at me. “ ‘Ee’s
not a deader.”

“Ah! Yes, my mistake...” Pharod nodded, then his voice
dropped dangerously. “Yet, my darlin” Annah, that still makes it
YOUR mistake... for this one only had one foot in the dead book
when you brought him to me.” He tapped his crutch against the
flagstones with a light tap. “He woke up, sought me out —
MosT embarrassing.”

“So?” Annah glanced at me, then shrugged. “He shouldn’t
be playing deader on the Hive while I'm about, or he'll wake up
in a Dustie’s arms, he will.” | was still angry at Pharod, and
took some of it out on the girl.

“Maybe you could havecHECKED to see if | was alive
before dumping me off there.”

“Oh, aye, and maybgeH should have been more careful
an’ maybe yeh wouldn’t have been lying face-down n’ stone-
still on the alley cobbles like a deader, aye?!” | calmed a bit,
realizing 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 him to the haunted
alley.” Pharod studied Annah for a moment, then grinned and
turned to me. “If yeh happen to lose my darlin’ Annah on the
way to the alley, corpse, you come back and see Pharod. I'l
guide you...”

“Tchhhh...” Annah sneered at Pharod, then threw a glance
at me. “C’'mon, then. And keep yer steps quick, jig? I've little
time tae waste on the likes of yeh.” | indicated that | wasn’t
ready yet, there were still a few things | wanted to investigate
here. Annah would have none of it.

“Oh, aye? Well, then, yeh can sniff out yer grave on yer
own, eejit! I'm not wai—"

“Annah...” Pharod’s voice was quiet, but it cut through the
girl's speech like a knife. “Be his minder. See that he comes to
no harm while in the village. Then guide him to where he
wishes to go.” Annah spat on the ground.

“Pox on yeh both...” However, she came with us docilely
enough as we left the hall, where she stopped me.

“I got some things to say t&H, | do.” | told her to go on.

“I seen the way yeh act, an’ yeh need to be told some things
if we're going to be travelin’ together... first — don’t go
flapping yer bone-box and locking eyes with everyone yeh
meet. That's a sure street to trouble, it is. An’ don’t be takin’ no
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to see if it had worked. You struggled so, but | kept my grip
tight and watched you die your first of many deaths.” Ravel
clacked her teeth. “Then was | a-learned in its flaws... Ego
enwraps us like a prison. Forgot | did that it ofttimes serves as a
shield.” Ravel clicked her tongue. “My pretty, pretty thing,
there is much wisdom and understanding in the truth that life is
a preparation for the ultimate goal: death. Our life is a means by
which we learrhow to die. If weFORGET such things...”

“So that's when you discovered | lost my memories when |
died...”

“Yess...” Ravel nodded. “Unfortunate... without the
mortality to hold such memories tight, the shell a body is...”

“So you took my mortality from me, Ravel... is it still
intact?”

Ravel seemed surprised, then alarmed. “Yes, ygss Fear
not for a broken mortality... if you are here... hear? Hear a-
talking at me, intact your mortality must be. Such a thing can
not... knot... not be destroyed as long as you exist. You are an
anchor of your mortal soul. As long a®u are intact, so shall it
be. Made to last are you...” Ravel smiled and gave a wheezing
laugh. “For life swallowed you and spit you out!” Morte
couldn’t resist that line.

“It swallowed him, but | don’t know if he came out thit
end.”
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XACHARIAH, PART |

We left the Buried Village, traversing the Hive once again. As
we walked Annah made a comment to me.

“Wal, | grew up here. Not a pleasant childhood, mind yeh.”

| told her we were heading for the Mortuary, and let her
take the lead. | watched her tail; its twitching was almost
hypnotic. And the swaying of her hips led my thoughts to other
areas...

She glanced back, and noticing my interest, stated, “Yeh
like my wee tail? I'll wag it at ya.”

She had managed to make me feel foolish, again. | hurried
forward, taking the lead without comment.

As we passed near the Hive market, | greeted Iron Nalls,
still searching out nails from the timbers surrounding her. 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 yer new
friend?”

“Her name’s Annah.”

“I can speak for meself, yeh know! I'm Annah, as if it's any
business of yers.” Annah crossed her arms witimph. Nalls
only smiled and turned her good eye back to me. | smiled in
return, and took my leave.

| briefly looked at the stock of another merchant, which was
tableware. As | began to move off, she tried to get me to stay.

“Oh, sir, but wait!” She put her hand on my forearm; her
touch was light as a feather. “Are ysure there’s nothing you
need? Surely something for your own home, or a gift...” Annah
spoke up.

“Aye, he’s sure; didn’t yeh hear the man?” Annah rolled her
eyes. “Fer the love o’ the Powers, why don't yeh pry yerself off
the sod fer a bit? Yeh're embarrasin’ yerself, yeh are.” The
merchant turned up her cute, button nose.

“Hmph! Are you so jealous that you'd rob a poor merchant
of her sale? The good sir is a customer, o Plane-Touched, not
some piece of meat to be owned or fought over.” With that, she
nodded at me. Annah looked horrified, then furious.
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“Of couRrsk your answer was the only one | sought, for you
were theonLy reason | asked the question! Did you think I
cared for them...? Tchhh! Did you think | even carddaation
of the amount for them that | cared fgu, my precious man?
Answer me that!” It was obvious she already knew her answer. |
instead asked another question.

“Why did you make me immortal, Ravel?”

“Its what you wanted, seedling, and you asked so
sweetly... now how could Ravel say ‘no’ to one such as you?
Immortality wasyour solution and your challenge to me.”

“My solution? But why?”

“I don't know, seedling. Time has chipped away at my
memories as well, it would seem... seam? If you remember, tell
me... I'm a-curious myself. It must have been something
important... isn’'t it in the nature of a man to want to live
forever?” Dak'kon quietly spoke, replying to her question.

“Only if what lies on the other path carries greater pain.” |
glanced at him, surprised he had said anything, that turned 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 easy thing to
say, mayhap, but too, it is not! Immortality, even with its
flaws, was the best solution this withered mind could
untangle... Lead is not easily a-changed to gold, but it is
possible, thought the unwise... un-whys? ...Ravel. If water can
be drawn from blood, mortality can be taken from a mortal,
peeled back like a sticky film....”

“The gulf between man and unman is great. You traveled
the distance. | provided the means, but you crossed on your
own.” Ravel slapped her head and raked her hand through her
hair. “Bad Ravel! Mortals are too flawed to be made to last. Still
they break! They must be dragged kicking and screaming into
an unhealthy new mold.”

“Unhealthy...? So the ritual was flawed?”

“Shortcuts must be made, and they bagak the molded...
for it is not always the mold that breaks, but the substance
poured within it. Force something into a shape it was not meant
to be, and it breaks! | thought the material was of stronger stuff,
but you have been broken.”

“But | amimmortal — surely that was a success?”

“You have survived long, immortaled one, but you have
become the prey of the creature that is life.” She cupped her
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“We'll draw the Lady’s gaze if we stay here, we will.” |
asked her what was wrong...

“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 one?! Let's
give this place the laugh before we get penned in the dead-
book!” | was surprised to see her usual canny self-reliance 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 won't!”

“He’s a dabus who's not a dabus, aye? He walks on the
ground...” Annah’s voice dropped to a whisper, and she started
trembling. “No more questions, let's give this place the laugh,
aye?” When | didn’'t immediately move towards the door, she
continued, “Fell's a dabus who angerdér. It's said he’s a
dabus who isn't a dabus, and the time’s close when the Lady’s
gaze'll fall on him, so it will.”

“You mean the Lady of Pain?” | realized what was the
source of her fear.

“Aye... and heed yer tongue.” Annah made a semicircle in
the air in front of her as | mentioned the Lady's name. “The
dabus work for the Lady, an’ she protects them... ‘cept Fell.”
She shuddered. “Let’s be away, aye?”

It was important | speak to Fell; | couldn’t stop just for
Annabh. | told her | just needed a few moments to talk to Fell.

Annah grabbed my arm. “Please, nay, nay! No good'll come
of it — anyone speakin’ ta Fell could draw the Lady’s gaze. |
donnae want t'die, | don't!” To my surprise, Annah looked close
to tears.

| hesitated, wanting to hold her, but afraid | would be
rebuffed. | settled for trying to comfort her using words.

“Annah, no harm will come to you while I'm here — |
promise. | just want to speak to him for a moment.” For a
minute, Annah just looked at me. Then, something in my gaze
seemed to calm her, for she steeled herself.

“I donnae why I...” She shook her head. “Go on, then, talk
ta him! | donnae care!” There was an undercurrent of fear in her
voice.

| pretended that the last time | was here | could barely
understand Fell, and asked Dak'kon to translate for me. | asked
Dak'kon to ask Fell if he had done the tattoos on the
dismembered arm | had found.
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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 he helped
save my life in the Mortuary.”

“Curious, curious-er, curious-her...” Ravel smiled. “Quite
the puzzle box you are a-shaping up to be. What else lurks in
the dark places of your mind?” Ravel's voice took on a
threatening weight, and she turned to Fall-From-Grace, her red
eyes blazing. “And here is the core of it — the Abyssal
temptress... does she rise above the merely carnal to you, or is
she somethinglse in your eye, hmnnn?”

Grace said nothing. She seemed to be studying Ravel
intently... | was suddenly struck with the feelingaGe was
sizing up Ravel for weaknesses. Ravel turned back to me,
clacking her yellowed tusks, as if in anticipation.

“Speak, precious man, but have a care where your words
fall.”

“I could fall in love with her.” The truth, but | knew | was
on dangerous ground when | saw how Ravel's gaze slid off me
and narrowed on Grace. | had played a dangerous game up to
now with the night hag. Dangerous indeed to try to lie to her,
but more dangerous to answer the truth to Ravel's next
question.

“Hmnnnn...” Ravel turned, clacked her tusks, then glanced
at Annah with a sneer. “And what ofis slip of flesh... the
fiendling, the tiefling with the scarlet hair and the fiery passion.
What issHE to you, my precious man?” | had known Annah for
too short a time to be sure of my feelings for her. And now |
focused my will, made myselfelieve she was no more than a
travel companion to me.

“I like her company... | consider her my friend.”

Ravel glanced at Annah, then snorted, her black-veined eyes
gleaming. “Hmmmmnn... so be it. MyNEXT question is
this...” Ravel's voice dropped, almost whispering. And
suddenly, | had a strange feeling she did not want to hear the
answer. “Why did you wait so long teturn to me? Ravel grew
a-lonely without you, precious man.” | felt the moment of peril
slip past, and again could comfortably make a flattering answer.

“The way to this place is difficult, beautiful Ravel. Efforts
have been made to insure you have little company, and many
were the trials | was forced to undertake in order to stand before
you. Yet | am glad to see you once again, Ravel — time has not
dulled your beauty, | see.”
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114 Xachariah, Part |

Lady to bresk through a wall a any moment, so | cut my
bargaining short.

Ravel Puzzlewell, Part | 339

Ravel’s black-veined eyes took on a curious gleam. “The time
for My questions is now, half-man. Know this and know Ravel's
law: if you do not answer my questions, no moreyofir
questions will | answer, my precious man. Step a-lightly with
the answers, or the asking shahr 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 opportunities does life
provide for such a meeting. They wished to see if the tales of
your power and beauty were true... as | knew them to be.”

Ravel stared at me for a moment in silence, then her face
split into a horrendous grin, her row of yellowed fangs
glistening in the faint light of her eyes. “Ahhhh... my precious
man, you carryonly words...” A blackish tongue darted from
her purple lips, and rolled around the rim of her mouth, as if in

anticipation of a meal. “...but you aweeLL armed, indeed...”
She nodded slowly, and her grin faded. “And they travel 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 an arrow.

“Is it choice, gith? Is it? Or is it a matter of two skies?”
Dak’kon’s blade bled into a vicious dead black, mirroring his
eyes... and to my surprise, tharach edge silently split into
jagged fangs. | felt anger; | was the one who had come to
question her. | was the one with whom she had made her
bargain.

“Ravel... leave him bel will answer your questions, not
them.” Ravel ignored me.

“What of the cog-box?” Ravel turned to Nordom, sneering.
“What doesiT know of choice?” She snapped her fingers, like
the sound of cracking bone. “There is only obey and obey,
hmnnn?” Nordom'’s eyediked as he regarded her.

“Query: What does Nordom define /choice/? Define:
CHoICE: The act of choosing, selection; the right or opportunity
to choo—" Ravel cast her gaze on Morte, overriding Nordom'’s
reply.

“Skull, skull, skull...” Ravel clicked her tongue after each
word, and her smile widened. “Your expression is difficult to
read without the skin wrapping, but | feel ya@ar from here.
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116 Dak’kon, Part Il

| thought back to the two of the four he had not mentioned,
the familiar and the slave. | guessed Morte must be the familiar.

“And which of them was you, Dak'kon? Were you the
slave?” Dak'kon was silent for a moment, and the surface 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 yolnow that if you hear itknow it shall
be a long tale.”

“Upon the rolling Plane of Limbo, the People shape cities
from the chaos with their thoughtsnow that there is no place
for a divided mind.” Dak'kon raised the blade from his shoulder
and held it before him. As he stared at itshirpened until it
was almost as thin as a piece of paper.

“A divided mind is an unfocused mind. A divided mind
fractures walls and weakens stone.” As Dak'kon spoke, the
edges of the blade corroded slightly, the metal misting and
melting along the edges. “Many divided minds nalagtroy a
city.”

“Long have lknown the words of Zerthimon. Through my
voice, many have come tmow the words of Zerthimon. The
zerth protect the community from all threats, whether to the
body or the mind. They are the guiding stones in the chaos. So it
came to pass that | spoke the words of Zerthimon without
knowing the words of Zerthimon. It came to pass that | no
longerknew myself.”

“So... you doubted the words?”

“No.” Dak'kon’s voice was edged, and his blatiarpened
in response. “knew the words. Yet it came into my heart that
perhaps others did nkihow the words as Zerthimdknew them.

And so division formed. As my mind became as two, as my
mind became divided, those that looked to me as a guiding
stone became divided. Many scores of githzerai, rhamglreds

of scores of githzerai... doubted. Shra'kt'lor died that day.”

“The enemies of Zerthimon camiénow that their hatred of
his words and the People lent their blades strengtbw that
they sensed the weakened city, and they brought war with them.
Many githzerai drowned in the chaos and beneath the blades of
our enemies.” Small beads of metal appeared on the surface of
the blade, as if it was blisteringKtiow this happened long
ago.”

Ravel Puzzlewell, Part | 337

prove tighter than any chain, no? The manacles of a race once
enslaved, now a slave again?”

Dak'kon was silent, but his bladeifted at Ravel's words...
the blade darkened, the edge sharpening untikdhach itself
seemed to carry a horrible malevolence about it.

“The cog-box...” Ravel's gaze drifted to Nordom. “Once it
knew onlysuffering’sdefinition, but now it feelsits sting. There
is no room for ‘2’ in the world of 1's and 0's, no place for
‘mayhap’ in a house of trues and falses, and no ‘green with
envy' in a black and white world. When it discovers how the
planes turn, when it discovers thruTH behind loyalty and ill-
logic, more torments will it know...”

“The chattering skull...” Ravel didn’t bother to even look at
Morte, as if he was beneath her notice. “Are the quips enough of
a shield for what lies buried inside your brain-box, hmmm?
Why speak truths when lies suffice?”

“The Abyssal temptress...” Ravel sneered, her yellowed
fangs piercing her purpled lips as she squinted at Fall-From-
Grace. “A skin so fair, lips so rich, eyes that might cause you to
forget Ravel herself... and yet she suffers, more than any other.
When one turns on their nature, many are the torments that arise
from such a betrayal.”

“Ravel...” Grace replied softly, almost cautiously. “I have
come to terms with m—"

“You LIE, succubus!” Ravel's lips peeled back in a snarl.
“You LIE! Do notDARE lie to me, when your heart iseaok to
me! Every word yousPIT screams of your torment!”

“Ah...” Ravel gestured at Annah, as if she was for sale
upon on auction block. “Look upon the feisty tiefling... such
fiery hair and voice...” Ravel smiled, baring her rows of
yellowed teeth. “Shall | speak gbur torment, tiefling?” Annah
seemed paralyzed, her eyes wide as Ravel turned her black-
veined gaze to her. | could see her trembling, her heart beating
fast.

“No... no, | shall not speak of it.” Ravel's voice dropped,
almost in exhaustion, and the smile faded from her face.
“Grown tired of cruelties and torments, Ravel has... the world
is a-jagged enough gte...” She turned to me, her bloody eyes
dimmed, and she sighed.

“And my precious, precious half-man... foyou, the
greatest torment of all... life forever-more. Can it be life a-cares
for you as Ravel does?” She gnashed her yellowed tusks with a
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118 Dak’kon, Part Il

“Know that the words of Zerthimon inscribed upon this
stone are true, and know that your divided mind need be divided
no longer. All you must do is take the stone and you &heW/
yourself again.”

Dak'kon’s eyes flickered over the Unbroken Circle of
Zerthimon, and for a moment, | thought he might be too close to
death to recognize it. Then the right hand twitched, and he
pulled it slowly from its earthen prison, the clumps of earth
streaming off it becoming water in Limbo’s chaotic winds. His
skeletal hands clutched the stone, like a drowning man, 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 flickered over me,
and he hissed again, too dry for a moment to muster the words.
He blinked, slowly, then spoke, his voice barely above a
whisper, but the words were what | wanted to hear.

“My... life is yours... until yours is no more...” | closed my
eyes, and returned to the present.

“So you got the Circle from me?”

“Yes. Inknowing its words, lknew myself.”

“Tell me about that other ‘me'... the incarnation you knew.
What was he like?”

Dak'kon’s gaze travelled through me, and he fell silent.

“Dak’kon? “ | prompted.

“Know that he was differenKnow that the differences were
not marked on the skin, nor in the Way of the weapon, nor in
the attire that cloaked hinkKnow that he was different in the
way of thought and the means he acted upon his thoughts. His
wiLL became substancknow that he saw others and ditbT
see them. Hé&new only how they could serve him. His heart
was treacherous, and it was cold, and never did its coldness
burn him.”

“Did it ever touch you, Dak'kon? Did he betray you?”
Dak'kon’s blade began bleeding into a dull, flat black, and I
watched as edges, like teeth, began sprouting from the edge of
the blade. His face clenched, and he spoke through his teeth.

“It is not mywill you know of this.”

“Tell me, Dak'kon. Did he evéetray you?”

“I surrendered myvorD to him. | surrendered neeLF.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The People do not allow themselves to be enslaved to
another in deed or chains. If we find ourselves in such a cage,

Ravel Puzzlewell, Part | 335

“It is said you are the greatest of the Gray Sisters, Ravel. |
have traveled far to reach you.” She nodded, but slowly, too
slowly, as if through a dream. When she spoke, her words were
muted, as if being spoken underwater.

“But why have you traveled so far? Your need must be
great... yet you seem to have brougidthing that would
interest me. You musiy for your services...”

“My need is great. My currency is this: a challenge. Perhaps
an impossible challenge... one | fear is beyond eyaur
abilities....” | echoed the words, and | felt tkeNIPULATION,
the subtle twist designed to pull Ravel's strings. Her eyes blazed
a fiery gray in the dream-memory, and the gray that was eating
the landscape seemed to ebb from her features.

“There is NOTHING that is beyond me, foolish man!
NOTHING! Pose your challenge, | will hear you!”

“Death waits at the end of life for all men. | need it to wait
for me no longer... can you do this, beautiful Ravel?”

The vision cleared, the gray bleeding away from the maze,
until the color resumed, my hand still cupping Ravel's cheek.
Her eyes were closed, and she sighed. | withdrew it slowly, and
after a moment, Ravel's eyes opened, and she gave a rasping
hiss.

“Yessssss...” Ravel's finger withdrew, and she looked at
me sadly. “Oh, sad, sad, broken half-thing. All-a-pieces.” She
squinted at me again. “No longer the one Ravel knew are you...
are you still a-broken, after all this sad, sad time?”

“Broken? What do you mean?”

“A body you possess, but a body of knowledge you do
not?” She pointed her ragged talon at my chest, at my scars.
“Many and such, such scars you have, all a-scrawled on your
skin. Many tales does your skin tell.”

“What tales does my skin tell?”

“Your scars and tattoos shout to me, ‘here is a man in
confrontation with the world.” “ Ravel made a crooning noise,
not unlike a dying bird. “Yes, such tales as would shrivel even a
hag'sears...”

“Tell me these... tales. | would know them.”

“The tales are many. They echo of balance imbalanced,
trials of war, battles with fiendish elements, and a creature that
feeds on others from a-far to sustain itself... and of torments.
Suchtorments flesh has never known...”

“Divided in two you were, when your mortality was peeled
from you. No longer balanced, much a-broken in the
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120 Annah, Part |

XACHARIAH, PART Il

| left the mausoleum, and re-entered the Mortuary, seeking out
the blind zombie again. | used my ‘Stories Bones Tell’ ability,
and asked if he was Xachariah.

“Wha... you!” The zombie seemed shocked, but gladdened.
“By the Lady’'s Gaze...” His tone took on a sense of wonder.
“Aren’t you dead, cutter?” | asked who he really was.

“So, it's hard to peel away this filthy shroudskin an see ol’
Xachariah the Fool beneath? It is |, cutter. Blessed be the
Powers, | thought never to see you again... but you've changed
too, as far as my ears can tell... have you been making poor
choices again?” Xachariah wheezed from his throat hole. “Be
you dead, too?”

“It's a long tale... but no, I'm not dead.”

“Well, cutter, | suppose being dead’s not something one
would doubt, though how can you talk to me? Your voice is as
clear as a knife...”

“What are your doing here?”

“I am a stable hand in the most lifeless place of all. Be it
that | could pass beyond the Eternal Boundary and have a Plane
to call my home, but much of my soul was squandered, and 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 lips peeled back 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 terrible things did
| see. | took to drink, and became half-sodden with the stuff.
Once, when | was sodding drunk, | signed my body off to the
Dusties. Fate decided ta kick me when | was down, and | died
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 suspicious and
watching for something... reckon somebody like you had got
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RAVEL PUZZLEWELL, PART |

I should have waited at least one day to prepare, but | was too

close to the answers | had sought. | went into an empty room in

the Brothel, and found that touching the portal with the cloth

that contained Kesai’s blood was enough to activate it. Passing
through, we entered the maze where | was certain we would
find Ravel.

We appeared in a brambly, bushy labyrinth. Thick bushes
formed walls about us, while the ground underneath looked to
be formed of thousands of interlaced roots. We soon discovered
dangerous living hazards as well. Two creatures attacked us,
more plant than animal, although they moved quickly enough,
and had two branch-like claws. Fortunately, their fighting
ability did not match that of my companions, and they were
quickly dispatched.

We moved through the maze, dispatching several more of
the creatures. We reached a breach in the wall of brambles to
our right, and followed it to another opening. At the opening,
we saw a small open area, and a single individual, who |
approached.

The plump, hook-nosed crone before me didn’t look much
like a myth; she was outfitted in a simple (if dirty) brown shirt
and leggings, with a number of pouches hanging from her
frayed belt. She seemed oblivious to my presence, more
concerned with the tangled black roots woven together to form
the floor of the maze than anything transpiring around her. |
studied her for a moment.

A tangle of jagged gray hair jutted from beneath the crone’s
hood, spreading down her shoulders like a mass of twisted gray
roots. Sickly blue-gray flesh hung in loose folds from tzeef
her narrow chin, long and sharp, jutted forward in an extreme
under-bite, and two filthy yellow canines protruded from her
lower jaw, like small tusks.

“Ravel...?”

“Ah... visitors.” The crone’s voice was thick and scratchy,
as if trying to force its way past layers of dust. Her eyes were a
dull, bloody red, with black veins running through them like
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122 Annah, Part |

us other than you.” | also asked about Morte, interested in his
perspective to see if he shared my suspicions.

“That filthy-talking skull was hankering for a bruising, so it
was! Always smarting off, it was, and making fun of my
condition!”

“You... you were a... blind archer?”

“That | was. You truly have forgotten, haven't you? All
men see with more than their eyes, cutter... some of them better
than others. | sensed the hearts of my foegour foes — and
my arrows always struck true. Ah, those were some times...”

“Do you know what happened to my journal?”

“That scrapbook that you'd stitched together outta yer own
flesh and had more pages than | had years in my life?! Good
fortune indeed if you've lost that ghoulish book! Always
scribbling in it, you were, and it smelled a fright. It was like you
were afraid that at any moment someone would take it away...
you wrote in it ‘til skin tore from your fingers and | wondered if
you were trying to spill out your brain box through your pen.
Sometimes we would hold up for days while you wrote. | hated
that infernal book. It seemed to hold you by the heart, and not in
a kind way. The last | saw of it, cutter, it was in your
possession. If you don't carry it, | don't know where on the
Planes it could be.” Before | left, Xachariah asked for a favor.
His voice dropped, as if ashamed.

“l made some mistakes, some damned bad ones to be sure,
and one of my biggest was signing that Dustman contract. If |
hadn’t been so sodden with bub, | never woulda done it. | regret
it, and | was hoping you could set it aright.”

“Way | reckon, this body's gonna last a long time... and
every day’s too long to me. Couldja maybe gut me again,
cutter... for old time’s sake? The thought of spending another
batch of years here in the Mortuary with these whitefaces is a
mighty cold one. Can you see fit to put me back in the Dead
Book where | belong?”

“If that is your wish...” | gutted him, and Xachariah fell to
the floor with a heavy thud. There was a faint hiss from the
body, and | saw the chest heave once, then with a faint rattle,
the corpse went silent.

“Rest in peace, Xachariah.”
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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, Marquis of the
Bloody Shadow, my father, hear me, for | call upon you...”

“Yes, beloved father, it is |, Kesai-Serris. | would bid you
answer me one question, a question I've asked you time and
again...”

“Yes, beloved father. | cannot bear to have another ask me
and not know myself. Younust tell me... | have asked for
nothing save this. Tell me, | beg of you...”

“Y-yes... yes, beloved father, | understand. | thank you...
farewell...”

“Well? What did he have to say?” Kesai remained turned
away from me for a moment before finally facing me.

“I did not want to believe that wicked hag may have been
my mother. | have lived long, | do not appear to age, and
have... disturbing dreams, sometimes.” She shuddered. “But
still... | do not wish to be the inheritor of the evil she caused,
nor draw the Lady's gaze as my mother did. Such evil things
she did!”

“Tell me what you know of her, will you?”

“I heard she would pose impossible riddles to people,
riddles she could answer but no one else could. She would
devour the person if they answered incorrectly, or leave them
dangling in her horrifying gardens as examples to all. Those few
who somehow escaped she tormented in their dreams, riding
them like steeds, breaking their wills and hurling their souls into
the colorless oblivion of the Gray Waste...”

“Her magic was said to be beyond anything most had ever
seen; it was imagination woven from nightmare and given
substance. Stone and solid shapes bent to her will like soft clay;
the laws of the Planes would bend beneath her feet and from
nothing she could weave illusion... and from illusion, weave
realities that could horrify and kill and confound.”

“She was a mistress of all the Dark Arts, mistress and
master of them all. She hounded a Guvner that dared quote Sigil
law to her with shadows that devoured him all but his tongue,
his fingers and the flesh of his face. She turned Mercykillers
inside out, and shattered buildings of those who displeased her.
Terrible, terrible powers were at her command.”

“She changed her shape like water, and would use it to
destroy some for amusement, and to steal knowledge from
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124 Annah, Part |

“He wouldn't want to walk far with that lame leg of his,
though.”

“Aye, that's true — but only if yeh don’t watch him careful.
He isn't lame, though he puts on a fair show about bein’ weak
in the leg.”

“So why does he carry that crutch?”

“I donnae.” She nodded at me. “Yeh might as well ask why
yeh have bones running around your waist, yeh do.”

“So that crutch of his... could be a portal key?” Annah
frowned in thought for a moment, then slowly nodded her head.

“Aye... there's a thought.” She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know
how yeh'd use it, though. Maybe yeh just needéze it.”

Pharod was dead, but there might be information
concerning me in his stash. | went to Pharod’s body. He still had
the bronze sphere, which | took. | also grabbed his crutch, and
began walking about the hall.

In one corner the crutch triggered a portal. We passed
through, into Pharod’s vault.

| was staggered by what we saw. The vault was huge. There
were not just a few books. There were shelf upon shelf of
volumes, in an order which Pharod had taken with him to his
grave. Piles of rubbish, assorted junk. Pharod must have had
help creating this storage space... | thought | knew what had
been the fate of his helpers when he was done.

We searched until late in the night, although we could cover
only a tiny portion of what was there. We found mundane
treasures, it is true, but nothing that shed light on my past.

While Morte and Dak'kon were searching elsewhere, | took
the opportunity to talk to Annah some more. She looked at me
questioningly when | indicated | wanted to speak to her.

“Aye? What is it yeh want then?” | asked her to tell me
about herself.

“Aye, now what yeh be wanting to know about me for? Are
yeh jest bored? It's not some grand tale, it isn't, so if yeh're
expecting some epic, yeh'd best go rattle yer bone-box at
someone else, jig?” | encouraged her to tell me about her
background, which she took to mean her tail.

“I seen the way yeh look at me tail — if it'll keep yer eyes
to yerself, then I'll tell yeh where it came from: it's a blessing
from me Grand Da... or me Grand Ma, whichever o’ them was
the fiend. I'm a tiefling, so | am, with just enough of the demon
blood in me to sprout this tail outta me back. That blood trickled
its way from me Grand Ma n’ Grand Da to me... after passing
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No one is certain what happened on that fina night, but
with every mirror that was delivered, a Lesser Matriarch fell
dead. There were wild tales of spectral forms that crawled from
the bodies of the Lesser Matriarchs as they gazed upon the
mirrors, and the howling cries as they strangled their owners.

In response to the assassination of their leaders, the
surrounding nations attacked the nation of Y ehcir-Eya and razed
it to the ground. The Fanged Mirrors of Yehcir-Eya were
scattered and lost.

According to several planar scholars, the Fanged Mirrors
had the ability to cause a soul to slip from its owner and take on
physical form. Whether it was because the Lesser Matriarchs
were consumed by greed and a desire for conquest or whether
the great plate of silvered glass found on the edges of the Sea of
Black Sand was evil in itself, the mirrors created a vicious
reflection of their owners. Their souls took on substance and
killed their owners.

When she was done, | asked if she knew if Kesai-Serris was
Ravel's daughter. She replied with another tale.

“Once upon a time, an elderly man from the Clerk’'s Ward
vanished, and his body could not be found. To conceal it, the
murderer buried beneath him another body in the cemetery. A
diviner told of where the body could be found, and so they dug,
and uncovered a body, but not that of the elderly man. They
were confounded. They were forced to release the man, and it
was not until they continued to dig to re-bury the older 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 | had
previously learned was a daughter of Ravel. | asked her directly
if Ravel was in fact her mother. Kesai suddenly bared her 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; | never knew
her. But do llook like a night hag, to you?!” This was too
important to spare her feelings, and | was absolutely frank in my
response.

“Well... there is the skin... and the eyes... and maybe the
teeth, too...”



gersgAew ‘wiy anes pinod ) ybnoy ay §i ‘Ins, ‘pasned
ays . 'no ws, 186 |m Buiysem 0 Junowre ou ‘ybnous xoe|q ale
|NOS JaA UO surels ay) §| ‘puey S,81e) WO YaA anes 1,uom 1axuill
Vv "LUSI 818y} ‘SSauysljoo} S,poreyd Joj ,uiunodde oN, ‘peay
18y Xooys uay} ‘Juswow e Joj I|IS Juam ays . A|lesy,

3 puy pue An 01 uomisod siy pue ‘yieam siy ‘spn
sIy Aeme maiyl 8y 0S Yyonw 0S — MOYUSWOS WIY dABS PINOM
alayds azuoiq ayl wybnoyl aH "palp ay usym sjay ayr o1 ob

0] paunsap sem ay 0S yanw 0s — ssad04d ay) Ul SIayl1o uny pue
‘yeayd ‘all 01 uonisod siy pasn Apuasedde saH ‘spiepp Jaddn ayx
JO BUO Ul JBUAND), B 32U0 Sem ay — Jayreb | ‘a)l| poob e pes|
LupIp poseyd, Jueaw | reym Bupise ‘paxuliq ays .8yl Iy anes
pinom 11 ybnouyy ay asneaaq 1 10} Buiyoreas sem ay quiyl |,
‘)1 10} payaIeas ay Aym uoseal ayl mauy
| M yd1a} 8.l ,ulk) yoog-pesp ayl ul pauuad 106 S10109]10D
.0 8J02s-j[ey e 1Sowe — pIp 8y ¥l ) noge uo Aued ae}
wiy Joy ajgenren bl Buiylswos uaaqg aney 1snw 1l IS pey
1 ||dWS preisnd |no, 'asou Jay papjuum ays ,'wiy 01 1 ybnolq
yaA se uoos se 1l [|]Ws p|nod | Luop | ‘} 1896 ael aJy-e e sem
ay Aym mouy juop |, ‘urebe pabbniys yeuuy .asods |,
L£9Win 1eys e alayds azuoiq 1eyl 1o} Buiyasesas ay sepn,
uil 1oy >joe
B Je Sem Janau ay ,ue ‘jsow ueyl Jaddod enno alow uizeanbs
Jo Aem e seH S| 8y ‘auo pmalys e S,poleyd, ‘Paumol} yeuuy
. Aes siaben ayl ,0 awos ‘aoe|d ay) punajana aghew ‘obe
abe s,8u0]s e alay) swe) ‘| ueyl Jabuo| abeliA Byl 1e usag,
Jasods
| ‘peQq 0S 10U S8y 0s ‘Jebbaq e aw sanes| ) 1eyl doy ayl Jo yonw
0S 9ye] Luop poleyd pue ‘ws, Buuq | siepesap ay) Jo} Jaddod
JO uq 991U e Aed sansng ayl )00 0] paleds-e 00} alAay) saoe|d
ul siapeap ayl jJo 1sow Buipuy dn pus | 0S ‘wa, Ul Jea} ayl Yyum
sAoq @am alte xoed siy ul salnb ayp Jo 1sow ‘snid ',ued skoq
Jayio siy gdamui 186 ued | os ybnoua |ews w,| ,ue ‘aAlH ayl
JO S19241S a8yl Jo siapeap dieds wiy djay 01 auosawos papasau isnl
ay — ueydio ue ,ulaq aw 1oy} Jea) ou Buippays jusem ay " Apoq
Sly ur auog puy e pey ay upjuiyi Ag Buom wiy 186 1uoq,

.’4oInIo sy Japun aw 001 8y 0S ‘wlinbs 1,upjnoa

sal|Inb 1e} siy Jo 1sal ay) sade|d eiul |MeID 0] J0108||0D © papasau

83, , 'pabbniys yeuuy . "B sam B SeM | UBYM SW punoy
8H e [EW 10U ‘||laMm e aW S,8H ¢Y2InIo-1annis |0,

‘poreyd Jo aiow aw |8}

0] Jay payse | ,alam Aayl Jansoym ‘eq ue B\ umo aw ybnoayl

T4 | Yed ‘yeuuy

‘pa1oipald sajoeIo By} ‘sueay iyl 1Sa) pjnom
siouw ayl 'sylb se suoneu Buipunouns syl JO sydseleN
J3SS97 8yl 0] JUSS 2JaM SIOMIW BS3aYL 'SIoMIW d3IYl-Auiyl
uolyse} pue sse|b 1eaib ay) 1Nd 0} Jay paloniIsul sajoelo JaH

*119S9p ay1 JO J00j} By Ul pappagquia
pJeAlnod e jo azis ay) sse|b paJsan|is jo ared 1ealb e uodn |8}
199} I8y ‘a1ay] "eas 1ealo) ay) Jo sabpa ayl payoeal ays |un 100}
uo Bulanen ‘sanbea) Auew palauinol yoreure 1eals ayl
‘ybnos
ays leym pul pjnom ays ‘ale|s 0l Aem aneb pues xoe|q buniys
3Y} a1aym ‘a1ayl — pues xoe|g J0 eas ay} Jo sabpa ay) 01 |oAes]
01 Jay pjo} Ayl ‘syoseurel\ J9ssa ayl o sueay ayr bBunsa)
JO Sueaw B 0} WaY) payse ays ‘ssjoelo Jay bBunnsuo)
‘1Isnu}
0] SydJeulep\ J8ssa ayl JO YdIYm JoU Mauy ays 1I9A UOISeAUl
1surefe uoneu Jay Buinlasaid ‘aoueljje ue ol JaluUa pue suoleu
Buipunosns ay) woly syodeuiey 19ssa] a8yl JO U0 3S00yd 0}
1YyBNoS BAT-110Ua A ‘UMO Jay 10} Spue| Jay Wied 0] paysim Jeyl
suoneu [eald Ag papunosns “BulAp Amols jjasiay punoy ‘eA3
-IIDYBA ‘pues xoe|g Jo BaS 8yl JO YdJeue Jealo 1se| ayl
‘aldwa
ue Jo adoy ayr aiam eA3-10UyaA JO SslouN pabue ayl
. eA3-119ys A Jo Jou pabued, afel ays
aleys 0] palayo SanA ‘U Buldas "Aoebs| suoneusedul eanoeid,
Yl Ul udag osfe pey yolym Jouw [ealbew syl Buluiwexs
usaq pey | ‘Bupjiel usag pey SaAA pue WOPION 3IUM
«£,S1aMoy} Jo Aem ayl Ul puljg Sem OYmA
‘'suapJeb ajesuas ay) papusl oym lauspreb pulg-jey e ssoloe
awed ay ‘Aep auQ "siamoy} Jo Aem ayl ul paules|-||am Jaswiy
paJapisuod yons se pue — Anaod ‘sixal |edlbojoiq ‘sasiiean
‘sAessa — SJaMol} JO yonw peal oym uew e sem alayl,
. [S91esuUas pue s1amol4, ‘" uoluedwod JnoA pue noA
10} BUO BA,| MOU puy "WOPION ‘Sel auly Y, PIJILUS SIAA
.'9[e1 8y} asojo 03 abew
Bumi Apenoiyed e sem 82inos 01 uinial ayl ybnoyy |,
"JollagsIp yim padseh slop ¢swuswysljiequia,
.'9SIN0J JO ‘SjuaWIysI||agqwa YUAA 89e|d 4001 yeym sem 1y,
"9210A UaA3 AjBuluappew
SIy ul paldal woploN .jpreay Jena | Alois Buuog isow
ayl sJeyl jcuobBAjod pidnis noA ‘yeyl sem sjay ayl Ui Jeuyma,
‘paysiuly WopIoN Se papo|dxs aLoW ,'82IN0S
31 01 paulnipl Uayl alem am ‘ysel Jno Bune|dwod uodn "psads

suolrredeld 8¢ce



126 Annah, Part |

important somehow... or at least worth a bit o’ jink.” |
considered her, and murmured half to myself an observation.

“I didn’t think you and him looked much alike, anyway.”
Annah’s eyes narrowed, and her tail began to lash back and
forth.

“And what do yeh mean bghat, then?” | stumbled in
replying.

“I meant that he doesn’t look much like a tiefling.”

“Aye, he doesn’t.. and if yeh knew one thing about
tieflings other than what yeh'd heard from any half-grinnin’
Hiver on the street, yeh'd have the sense to know that none of us
tieflings look a-like, jig?” She shook her head. “No hope for
yeh, that's for dead-sure.”

“I didn’t mean that as aimsult. You both look so different.
| mean Pharod's... so.Pharod, and you're not.”

“Oh, now what coulda tipped yeh off to that? My hair? My
skin? | can’t think of anything else...” Annah slapped herself
lightly on the forehead, then sneered sarcastically. “Maybe 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 between that ugly,
stooped, greedy, smelly gutter-troll and you.” Annah’s face
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 knew as true as | said
it.

“I mean, have you evdpoked at yourself? Aside from the
way you carry yourself, you're confident, sensible, and graceful.
And that doesn’t even take into account your obvious good
looks: you have that rich, fire-red hair, those sharp green eyes,
and that striking profile.”

Annah just stared at me. | wondered what hegiction
indicated.

“So that's all | meant when | said you and Pharod look
nothing alike.”

Annah nodded, still staring at me. She didn’t even blink.

“Are you listening to me?”

Annah suddenly leaned in, and she bit me sharply on the
neck, giving a soft hiss. Rather than pulling back, she pressed
closely into me and whispered into my ear.

“D'yeh fancy yer chances?” Her tail began to lash slowly
back and forth, but the rhythm was more hypnotic than angry. |
could feel Annah’s heart beating fast in her chest, and the color
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PREPARATIONS

| returned to the Lower Ward, to the Great Foundry, to see what
my receipt would get me.

When | gave the receipt to a clerk, he returned with a metal
framework, which | unfolded. It was a shimmering piece of
filigreed metalwork. It looked almost gauzy, sharp edges
protruding fromiit. It must have been important if | left it behind
for myself.

Then it struck me. | must not have been the only incarnation
to learn of the importance of the night-hag Ravel. This item had
been commissioned by another incarnation, the ‘practical’ one,
and whatever else he may have been, he was extremely clever.
It would have been just like him to devise a plan that would take
decades to reach fruition. The clerk at the foundry had said the
receipt looked like it was Bundred years old, which if he was
right implied the project had already been nearly fifty years old
when my ‘practical’ incarnation created the legacy to hold the
receipt.

And if this was a means to reach Ravel, it could only be a
portal. More, | already knew what the key was to open it, a
‘piece of Ravel.’ | knew just where to get the key, as well. |
folded the portal back together, and stowed it. The Foundry
clerk, who had been staring at the portal trying to figure out
what it was, would probably never learn anything more. |
smiled at the thought; it was just as well for him.

| hurried from the Foundry, headed back to the Clerk’s
Ward, and the Brothel of Slaking Intellectual Lusts. As 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, | decided to
visit Yves the Tale-Chaser first. | was curious if Nordom had
any conception of what a tale was, and | asked him to share a
story.

“In the 13.7th Revolution, we were required to fix gear and
cog sub-set thirty-one in the fifth ring of Mechanus. We
removed the obstruction and the gear turned as per its normal
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128 Annah, Part |

Annah said, “Stop starin’ at me, yeh pikin’ skull.” | just
announced that it was late and we needed to rest. It might take a
month to see if there was anything of real worth to me in
Pharod’s vault, and | didn't want to waste the time. We needed
to move on.

Advocate lannis 325

established a legacy here...” He was staring at the items, almost
hypnotized. “Here you are. If | may... may | read them, sir?” |
could not deny him. One scroll held a healing enchantment, but
the other was a note written by his daughter.

“Of course. Here you are.” lannis took the scroll and studied
it. There was a long silence, then he slowly looked up at me.

“You... meant very much to my daughter. She was willing
to give up her life for you.”

“I believe that is the case.” lannis handed the scroll back to
me.

“Thank you, sir. | appreciate your kindness.”

“It is the least | can do.”

| was about to leave, but | had not been fully honest with
lannis. | knew something more about his daughter, and | didn't
feel right about leaving without mentioning it. Even though
what | had to say could only increase his agony.

“I saw a woman by the name of Deionarra interred in the
Mortuary memorial hall. She had become a ghost and claimed
that she knew me.”

“Wh... what?!” lannis looked flustered. “Wh... what did
you just say?!”

“Her spirit now resides in the memorial hall. | spoke with
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 and that | had
loved her... and that | had forsaken her.”

“I see.” lannis frowned and studied me... his face had
become like stone. “You are the one she left Sigil with. The one
who led her on the journey that killed her.”

| had nothing to say to lannis’ accusation, because |
believed it was true. | had led her on a journey, had deliberately
manipulated her into coming with me just to use her powers.
The fact that | didn’t directly remember these events, or that |
now felt exquisite anguish over her fate, didn’t, couldn't,
change what had happened. | left his house without another
word.

Once outside, | opened the scroll from Deionarra’s Legacy.

My Love,

If you are reading this, then the tragedy | have Seen has
come to pass. | have died, and you have remained to suffer the
loss.
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130 Chaos Dogs Barking

zerth that does not know the words of Zerthimon.” Dak'kon
made the same reply as before; the tone had changed slightly,
but the meaning seemed to be intact.

“This one is numbered among the faithful.” Dak'kon fell
silent, as if to give the words time to sink in. “The one beside
me speaks. Will you hear him?” The gith’s response was so
quick it almost had the force of an attack behind it. | was not
certain if | got the entire meaning, but it seemed as if the gith
just issued some sort of challenge to Dak'kon in the form of a
question.

“Zerth, do youobey the words of this human?”

| was tempted to defend Dak'kon, but wasn't sure | wanted
this gith to know how much | understood of what he said.
Besides, Dak'kon was capable of defending himself. Dak'kon’s
reply was a short one, but his speech was slowed, as if he had to
drag the words from his throat.

“T'cha’s choice has become mine.” The gith fell silent for a
time before continuing.

“This matter carries the stink of the illithid about it.” His
eyes flickered across Dak'kon’s face. “I see no chains upon you.
You speak your mind. How did this blasphemy come to be?”

“The chains are my own.” His skin seemed to take on an
ashen shade as he spoke... it sounded like every word was
slowly killing him. “Anarch of a hundred years, there is no
hourglass that can measure the tale. The matter is as twisted as
Fri'hi’'s roots. Its resolution is one of impossibility and may
never come.” Dak'kon frowned, then his voice strengthened.
“The one beside me speaks. Will you hear him?”

The gith did not look at me. His attention was focused 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 replied with a
metaphor.

“Ach'ali-Drowning.”

| struggled to remember what this particular metaphor
meant. Ach'ali-Drowning: Essentially, “A question whose
answer would serve no purpose.” This was usually a request to
the speaker to make a vague or ‘useless’ question more specific.

| recalled the story Dak'kon had told. The githzerai make
their home on the Outer Plane of Limbo, a plane of chaos.
Stability can only be achieved by shaping the chaotic matter of
the plane with the mind; focus and discipline are necessary for
this to occur. “Ach'ali” was a foolish githzerai of myth who was

Advocate lannis 323

“The young woman'’s legacy is ‘687-KS.’”

He went off to check the number. After a few minutes, he
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 the Festhall that
held the legacy number.”

His eyes blazed with hope. “There is? But in which one...?
You must tell me!”

“It is one of the Sensate sensory stones... if you are not a
Sensate, you could not gain access.”

He thought for a moment. “I must find a way... perhaps
they would make an exception for her father...”

“If you wanted, | could speak to someone. I'm certain they
would make an exception in your case.”

lannis looked relieved. “If you could, | would be most
grateful.”

“I will see what can be done. | would know more about
Deionarra, though. What was she like?” | had slipped,
mentioning his daughter’'s name when he hadn’t told it to me,
but he didn’t seem to have noticed as he replied.

“Deionarra? She was... young. She hadently joined the
Society of Sensation, the Sensates... not an unpleasant faction,
but she had also met someone there... she followed him on a
journey and there, she died. Her bod...” He looked pained. ‘I
was not even able to recover her body...”

“You say she was a Sensate?”

“Yes... “ He became slightly more animated, as if warming
himself on a precious memory. “She had joined them because of
her gift... and the fact there was swich about the multiverse
that she wanted to experience. The Sensates lend themselves
readily to the sharing of experience and sensation.”

“Gift?”

“Oh, yes...” lannis nodded. “My daughter had the blood of
an oracle running in her veins, but it was a unreliable talent. At
times, she could predict events before they took place... she had
‘Sight;” she could see through time itself, sift through the
threads of fate...”

“Do you know where she went on this journey?”

“She never said. | am not certain she was capable of saying
where they had gone. It must have been a... terrible place.”

“How did she die?”
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132 Chaos Dogs Barking

“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 either paint yeh
with colors or crack yer brain-box yeh with a chamber pot.
Dangerous bloods, they are.”

“If they're so dangerous, then how did you get through?”

“I crept in nice and quiet-like. Can’t paint yeh or kill yeh
when they can’see yeh.” She looked me up and down with a
frown. “Doubt | can pull that twice with yeh around. Yeh look
right clumsy, yeh do.”

| closed my eyes, reached for the door and fumbled
around... to my surprise, | found a handle. With a slight tug, the
door opened. A narrow passage led into the building, and from
within, | could hear distant howling.

We entered a small room. | saw a slender tiefling girl
standing with her back to me. I noticed that both her hands and
the upended table in front of her were smeared with a fresh coat
of what appeared to be pink paint. She seemed oblivious to my
approach.

| greeted her. At the sound of my voice, the girl turned her
head to regard me. Her face, though somewhat dirty and
spattered with drops of pink, was strikingly beautiful. She
flashed me a wide, mischievous smile, then returned her
attention to the makeshift canvas.

| tried to talk to her, but the tiefling girl seemed totally
immersed in her artwork. She ignored me entirely.

From this room a short hall opened, with doors on both
sides. There was another inhabitant in the hall, and | figured his
reaction was likely to prove more typical, as he attacked. He
was quickly dispatched, being so foolish as to face four to one
odds.

Taking the left hand door, we ended up in another hallway
which stretched across most of the tenement. Glancing in a
room off the right side of the hallway, | heard a whispered
voice, apparently trying to get my attention. Looking around, |
saw a figure hidden amid the shadows in the corner of the room.
As | drew near, a young woman stepped out to reveal herself.
She was dressed in a loose-fitting tunic, which, together with
her short-cropped hair and slender frame, gave her a rather
boyish appearance.

“I wouldn’t go in there if | were you.” She nodded in the
direction of the door in the opposite wall. When | asked why,
she winced at the sound of my voice, putting a finger to her lips
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directly in front of him. After the battle ended Nordom asked a
guestion which had evidently been puzzling him during the
fighting.

“Annah, does your tail assist you in maintaining your
balance?”

“No, it's fer scratchin’ me back, yeh soddin’ box!”

“Yes, that is quite logical.” Annah only sighed in disgust.

Several people had described a prominent advocate who
lived in the ward. He might have information on several
legacies | was interested in. Even if he didn't, he undoubtedly
would know the other advocates in the ward.

It was simple finding the man’s home. We were admitted
into the downstairs of a large house. If there were any servants,
they were not in evidence; only the advocate himself was there.

This man was dressed in soft blue robes covered with
intricate designs; despite their opulence, however, the robes
looked wrinkled and worn. | placed the man’s age somewhere
between middle-age and early sixties... the worry lines made an
exact determination difficult. As | entered, the man turned
slowly towards me; as he did, | was suddenly struck with the
terrible sense that knew this 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 @ce?”

“I am an advocate. These are my offices.” lannis’ voice
took on an irritated edge. “Do you seek counsel? If not, perhaps
you had best test your curiosity elsewhere.” Morte broke in with
a whisper.

“He’s saying he's a lawyer. A counselor. One of those berks
who rattle their bone-boxes at the courts.” | gave Morte an
annoyed look, since | already knew that. lannis must have
overhead Morte, because his frown deepened as he explained
his profession.

“An advocate provides counsel, helps others navigate the
labyrinths of Sigil’s legal system, arranges legacies for citizens
to insure that their property is divided as they choose upon
death, defend those in Sigil's courts who have been wrongly
accused...” He paused. “Did you need help in any of these
areas?”
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134 Chaos Dogs Barking

“If yeh keep bobbin’ about, skull, I'm goin’ ta mount yeh on
the end of a pike!” Morte quickly floated back to me, but his
exaggerated bobbing as he did so contained its own message.

We went up the steps, ending in another hallway. On this
floor we were forced to kill two more of the chaos thugs, but
found nothing of interest. The other end of the hallway led to
more steps, which we followed upwards.

This proved to be the top floor. We encountered a small
group of the chaosmen, including a mageling. The mageling
proved no match for me in magical ability, as the chaosmen
proved no match in fighting ability. At the end of the fight |
found a key on the mageling.

We went back down to the bottom floor, exiting through
another door of the room at the base of the steps. We were
actually on another side of the room the main group of thugs
occupied, and a little searching revealed the secret panel Sybil
had mentioned.

| doubted whether all of us could sneak past the group in the
next room, besides we might need to come back this way. |
wasn’t sure how well we would do fighting against a large
group, either. But | had a solution. | gave Annah a magical
artifact we had found in the catacombs, a pipe that could call
forth a poisonous cloud. | carefully explained to her how it
worked, and what cautions to take to see she did not inhale any
of the gas. Then | sent her to sneak into the next room and
unleash the gas on the occupants. | was apprehensive for her
safety, but felt | must show that | trusted her abilities.

| need not have worried. She was able to sneak in, and
without anyone noticing her she unleashed the gas, killing them
all. It was unfortunate they all died, but likely it would have
come to that any way if we tried to all enter the room. We
passed through another door, which led outside, into an alley.
As we stood outside, trying to get our bearings, Sybil came
through the same door.

“I must say, cutter... I'm impressed. | thought for sure those
animals would chew you up good. Well, | guess | should thank
you.” She paused for a moment, then reached into her pouch
and pulled forth a small, green gem. “Here... this one’s on the
Dogs. See you around, cutter.”
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MYSELF, | will biE when | die. bie! How can one be immortal
and still biIe?! He could not answer, so he was of NO USE. |
BUTCHERED him so that no other incarnation will ever benefit
from his USELESSNESS.

Could this explain why | retained my memories even when |
died? If so, then in a sense, this ‘paranoid’ incarnation was
responsible for my life.

So theGHASTLY HEADS said:

you have beemIvIDED. 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’ SEND

MAN OF A THOUSAND DEATHS

THE ONE DOOMED TO LIFE

RESTLESS ONE

ONE OF MANY

THE ONE WHOM LIFE HOLDS PRISONER

THE BRINGER OF SHADOWS

THE WOUNDED ONE

MISERY-BRINGER

YEMETH

you are silvered glass that hasackep and the pieces
scattered across history

ONLY ONE PIECE is of import. Regain that, and youre will
be yours again. There will be a price. This price will buy you a
chance. Without the chance, you ate®MED...

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 BEFORE
YOUR MIND IS LOST TO YOU AS WELL.

My mortality stripped from me? What could that mean?

A LEGACY, the note read, FORGET NOT TO COLLECT YOUR
LEGACY,’ and a smaltopEe scratched beside it: 51-AA...

A TRAP, no doubt, set by yet another of mLSE SELVES.

I'll see itbESTROYED, | will.

A legacy. | already knew of another one left by Deionarra.
There was still a chance they were available. That was the last
coherent journal entry.
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136 Alley Of Lingering Sighs

We exited the building, and continued following Annah to
the spot where she found my body. We went down a short flight
of steps, and entered a cul-de-sec. She pointed to a spot on the
ground.

“This is the place. | found yeh lyin’ right where we stand.”

| glanced at the ground where she pointed, then looked up to
stare in awe at the bizarre spectacle before me. What had
appeared to be an ordinary, unremarkable bricked wall now
throbbed and pulsated with movement. The wall expanded with
curious elasticity, heaving outward as if some unseen force were
trying to push its way through the barrier from the other side.
Slowly, the undulating mass began to settle, its curves
becoming more and more pronounced, and | found myself at
eye-level with the stony caricature of a human face.

“What is that? “ | wondered out loud.

| donnae know.” Annah stared at the face in disbelief, her
hands nervously fingering her daggers. “But I'm fer leavin’ ‘fore
we find out, aye?”

| hesitated, there was something... Suddenly, a strong
breeze began to blow around me and the air was filled with an
eerie sighing. The rushing wind grew stronger and | could make
out other sounds as well: the creaking of boards, the rustling of
leaves, and the grinding of stone upon stone. After a few
moments, the clamor ceased to be a cacophony of individual
noises and began to blend into one articulate sound. | could
make out a voice, a voice that spoke softly, yet seemed to come
from all around me at once.

“YOU?IT CANNOT BE YOU.”

“Do you know me? “ | replied. The wind around me had
stopped, but the voice was still somehow present.

“YOU ARE RESTORED AGAIN? | SAW YOU DESTROYED.”

“Destroyed? Where?”

“I 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 sounds around
me. Somewhere, in the deepest recesses of my mind, there was
a brief glimmer of recollection. | felt as though there was
something vaguely familiar about the sounds.

| closed my eyes and tried to remember. | was able to bring
back a fragment, a memory of me standing there, surrounded by

Dodecahedron Journal 317

| hefted the cold, gray dodecahedron up to examine it
carefully, now aware of the various deadly traps it held for the
incautious user and how to avoid them entirely. Having learned
the dead language of the Uyo, | was at last able to decipher its
contents...

The tablet turned out to be a journal of sorts... one kept by
some prior incarnation of myself, it would seem — and not an
altogether sane one, either. | thought it must have been kept by |
what | thought of as the ‘paranoid’ incarnation. There were only
a handful of completely coherent sections, as | browsed through
it.

The whispers are not the shadowsvINGg. They are
SPEAKING PLOTTING TALKING to each other. | can understand
some of what they say.

More about the shadows that dogged my steps. | read on in
the journal.

The book tells me things, whispers things. It tells me to
avoid the ghost girl, avoid her.poNT kKNOw HER and she
TORMENTS me.

Deionarra, obviously.

And so ISwALLOWED it, hoping it'dCATCH in my BOWELS. |
can make someomEMOVE it when | need to.

I had already removed that ring, hard to believe it had
stayed put for fifty years.

| have learned thaty LIFE 1ISNOT MY OWN. | will NOT allow
you have my life...

you will have to pull my life from myBROKEN BODY if you
want it...

It's You who will DIE, if | cannot have iNEITHER 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 paranoid
incarnation’s life several times, especially the traps he had left
for his other ‘traitor’ selves.

The accursedaTtTo0s will not leave myskin! | have tried
to burn them off of my skin —FAILED, failed! | try andcLoAk
myself, but | always feel that people aeADING my FLESH,
reading me like @ook. Whenever theyook at me IWANT TO
TEAR THEIR EYES OUT pluck them from their sockets awgusH
THEM BENEATH MY HEEL...

More paranoid ranting.

WHY CAN'T | DREAM?!
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138 Alley Of Lingering Sighs

I had sent the dabus to its death, as surely asif | had cut off
its head. One could argue it was to save another’s life, but it was
doing nothing wrong, not by any scale of right and wrong |
would wish to live by.

| thought of the incarnation that Dak'kon and Morte had
known, and knew if | followed the path that had tempted me for
a moment, that is where | would end up. | considered the
temptation, and saw it held no real attraction for me. Time to
move on.

When we returned to the being, it claimed the work the
dabus had already done had weakened it enough that it could
not go forward, either ‘birthing’ or undoing the repairs. It
described what the dabus had done, and we agreed to undo its
work.

Fortunately, | had a prybar which | picked up originally in
the Mortuary, and with an improvised hammer the dabus’ work
was soon undone.

We returned to the being. It spoke again, using the ambient
sounds of the alley.

“YES. ALL IS IN ORDER. | AM GRATEFUL.” Again the wind
began to blow around me, this time with fierce intensity. The
omnipresent sounds of the Alley began to increase in volume
until the soft murmur of the voice was nearly drown out by the
ensuing racket.NOW YOU MUST GO. DIVISION BEGINS. THE WAY
IS NOW OPEN TO YOU.”

The stone face before me began to transform once again, its
mass shifting and roiling as | looked on. The entire wall seemed
to melt before my eyes, exposing a narrow passageway beyond.
The ground underfoot suddenly began to rock violently and the
soft sighing of the wind intensified to a more urgent, almost
human-like moaning. | could hear the sounds of crashing stones
and snapping boards all around me as we dashed into the
passageway.

We rushed forward, until we were beyond the area of
buildings rearranging themselves. Looking back, the layout of
the alleys and buildings behind us had completely changed.
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“Strangled, he was. He had left to tutor someone — he
taught various languages to supplement his research income —
and was discovered dead in a side-chamber of the Civic
Festhall. The killer was never found. This was some... oh...
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. My father
was said to be a great teacher.” Finam sighed sadly. “I've his
skill with language, but not his patience for others, sadly.” He
father might not be entirely out of reach, at least not to me.

“Is he... interred at the Mortuary?”

“Why, no... his ashes are kept here.” He pointed to a bronze
urn sitting atop a cabinet beside a bouquet of purple flowers.
“Why?” A wry smile crossed Finam’s lips. “A necroscope, are
you? Speak with the dead?” He suddenly frowned. “I have no
wish to speak of these things any longer. You'll have to excuse
me, sir... farewell.”

Finam had been joking, but if only he knew. | hadn’t tried
my abilities on a pile of ashes, but | didn’t see why the state of
the corpse should matter. Ignoring Finam, | moved over to the
urn, blocking sight of it from the rest of the room with my body.
| removed the urn’s top, and used my Stories-Bones-Tell on the
ashes inside.

The ashes seemed to stir faintly as if moved by my breath.
A far-away voice whispered up from within the urn. “Why, why
have | been summoned to these ashes, cold and grey as the 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 that | could
not teach another the language that | taught him. The tongue of
the Uyo, it was, one of the rarest in the multiverse. | knew of
none who spoke it, save myself and that one, damnable,
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 would please me
to do so, in fact, if only to spite that bloody-handed student of
long ago. First, tell me what languages yowspeak...”
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140 Master Of The Bones

“Oh... no.” Morte whispered furiously to me. “DmoT
offend this blood, boss... he'll dead-book you faster than you
can spit.” The old man ignored Morte.

“Greetings, traveler. Who might you be to enter Lothar's
humble salon without invitation?” No harm in being polite.

“My pardon, sir, but you seem to have something that
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 grace and
manners of any ordinary creature? Give me a greater skull in
return if you wish it back,” Lothar replied. “I do not 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 very little
about very little. Now: Fetch me another skull to agpel him or
say goodbye to your friend.”

When | asked where to find another skull, he told me to
search the catacombs beneath this area. He told me in particular
of one that lay interred in a crypt beyond the Drowned Nations.
| realized the necromancer wasn't as all-knowing as he thought.
He was referring to the trapped tomb one of my previous
incarnations had left for my ‘enemy.’ | told him the tomb was
empty.

“What is the meaning of this?” he said, his voice rising in
anger. “The tomb was so well trapped, so well defended from
scrying magicks, that it was a challenge even for me! There
must be some explanation for this, and,” he drew out his words
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 knew he was
dealing with no ordinary individual. | told him | knew the
answer because it was my own tomb.

“Your tomb?your tomb?” He eyed me carefully. “We shall
investigate this more carefully. Fetch me another skull, then, as
you seem attached to yours, and we shall see what answers | can
provide. Our agreement shall be as before. Do not try to deceive
me with just any bone, either — | am something of a
connoisseur. Return when you have something of value to me.”

I remembered something | was carrying with me.
Something, unless a person had undergone the experiences | had
in the last few days, an observer would have found hard to

Nordom, Part |1 313

As Nordom spoke, Morte rolled his eyes and franticaly
stage-whispered to him, “Shut up! Shut up!"”

“Oh, I'll give yeh somethin’ to snuggle up to! Eejit!” Annah
glared at Morte as she spoke.

| suggested it was time everyone got some sleep. | entered
my room, and examined the junk | had gotten from Nordom.
There was a mirror, which | determined was magical. On one
piece of clockwork junk was inscribed symbols, magical
symbols. They were similar to the writing on magical scrolls,
and | found | could decipher them.

The heavy gear that | had pulled from the twisted mass of
junk held the last algebraic ruminations of Enoll Eva, who was
apparently the recently disintegrated Creative Director of
Rubikon. Inscribed upon this twisted gear was a complex
mathematical equation the modron discovered while attempting
to calculate the permutations of the Rubikon maze. It was likely
the presence of Limbo had an impact on his thoughts, inspiring
the narrow-minded modron to think of something both brilliant
and extremely dangerous. What was written was close enough
to a magical scroll that | found | could copy it to my spell book,
and | determined to try this new spell at the first opportunity.

Enoll Eva? | wondered if it meant something backwards,
like Nordom? No, nothing.
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142 Master Of The Bones

Lothar left the room with his new possession, leaving us. |
knew better than to try and take anything while he was gone,
but | decided to examine the racks. | walked aong, looking at
skull after skull, until one spoke to me. This skull's voice 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 look, it
continued. “What are you, clueless? It's a gate town, on the rim
of the Outlands, the doorway to the prison plane of Carceri. It's
a place of backstabbers and traitors, and it's full of schemes as a
baatezu’s undergarments. Being right next door to Carceri's apt
to change a burg’s nature; | wouldn't be surprised if the town
were about to slide over.”

| knew from Cambion’s lecture in the Smoldering Corpse
that a gate town was always in danger of sliding over to its
adjacent plane, in this case Carceri. | asked the skull what | was
doing there.

“What were you doing there? You were babbling something
about some berk trying to kill you and wandering into all the
wrong places. Well, you were obviously barmy and all, so me
and some of my friends rolled you. Stuck a shiv in you and
divvied up your stuff. It was right after that that | was betrayed,
but not before | hid some of that stuff.” When | asked where the
‘stuff’ was, it quickly replied with disdain.

“l ain’t telling. Maybe someday I'll get a body back and go
for it myself, and maybe | won't, but right now it gives me great
joy to see you wondering. Good luck finding it.” The skull fell
silent, and no amount of cajoling could convince it to speak
again.

Another skull, which told me it was once known as Ocean-
before-the-Storm, had been a Sensate, that is a member of the
society of Sensation, which was headquartered at the Civic
Festhall. It told me it had ended up here due to Ravel
Puzzlewell. | asked it to explain.

“Very well. | was working in the Civic Festhall — the
headquarters of the Sensates — in the sensoriums. Ravel
Puzzlewell, may the powers curse her black soul, had been
coming there to find answers to riddles she had encountered.
She was a masterful solver of puzzles — those that left our best
minds baffled were but gauze to the force of her reason — yet
she had found difficulties that required outside answers. | heard
that she was there to unlock the secrets of Sigil itself.”

Nordom, Part |1 311

and the crossbow bolts sailed into them with a rattle, one after
the other. After streaming out ten or so, the crossbows were
silent. | had a strange feeling they were exhausted.

“Maybe they should rest for a while... look, what about the
task Wayward Item Recovery?”

“Affirmatory. ltems appear in maze that were not present in
original design of Rubikon Project. They must be gathered,
catalogued, evaluated and stored to prevent interference.
Modrons are sent out to retrieve them and secure them.”

“Hmmm. Did you find anything during your last trip?”

“Affirmatory.”

“Can you give me what you found?”

“Affirmatory.” There was a moment of silence, then the
shutters slowly descended over Nordom's eyes. There was a
tkk-tkk-tkk from inside his frame, followed by @&hrrr-klik. A
hatch opened up in Nordom'’s left side, and he reached over
with his free hand and passed off several objects to me,
including a stream of copper coins.

“Hmmmm. Nordom... out of curiosity, what sort of duties
is the Creative Director responsible for? And how much do you
have to obey him?”

A slow tkkk-tkkk-tkkk began building in Nordom — like a
clock about to explode. “Response: Responsibilities of Director:
(A) Integrity-Maintenance of Rubikon Project, (2) Order-
Issuance to Rubikon battalion/work group. Period of obeyance
in accordance with Nordom obedience: Until Rubikon project
halted, Creative Director = Nordom’s superior.”

“So... you'll do whatever | tell you?”

“Affirmatory”

“Well, then, | have some orders for you...” | had a pretty
good idea of how | could help him, if he would obey my orders
literally. “Nordom, | want you to focus on clearing out any
excess baggage from your memory and use it to improve your
logic and introspection routines.”

“Affirmatory.” There was a moment of silence, then the
shutters slowly descended over Nordom's eyes. There was a
tkk-tkk-tkk from inside his frame, followed by a low grinding
noise. The grinding noise turned into a metallic screeching, as
panels opened up in Nordom’s sides, and... excess “baggage”
started flying out, and | tried to catch each piece as it flew out.
Nordom settled for a moment, then his eldélsed open. “Order
processed.” My first order had gone well. Now to try for a
greater change.
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144 Master Of The Bones

than some Powers. It's said she’s all a-brambles through and
through — even heheart. It's said yeh camever kill her,
‘cause her body’s like a tree — yeh lop off one limb, an’ there’s
always another still growing somewhetee across the Planes.”

“You speak as if she is still alive.”

“A-course she is. Shéas t'be.” Annah’s voice dropped
again. “How would yelkill 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 definitely barmy
enough to mak&ou immortal, of all people. | mean, she could
have chosen me.” Morte rolled his eyes. “Still, anyone addled
enough to lock blades with the Lady of Pain isn’t someone we
really want to find.”

Nordom, Part |1 309

on sub-race, majority exhibit resistance to cold/gas. Personality
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: Abyss. Numbers:
Incalculable. Primary Attack Form: Depends on category.
Immunities: Lightning, Fire non-magic, Poison. Physical Traits:
Dependent on sub-race, majority exhibit resistance to cold,
magical fire, gas. Personality Traits: Chaotic, Evil, Efficiency:
13%.” Enough pointless questions. | had avoided broaching the
subject Grace had suggested long enough.

“Uh... how are you doing, Nordom?”

“Introspective cycle commencing.” Nordokiiked his eyes
closed and began twmmmm. A few moments later, his eyes
kliked open.

“Introspective Evaluation: Perceptions have become (1)
smaller and (B) louder. Wings have been replaced with arms:
reason unknown. Suspicion/hypothesis: not liked wings?
Speculation. Nordom was onaane- but is now smaller, louder
-oNeEl- Change has resulted in information-processing
difficulties.” | decided to see if | could help him by filling the
missing hole in his hierarchy.

“Actually, Nordom, Rubikon still has a Director — me.”

Nordom stared at me for a moment in silence, then a slow
whrrrr came from inside his frame and hhked. | wasn’t
certain, but it sounded like something clicked into place.

“Uh... you all right, Nordom?”

“Status Updated: Creative Director now re-affirmed in
hierarchy.” To my surprise, some of the warbling had gone out
of Nordom’s voice; it was more level, more controlled than it
was before. The effect was a little unnerving.

“What sorts of tasks did the Creative Director ask you to
do?”

Nordom’s shuttersvhrrred down over his eyes, as if he was
thinking. “Task Routine: Evaluation/Forward-Scout/Tidier:
Assigned perimeter of Rubikon project to evaluate, catalogue,
tidy, then report. Report includes: In-in-in-tegrity
Evaluations/Extermination of Project Errors/Wayward Item
Recovery of Un-Tidiness.”

“Integrity evaluations?”

“Repeated word choice confirmed (Echo?): Inter-grity
evaluation. Evaluation intended to detect flaws in Rubikon
project, catalogue them, then /repair/ such flaws. Nature of
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146 Unbroken Circle Of Zerthimon, Part |1

“Vilquar came before his master, tH&thid Zhijitaris, with
the knowing of the Rising. Vilquar added to his chains and
offered to be their eyes against the Rising. In exchange, Vilquar
asked that he be rewarded for his service. iliitaid agreed to
his contract.”

“At the bonding of the contract, a dark time occurred. Many
were betrayals Vilqguar committed and many were the People
that theillithids fed upon to stem the Rising. It seemed that the
Rising would die before it could occur, and tilkthid were
pleased with Vilquar's eye.”

“It was near the end of this dark time when Zerthimon came
to know Vilguar's treacheries. Inknowing Vilquar's eye,
Zerthimon forced the Rising to silence itself, so that Vilquar
might think at last his treacheries had succeeded, and the Rising
had fallen. Heknew that Vilquar eye was filled only with the
reward he had been promised. He would see what he wished to
see.”

“With greed beating in his heart, Vilquar came upon the
illithid Zhijitaris and spoke to his master of his success. He said
that the Rising had fallen, and thkthids were safe to turn their
eyes outwards once more. He praised their wisdom in using
Vilquar's eye, and he asked them for his reward.”

“In his greed-blindness, Vilquar had forgotten kmewing
of why the People had sought freedom. He had lodtrining
of what slavery meant. He had forgotten what Hhighid
masters saw when they looked upon him. And so Vilquar's
betrayal of the People was ended with another betrayal. Vilquar
came toknow that when Vilquar'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 corpse was cast
upon the Fields of Husks so its blood might water the poison-
stemmed grasses.”

The meaning behind the fourth circle seemed much clearer
than it had before. | told Dak'kon of what | had read.

“When one chooses to see only what is before them, they
see only a part of the whole. They are blind. And just as Vilquar
was blinded by his promised reward, so were itti¢hids
blinded to the true Rising. For when they heard Vilquar's
words, they turned their sight outwards again, didn't they? And
the Rising was free to strike?”

“Know that you speak truly. Vilquar's Eye blinded both
Vilquar and théllithids. The tentacled ones thought the Rising
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“Aighhhh! For the sake of the Powers and my sanity, cut it
out! He's going to snap a crank if you keep asking him that over
and over!”

“Well, | wanted to know the answer, and | was getting it
from him.”

“Look, chief, NORMAL modrons barely understand anything
beyond their basic tasks, and this stupid polygon here is fresh
off the Planes to boot. Don’'t confuse the cube, all right? At
least, not while he’s armed. You want to know about modrons,
ask me, not him.”

“All right, Morte... what can you tell me about modrons?”
“It's like this, chief: Modrons are these stupid geometric
shapes that clank around on their home plane, Mechanus —
they're really tidy, orderly, and they'd like theEsT of the

multiverse to be, too. That's why they're such pests.”

“What's wrong with trying to make the multiverse more
orderly?”

“Because, chief, chaos has its place. And if everything was
the way amodron sees things, it wouldn’t be much of a life... at
least a life I'd want to live. They just want to make everything
structured. Yechhhh.”

“| agree; chaos has it's place... too much law, and we'd all
stagnate. Look, | had some other questions for Nordom...” |
wondered about Nordom’s plane of origin. “Tell me about
Mechanus, Nordom.”

Nordom froze, then slowly the gears in his elbows began
turning in a slow, hypnotic synchronization. “Define/Query:
Mechanus. Plane of Order. Sense. Cause generates Effect.
Predictable. Law. Logic. Regimented. Obedience. Gears turn.
Mechanus = Nordom Origin. Mechanus = Null Home/Nordom.”
Morte, stung by my earlier criticism, amplified.

“Mechanus? Boring in every sense of the word, chief.
Imagine a plane filled with modrons and big turning gears, and
you have the great bigorING plane of Mechanus. Too many
laws, too annoying. A place you wouldn't even want to think
about, let alone visit.” Fall-From-@ce had by now also come
out into the hall, and added her knowledge to the conversation.

“Modrons share a common ‘energy.’ In some ways, this
energy links all of them. When one of them dies, the energy is
absorbed back into the common pool, and a new modron is
created from that energy. When a modron goes... rogue... then
he severs the link from his kind and takes a small part of the
energy with him.” Morte glared at Fall-From-Grace.
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148 Unbroken Circle Of Zerthimon, Part |1

| told Dak’kon what | had learned.

“There is great strength in numbers, but there is great power
in one, for the strength of the will of one may gather numbers to
it. There is strength not only iknowing the self, butknowing
how to bring it forth in others.”

Dak'kon proceeded to unlock the sixth circle, so that | might
study it. | began to read the sixth circle.

“Upon the Blasted Plains, Zerthimon told Gith there cannot
be two skies. In the wake of his words, came war.”

“Upon the Blasted Plains, the People had achieved victory
over theirillithid masters. Thelnew freedom.”

“Yet before the green fires had died from the battlefield,
Gith spoke of continuing the war. Many, still filled with the
bloodlust in their hearts, agreed with her. She spoke of not
merely defeating thdlithids, but destroying alillithids across
the Planes. After thi¢lithids had been exterminated, they would
bring war to all other races they enaitered.”

“In Gith’s heart, fires raged. She lived in war, and in war,
sheknew herself. All that her eyes saw, she wanted to conquer.”

“Zerthimon spoke the beginnings of that which was against
Gith’'s will. He spoke that the People alreakhew freedom.
Now they shouldnow themselves again and mend the damage
that had been done to the People. Behind his words were many
other hearts of the People who were weary of the war against
theillithid.”

“Know that Gith's heart was not Zerthimon’s heart on this
matter. She said that the war would continue. iTlitdid would
be destroyed. Their flesh would be no more. Then the People
would claim the False Worlds as their own. Gith told Zerthimon
that they would be under the same sky in this matter. The 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 t@mow.

“I know that Zerthimon’s devotion to the People was such
that he was willing to protect them from themselves. He knew
theillithids had come not ténow themselves in their obsession
with control and domination. So he chose to stop Gith before
she carried the People to their deaths. There must be balance in
all things, or else the self will not hold.”

He twisted the circle of Zerthimon, but this time there were
two plates with gith spells, not one. | switched my gaze from the
plates he was holding to him.

Nordom, Part |1 305

NORDOM, PART Il

I went into the hallway, seeing Nordom with Morte. | overhead
Morte asking Nordom a question.

“Psst. Hey Nordom. Calculate the easiest way for me to
‘snuggle with Annah’s pillows,’ okay?”

Morte looked innocently at me as | walked over to talk to
Nordom, who was staring at his crossbows intently. The
crossbows were making a variety of clicking noises, first one,
then the other, as if conversing. This curious conversation led
me to my first question.

“What are you doing with your crossbows?”

“Attention, Nordom: required!” Nordom turn-swiveled to
me, stuttered in mid-path, then re-oriented himself wiktaak.

“ Response to Query: Action being performed on crosshows?
Submit Request for Clarification: Null crossbows present.”

“Oh, really? What do you call those two -klicking- things in
your hands?”

“Response: Two KLICKING- objects held in opposable
digits.” Nordom raised his riveted fingers and waved the two
crossbows, which suddenly startdikking and twanging, as if
in irritation. “Response: Objects = Gear spirits.”

“Gear spirits? What do you mean?”

“Query: Define: Gear spirits. Response: Gear spirits.”

“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 stool out of a
baatezu’s rear might prove more worthwhile than rattling our
bone-boxes with this stupid polygon.”

“Do you know what gear spirits are, Morte?”

“Chief, | have no idea what this cube is rattling on about.” |
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 replied.

“Wh — | know more thanyou, you staggering, guttural
amnesiac! ‘Sides, here’s three more bits of knowledge to rattle
around in that empty brain-box of yours: one, there nave
experts on the Planes, two, I'm the closest thing to one you're
going to find, and three, treat me with some respect. Why? See
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150 Unbroken Circle Of Zerthimon, Part |1

benefits of treachery. Then in the Sixth Circle, Zerthimon
divides his people before they exterminate the illithids. Do you
think Zerthimon’s words may not have been his own?”

“Know my words, ancknow the wound that lies upon my
heart: | fear that when Zerthimon was upon the Pillars of
Silence, he did not submerge his will. | fear his will was taken
from him by theillithids. And when he spoke upon the Blasted
Plains, it was their words he spoke. | fear that what he did was
not for the People’s sake, but for our former masters.”

“It's possible, butknow it doesn’t necessarily mean that
h..”

“Then know this and speak of o MORe.” Dak'kon voice
was like a knife. Know that | shall neveknow the TRUTH.
There isNo resolution to this matter, for | shalEveErR kKNow
Zerthimon’s heart upon the Blasted Plains.” His coal black eyes
glared at the stone circle in his hand. “And so | do kmoiv
myself because of the Unbroken Circle of Zerthimon.”

| could find nothing to say. | was sorry to once again have
forced Dak'kon to reveal his inner anguish, and | did not know
what to do. | settled down to sleep, but lay long awake.

Fall-From-Grace, Part 11 303

him the Unbroken Circle of Zerthimon, that religious text he
has.”

“If I may ask, do you knowvhy the incarnation saved his
life?”

“I think | saved him because of Hiarach blade.”

“Curious,” said Fall-From-Grace. “You know, a blade that
reflects the will of the wielder is a potent weapon if the wielder
knows himself.”

“Perhaps that is why | saved him, then. Is there anything
else you can tell me about Bieon?”

“Dak'kon approaches everything in an orderly fashion.
Again, most curious for a githzerai. They tend to be
unpredictable — they follow their impulses rather than plan.”
This was something | hadn't consciously noticed before. |
wondered if it was a result of his slavery?

“Anything else?”

“He seems a most pious githzerai and a steadfast ally.”
Finally, | asked her regarding my newest companion, the former
modron.

“Nordom is a rogue modron. Even though some traces of
chaos have worked their way into his system, he is still an
extremely logical, ordered creature. This logic can be of great
help in one’s travels. Furthermore, if he perceives you as a
leader, then he will be unquestioningly loyal.” Great, another
slave, | thought as she continued.

“Troubles may arise should Nordom bacéd with any
social situation requiring etiquette... such things are not well
understood, even by normal modrons.” She paused. “I would
offer you some advice concerning Nordom, if you would hear
it.”

“Of course. What is it?”

“Nordom'’s existence has been shaken — the more you help
him make sense of his situation, his place in this party’s
hierarchy, and what led him to the state he is now may help him
to focus himself better. It is a thought.”

| considered her advice, and decided | might as well talk to
Nordom now. | was uncomfortable at the thought his nature
could force him to unquestioning loyalty to me, but that didn’t
mean | was going to abandon him. Perhaps in time his
individuality would more fully develop, and he would be
capable of making his own choices.
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observed in my tour of duty with the Harmonium. Even with no
formal training, many have agreed that my writing style is quite
striking... but enough about that. It would be far easier to let
you listen for yourself: | could read for you some of my more
insightful passages...”

Hamrys read several passages in his monotonous journals to
me, all of them boring to some degree. | was finally about to
find some way to escape, when he mentioned something about
the disappearance of his father that | didn’t quite catch. For
some reason, it tugged at me. | tried to stop him.

“Wait, you said your father disappeared?” Hamrys held up
his hand to stop my interruption until he finished the next
paragraph in one of his dull journals.

“So what do you think so far? Surprisingly more insightful
than one might expect from a simple member of the
Harmonium, no?” He smiled. He seemed to have ignored my
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 a talented
stonemason, and he did not only construct sarcophagi, but he
was also quite skilled in tomb design. People from across
Sigil...”

The room began to fade around me as a memory tugged at
my CONSCiousness...

| found myself standing in this very shop, talking with an
older man while a child sat in the corner and played. On the
counter between me and the shopkeeper was a set of plans. He
seemed to be explaining some intricacies with the construction
of a tomb. My vision faded as | tried to examine the details of
the plans.

When my sight returned | was standing in a cavern in front
of a tomb. Above the entry | saw the slogan: Engineered for
Eternity, clearly carved in the stone. The shopkeeper was
standing next to me, a broad smile on his face. He gestured to
me and began to walk into the tomb. | quickly matched his pace
from behind and drew my blade...

| found myself back in Hamrys’ shop. | now knew who had
built the tomb | found in the Drowned Nations catacombs, and
that I, or at least a previous incarnation, had murdered the
builder to keep its secrets. Hamrys apparently hadn’t noticed |
wasn’t paying attention. The next time he stopped to take a
breath, | asked another question.
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“All right... go on.”

“Your appearance is approximately a male in his early
thirties — the stitching and scar tissue make an exact
determination difficult.”

“Tell me about it... go on.”

“The key to your past is your memory, and it seems that
certain locations, events and people trigger seemingly forgotten
memories. It would seem to be in your best interests to visit as
many locations as possible and speak to as many others as
possible... in short, experience your universe as much as
possible.”

“A Sensates’ advice, eh?” Fall-from-Grace replied with a
bemused smile.

“I would not advise it if | did not practice it. And if you did
not already know it to be true.” | was interested in her insights
about my companions, and asked her about Morte.

“Morte is most peculiar... | have seen a great deal in my
life, but nothing quite like him. He behaves somewhat like a
mimir. Granted, there’s no denying he is knowledgeable, but he
has a certain...” She sniffed the air and wrinkled her nose.
“...Baatorian smell about him.” She hesitated, as if picking her
words carefully. “But he’s not a baatezu... at least of any
variety I've encountered. The smell alone, however, makes me
treat the skull with caution.”

“And Morte is a mimir?”

“I don't believe so. Morte lacks the silvery metal that
mimirs customarily have. And he seems to have an attitude of
his own. Such qualities are not present in conventional mimirs.”
Grace shrugged slightly. “Hemay 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 authenticity... but |
would not do one if you value him as a friend. If you do, then
you must accept what he has told you.” | still didn't entirely
trust Morte. | thought he had my best interests in mind, but what
he and | thought of as my best interests didn’t necessarily
intersect. In addition, he seemed inherently incapable of telling
the absolute truth about anything. | asked about Annah next.

“She is strong and capable, and she is quite passionate. |
almost wish | had met her long ago and asked her to come to the
Brothel... perhaps things might have been different.” Grace
studied me for a moment. “What do you think of her?” She
wasn'’t the only one with barriers, and | deflected her question.
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“He travels with me, Kii'na, disciple of Zerthimon. He
comes to you to hear the words of Zerthimon which you as a
zerth must impart. Will you hear him?” Dak'kon continued.

“The words of Zerthimon are not for the ears of a hu-man to
be heard. Their minds are not as one, and they bring division
wherever they travel. This one wears a shirt of scars and blood,
and he travels with a traitor. Vilquar's heart beats within your
chest if you ask if | will hear him.” Dak'kon tried to reach her
again.

“Will you close your mind to his wordsknow your words
before you speak your mind, Kii'nzerth of Zerthimon.”

“I will not hear him. He will hear me,” she replied.

“That is sufficient.” Dak'kon turned to me, and spoke in my
language. “She will teach you.”

The gith woman turned to me. Her black pearl eyes glinted
dangerously.

“You are notknown to me, but your trappings speak ill of
you, human. Your body is a book written in scars and blood,
and you walk in the shadow of a pariah that claims to speak for
Zerthimon himself. Speak your mind!”

“Greetings, sword-ringer.” | had decided to show | at least
knew the proper greeting, but she only hissed in irritation.

“Your pleasantries are as dust. The sign of mourning draws
near — time is short, human. | wolkdow your questions, then
it is my will you leave.” Very well, | would forgo politeness.

“Can you teach me of the difference between githzerai and
githyanki?” She looked at Dak'kdward 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, Gith turned
upon Zerthimon on the Blasted Plains. Words were spoken,
steel was bared — and one people became two. Those who
remained with the bitch-queen took the name Githyanki. Those
of us who traveled Zerthimon’s path remained true to the People
took the name Githzerai. Our rage lies in Gith’s betrayal.”

“And that's why you hate each other so much?”

“Both our people are like the mule of Penansk — stubborn,
blind, and bothersome. The githyanki add cruelty to that 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.
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harnessed, through gestures, rituals and devices. My ‘powers’
come to me through a different means. My faith and the nature
of my belief allows some of the multiverse to reveal itself to
me.”

“The nature of your belief? What do you believe in?”

“I believe in Experience. | believe there is a truth to the
multiverse... even if that truth is that there is no truth at all. |
believe that the Planes are meant to be experienced, and the
more one experiences, in traveling, in joy, in pain, in merriment
or in suffering, the more the multiverse reveals itself to you...”

“And the more you are revealed to yourself. My belief in
the nature of Experience allows me to...” She paused for a
moment, thinking. “I suppose the best explanation is that my
faith allows me tosee things differently. When you see the
multiverse in such a way, you learn how to ‘change’ things —
mending wounds, seeing a person’s heart, and so on — just by
willing them to happen.”

“Do you believe in Experience because of what happened to
you with the baatezu?”

Fall-From-Gracenodded. “I have thought long upon that,
and | believe so, yes.” She looked at me questioningly. “I think
it is because | am content what | have become, and | do not
think it would have been possible without experiencing the
multiverse as | did.” | believed she was being too modest,
implying she was only the product of her experiences.

“l don't think it has anything to do with you experiencing
the multiverse... | think it's how you dealt with the experience
that was important.” Fall-From-Graceodded slowly at my
words; she seemed thoughtful.

“There is truth in what you say.”

“I think there would have been many others who, when
subjected to the experiences you were, would have crumbled.
You learned from it, and you became stronger. It shows great
strength of will and of character.” Fall-From-Grace was looking
at me silently.

“...and | admire that about you. Not only the strength, but
the ability to see such horrors as a way of becoming a better
person takes a strengtéw possess.” Fall-From-Grace smiled,
then nodded.

“I thank you. Your words are insightful and kind. But | fear
that my strength of character is not as strong as it would seem.
Yet | try to treat each experience as a napportunity for
learning.”
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| questioned several passerbys about the Lower Ward, but
learned little, until chancing on someone watching the passers-
by. | saw an older man in elegant robes. He had bright eyes and
awarm smile. He gave me adlight bow as | approached.

“Good day, cutter. | am Sebastion, how may | serve you?” |
greeted him, to which he responded, “Greetings to you as well,
cutter...” He stopped in mid sentence as he noticed my scars. |
saw his eyes travel along them and his eyebrows arched in
surprise. He returned his gaze to me. “| wlasud to ask what |
could do for you, but there is no need. | think | see why you
came to see me, cutter.” | then asked who he was.

“I am Sebastion, a... mage of sorts. | do contract work for
those who can meet my price.” | followed up on his implied
offer.

“What... are you trying to say you can help me with these
scars?” He smiled at me and shrugged his shoulders.

“Perhaps, cutter, perhaps.” He leaned forward and began to
examine my scars carefully. He ran a finger along several of
them, mumbling to himself. Finally he looked up at me. “Yes,
cutter, | can help you. | cannot cure you, but | can alleviate the
worst of your... condition.”

“And your price?”

“Ah, yes... the price.” He began stroking his chin and stared
at me. | got the impression | was being weighed somehow. He
seemed to come to some sort of a decision. “| have a job that |
think you could perform.”

“I have signed a contract with a certain creature. | am no
longer able to fulfill the contract; it is... beyond my abilities.
However, the creature will not release me from the contract.
Instead it has threatened me with death unless | fulfill the
contract.”

“Let me guess: You want me to solve this problem for you.”
He sighed.

“Yes. | cannot do it myself. My reputation demands that |
fulfill the contract or face the consequences. | am at your mercy
in this regard. Will you help me?”

“What kind of creature are we talking about?”

“An abishai named Grosuk, cutter.” He paused to gauge my
reaction. “I know this is a difficult task, but one | think you can
handle. Also, the reward | offer you is great.” He gestured at my
scars.

“What were you contracted to do?” He shook his head.
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“Yes, she sold me to the baatezu, the blood enemies of the
tanar'ri. | think she rather expected that they would kill me —
despite her knowledge of other subjects, she knows little of their
culture and the delight they take in tormenting others.”

“How did you escape?”

“The baatezu are a proud species. The thought a tanar'’ri
could best them at anything was intolerable to them. So |
challenged one of the proudest of the balor to a contest of
improvisation, and my tanar’ri nature afforded me an advantage
— you see, the tanar'ri are creatures of chaos, wild and
unpredictable. The baatezu are more cunning, with orderly
hearts. They understand improvisation, but they are not its best
practitioners. And thus, | won my freedom — and my path
brought me to Sigil.” Vrischika, the owner of the Curiosity
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 is a tanar'ri
— a fiend, like I, but of a different sort — an alu-fiend. To
understand Vrischika, you must understand that tanar’ri culture
is chaos, and chaos by nature, cares nothing for fairness or
justice. Alu-fiends are viewed as being... extraneous. Without
purpose. In many ways, it is worse than a death sentence.”

“What was that she was saying about you being a baatezu
camp follower?”

“Surely you remember what | told you about my past?”
Fall-From-Grace took on a curious expression... she seemed to
be studying me for a moment, trying to read my features. She
spoke, and her voice was quieter than normal. “Does it matter?”
It mattered, but not because | had any remaining doubts about
her. | felt concern over her, and wished some idea of what she
had endured in the past.

“To me, yes. I'd like to know who | am traveling with.”

“In answer to your question, | will tell you this: the baatezu
are not human. Their lusts lie in power, not for the flesh, and
they care nothing for raping or rutting as humans do when they
hold another human prisoner. The torments of the baatezu are
far more subtle and far more damaging thayviolation of the
flesh, and the scars last far longer. Is that what you wished to
know?”

“Yes. | just wanted to know who it was | was traveling
with.”

“I thought you knew already.” Fall-from-Grace inclined her
head slightly. “I was mistaken.”
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“He used an item that he either had commissioned or made
himself. What was it called...” He paused to think for a
moment. “Ah, | remember, the Shadow-Sorcelled Key...” At
the mention of the key | began to feel dizzy, the world around
me froze, and everything turned gray. | sensed a past memory
trying to force it's way into my consciousness. | relaxed, and let
it come.

The world around me faded and | found myself in the
darkened streets of Sigil. My heart was pounding, trying to
break free from my chest; my breath came in ragged gasps. |
had been running for hours it seemed, and yet | could not stop...

| turned a corner and entered an alley, finally slowing my
flight. | felt my strength fade as | leaned against a nearby wall
and tried to catch my breath. | became aware of something hard
pressed into the palm of my hand. Glancing down | opened my
clenched fist to stare at the gem embedded in the flesh.

My body sagged toward the wall until my forehead touched
its cold, damp surface. My eyes closed and | forced myself to
take slow deep breaths. Just as | felt my strength returning |
heard a faint noise and instantly snapped to full awareness. |
turned to look toward the alley mouth.

At first | saw nothing, just ghost visions caused by the
shadows of the night. | was about to turn away when a slight
movement caught my eye. Slowly, a female form glided around
the corner, paused, and then turned to face me. My eyes
travelled from her slender waist toward her full bosom, and then
her blade-enshrouded face. Even in the darkness | could see her
cold, emotionless eyes...

The memory faded and my normal vision returned. | was
standing before Sebastion in the market. He was looking at me
with some concern, but this passed when he saw that | was all
right. “Thought | lost you for a moment there, cutter.”

“What became of this Shadow-Sorcelled Key?”

“No one knows. The key has been lost for some time now.
Many believe the Lady of Pain took the key to prevent it ever
being used again.”

“So, what was the outcome of the rebellion?” He thought
for a moment.

“Well... Everyone, except the leader, was given pages in
the dead-book. The leader and the creatures just up and
vanished one day, surely the Lady’s work. The survivors fled
the ward. The fumes of the Lower Planes had polluted the air,
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At an inn, we settled into our now customary sleeping
arrangements. | shared a room with Morte. Dak’kon and Annah
were together. Fall-From-Grace, who up to now had taken a
room by herself, agreed to share it with Nordom.

I went into Fall-From-Grace’'s room to talk to her,
pretending not to hear Morte’s comments. Once | entered her
room, | tried to ignore Nordom, who was in the corner, talking
to his crossbows... or the clicking was his crossbows talking to
him, | wasn’'t quite sure which. | decided to start by asking
about something | had wondered since | had met Fall-From-
Grace.

“How did you come by the name ‘Fall-From-Grace?’ ”

“The meaning of names is a complicated subject. There is
much to be said, and a great deal that is better left unsaid.”

“Is Fall-From-Grace your real name?”

“Perhaps.” She smiled slightly. “Perhaps not. There are
names which are given and names which are earned. Who is to
say which is the real one?” The subject of names was something
| had given considerable thought to recently. There was almost
nothing | wouldn’t give to know my first name, that carried by
my first incarnation.

“I think the name which is given carries the greater weight.”

“That may be so. Why do you think that?”

“Because it is how people perceive you. And their
perceptions may outweigh your understanding of yourself.”

Grace nodded. “Your point is well-taken.” So far she had
avoided answering my question.

“So why are you called Fall-From-Grace?”

“Would it matter?” She smiled. “It is a given name,”
throwing my own answer back at me.

“It matters to me. | would like to know how you came to be
called that.”

“I have fallen from my people... some would say risen from
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 an underlying
sense of loss.”
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a portal. They talked a good bit an’ then one of em went back
through. The one tha’ stayed is still there...” He frowned.

“What were they talking about?”

“I dunno for sure, ta me it was just hissin’ an such, but |
think they was talkin’ about the Tower.” He shrugged.

“The Tower?”

“Aye, tha’s one of the strangest sights ta be in the Ward. No
one really knows how long that scarred old tower has been
around... ye can'’t get into it, y'’know. Bolted up tighter than a
chastity belt. I'd be curious ta know what's in there...” He
thought for a moment. “The abishai was gesturin’ at the Tower
an the portal. They was lookin’ for the key, | bet.”

“What key?”

“The key ta the portal tha' leads ta the Tower. Every portal
has a key tha opens it ta somewhere. The key can be a gesture,
an item, or even a thought... many ‘ave tried hard ta get inta the
Tower. No matter how hard ya try, ya fail.” | considered, and
mumbled a thought.

“Maybe the secret to getting in is to not want to get in...”
He shrugged.

“I dunno, cutter. May be...”

“Tell me where this portal is located.” He stopped to think
for a moment.

“There’s a drawbridge like contraption back o’ the Tower,
east o’ the market. Tha’'s where it is...” He got a far away look.

I left him to his daydreams, and continued on, looking at the
other merchants’ wares.

We left the Open Air market, and were leaving the market
area entirely when we passed a fenced in building belching
smoke. This must be the great foundry Sebastion had
mentioned.

Among the crowds ahead | saw a figure. He looked like a
githzerai, but his clothing was much brighter. Even the way he
walked was subtly different. If this was who | thought it was, |
had better leave Dak'kon behind. | asked the others to go back
indoors to the market, that | would follow in a short while.

The figure had rough, leathery skin with a pale yellow cast
and gaunt features. His face was angular, his nose was small
and highly placed, and his ears tapered to points. A tracery of
tattoos and scars covered his body. He was dressed in strange,
gaudy leathers that looked more ornamental than combat-ready.
His eyes were like two small black stones and they tracked me
as | approached.
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pain shall not have been in vain...” The crone’s voice trailed
off, as if distracted.

| tried to speak again, but there was only a sick gurgling
noise. What happened? Who was this person? Why were |...
and | began to feel myself slip into unconsciousness...

“Ravel! Ravel, it is I'” | cried, suddenly regaining some
volition. There was a long moment of silence.

“Ahhh... my precious man.” There was the slow shuffling
of feet, and ffelt a sharp pinprick in my left eye; | gasped, and
suddenly, barely, | coulste — with my one and only eye. | lay
in a gray hut, upon a dirty floor, where blood, my bright-red
blood had seeped into the surrounding gray dust. My arms were
gone, my legs had been hacked off at the knees. Yet... | felt
numbed, and there was no pain... only fear. There was someone
above me, someone looking down on me... | looked up.

As | looked up through my bloody, blurred vision, | saw a
horrid bluish gray face, grinning with yellowed tusks. “Ravel is
pleased —a-wondering | was if this messenger would make it,
for weakhe was when his bits were placed on my plate...” She
held up a talon in front of me, and impaled on the tip of it was
an eyeball — the right one. “Yet to the Festive hall he returned
it a-seems, and our time two-together has he shared. And now
you have come... success!” If | truly was speaking to Ravel,
there was so much | wanted to know.

“Ravel... | have many questions for you.”

The crone shook her head, my blurred vision seeing three
images at once; her grayish hair was like brambles, drifting
down her shoulders. “No, only time for answers does Ravel
have, and she has no time to a-waste with your guess-questions.
Know this, and in the knowing grow strong: you meisb me,
my precious man.” | was already trying to do exactly that.

“But how? | do not know —"

“Tchhh! I am beyond knowing, in a Lady'sgue. Now
shhh-and-a-listen to Ravel, for there is much you must do — to
find me, a-three things must you do: find the door, know the
key, thenunlock the key.” | stammered out a question, asking
about the door.

“The door is not a finished thing... at least, when | last
gazedupon it, hmnnn? But in the passing of time, perhaps now
well-wrought it is. Go to the place of forges and steel; perhaps
there you will find the door that takes one to me...” | knew the
key was a piece of her, involved her daughter, but how to
unlock it?
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162 Lower Ward

“His words were those of an enemy of the people. Even
were that not true, we have cauterized his ignorance with
death’s iron. Let us leave him here for the Collectors to
scavenge. We have gathered enough information on the
githzerai dogs for this trip. They shall lose another fortress
before the sevenday is out. The walls of Vristigor shall fall.”

“If you believe our knowledge is sufficient,” Yi'minn said,
“then we shall go. Gather our warriors and let us join our war
party in Limbo.”

| could no longer stay the effect of the grievous wounds |
had suffered by force of will, and slipped into death.

| awoke a while later in the same alley. Quickly checking,
all of my items were present. Evidently the githyanki believed
in deceit and murder, but perhaps looting a corpse was beneath
their ‘honor.’

| returned to the indoor market. My companions
understandably wondered what had taken me so long. Morte
expressed his impatience in typical fashion.

“Ah, c'mon, lets shake a leg. | mean... you shake a leg.”

| didn't inform them what | had done, only asking that they
accompany me back to the zerth, Kii'na. We needed to search
around a bit, but finally found her. The zerth stared blackly at
Dak'kon as he returned with me. She turned her back to me, as
if daring Dak'kon to strike the target.

“Cut it out, Kii'na. Are you familiar with the fortress
Vristigor?” She looked at me — hard.

“How did you, who walks in the shadow of a pariah, come
to know that name?”

“A group of githyanki are planning a raid on the fortress
within the sevenday. They are on their way there even now.”

“Know... know you have my gratitude... you and tlzesth.
Know this shall not be forgotten.” She turned to Dak'kon.
“Know that this will NOT atone for the fall of Shra'ktlor. The
Anarchs’ verdict stands still.”

What had Kii'in said of the githzerai earlier? Stubborn, blind
and bothersome. | stalked off, neither Kii'na or Dak'kon offering
a word.

We returned to searching out the fiend. Fewer and fewer
people were walking the streets, and | realized why as | saw
what loomed ahead. A gigantic siege tower thrust itself up
among the surrounding buildings, blocking the way. Its walls
were scarred and pitted; it had seen many a battle in its lifetime.
A drawbridge on the upper portion of the tower, when lowered,
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| cried with joy... with frustration... with joy... with
despair...

The emotion washed over me, like | was drowning,
DROWNING, and | needed to speak,®dNGED to speak, but |
could not...and...

| screamed, screamed as | tore my hands from the stone,
bloody tears rushing from my eyes, running in streams down
my arms, my hands, to coat the stone. Blood! Her blood! And...
| couldn'twARN her... and | couldn’t StOpRYING......

And suddenly, Fall-From-Gce was there, and her touch
was gentle like silk, and she brushed the tears from my eyes,
even as | felt the screams welling up within me. Sibhhhed
me, cradling my face through my bloody tears.

“l... l... can't.... bear it... |... couldn’tstop her, IWANTED
to, but | couldn’t daanything...

Fall-From-Grace looked into my eyes, and she nodded
sadly, in understanding. “And that is the naturéoafing. The
desire for that which you cannot change or possess.” She
studied me, withdrawing her hand, now soaked in my blood.
“Will you be all right?”

“Yes... yes... | just need a moment...” | noticed Annah was
looking at me, her hand half raised, un-moving, as if paralyzed,
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 experience
from me, | held it fast, because | knew it was important to
remember it. It wasne in that experience... it was Deionarra’s
experience, but because it was me, my memoriexiéld me,
and | couldreeL both sides at once. Whoas 1? Who was
that... thatshade of me?

I considered leaving the Festhall, but there was a chance
there might be something of use locked in some of the other
sensory stones in the hall. 1 would continue even if |
encountered another experience like the one | had just finished;
perhaps especially because | might @mter another such
experience.




‘Buiuiow ay) Ul uonsegas o1 yjel
pue ‘ybiu sy} 1s8J 0} PapId8p | ,'yreap, JaYloue woly J9A093l
0] papaau | pue ‘J1aso|d Bumelp sem Aep ayl Jo pus ayl

"8|gN0J1 YoNw 003 INOYNUM 3 YUM [e8p 0} 8|qe
9J9M SN JO INOJ By} INQ ‘payoene Ajoleipawiwl ainyeald syl
.'NOA || 01 alay sn Juas uonseqas, ‘paldal | ‘Arenoy,,
i9NIB MON,, "pueY Siy
N0 p|ay pue aw premo} dals e 4001 }Nsolo . "Aem suIAp 8y
Aes uonsegasss ‘apisssul 196 MOH 'SSSSSS "Jamo) abalsss,
*19M0} Agleau
ay) 1e painisab ay Ajreulq ybnoyl ay ajiym JUsWoW e 1o} sw e
paJe|b aH ., pueisiapun noA ‘sjdoad [ei1aAaS 10} papudlul SpueLId
unJ | ‘noA 1oy} SI uoirew.ojul Jo a2aid Ydiym mous| 0} paau |,
. ApoQ WoJ} uoreWIOUI 3¥e) UBY) YNSSS0ID)
‘8Ip JO UOIBWIOJUI XNSSS0I9 BAID "uonsssssanb ON,
‘urebe wuem malb
Ire ayl pue Ajsnouny yse| o1 uebaq |l SiH ‘aw yum palouue
Jaylel sem nsoi9 eyl urenad sem | Ing ‘puay uelndal e uo
suolssaldxa [eloe) peal 01 prey sem 1| .Juonewloyul reypn,
. UOITBWIOJUI YNSSS0ID) DAIS) "SSSSSS,,
"aW 0} puey pame|d e 1no p[ay 1| “18]002 Maib Ire ay)
pue g e aunb paxejal ainjeald ayl , "dW USS UONSEJSS,
"YUO} pue Xoeq payse| |l si se aw Je paJe|d
1| ,/"SSSSSSSS Hem plo] Vel OU YNSSSS0ID '09) SSSSSSS,,
"1ig e 80UeIS S}I poxepu pue
sess1y 4o Aunjye peseapl 1 Ajueppns xS 01 Apes. pesesdde
pue »oo| Aibuny e aw aneb 1] "usays afed B U0 X00] SBRS
Sl pue sy akIpel 0} uefeq 8injeasd 8y} punole Je syl
'ss1y 0} uefieq 11 pue sifs
0] pamolfeu safa s11 peydeoldde | sy afel ajsuaypid S11 Ylim
Buouefeq ‘sha| puiy sy uo ybidn pooss ainealto ay] "usalb Jo
apeus a|IA e alm Apoq s1I BulleA0d SDeJs 8y “pesy Ueiuodelp
e pue ‘sbum Aleymrs| ‘Bo) pemep Inoj ‘Apoq-oyi| adeus
B YlIM 34neaJo Uel|indal e mes | JOMO) 8yl JO Mopeus ayl U|
"doay| 10 Al e
10 S|eM 3y} 0 Jomo) a6d1s Y] W0 SS3Je Soydele aAI6 pjnom

€91 pe/\ eMoT

SV NaAZ — SV NIAT AOC HLIM DNIAYO SYM 3HS LNg LNO 11vD
OL QILNVM | 335 1 ,NATNOD IHS ANV WHVH I LNVAWN IH ANV
'SSIM S, LNAdYIS V ‘HINYL JO MOAvHSe Sem 1l Ing ‘IONVIavd
B 9)I| 18y JAaA0 Ysem 31| a1 19} | S WVIHOD) pajuem | puy
Jelleuoldq ‘noA angj |, :oyd3
‘uonows Aq pauapinqun ‘AjIms awe al|
ayl ‘ape|q Jabbep e ay ‘A|peap pue dieys asuodsal e ‘ybnoyl
e Jo BuISSIy B Uayl ‘puill SIY Ul SDUS|IS P|0d B Sem alayL
. "NoA 1noge |29}
| Moy mauyA “Auedwod 1NoA Juem Jou pIp | JI SW YIM W09
0] NOA payse aAey J0U PINOM | “edreuolaq ‘asinod JO, :0yds3
'06 Jay 19| 01 1B Jood ay1 ul yonw 00}
palsanul pey aH :Apeajd 00} ‘Aes|d I pooisiapun | “elreuoldd
‘WIYy yum awod 0} NOA pajuem a8y a8sIN02J0 ‘Suoiended
plo2 AlUO ‘S3ll OU BJ9M BJBYl MBS 8ys Uinil a8yl 10U Sem
yinil ayl ing ‘anJy alam xeads 01 Inoge aJam “*°| "8y SpPIOM ay L
‘puS Byl Sem SIYl ‘pulw Aw Ul paip uolows Jo ysni ayl
£ON0T AW ‘NOA Ylim awod 0] aw JuemnoA oq, :0yd3
LIFNOdS "1 ***3HS ANV LI AVS
LI AVS LI AVS ONINMOYA I1Vv¥3dSIA SYM THS “**I "**3HS
—Yyonw s| alayl
gulow 8y Joj yem suonsanb asay) Lued ‘esreuoldg ‘swo) ‘1eyl
Jo Jabuep ou ul we | a1 SY00] 1| ;06 | ai0)9g, , :0yd3
33HSNVE ONITMIN
NOA MON LVHM 1419 MON LYHM NOILYLI¥I SIH YFONV SIH
. "0B noA alojaq ‘ano AN, :0yd3
LN3TIS 39 IN3TIS 39 11 MSy,uoq jelreuolaq ‘) yse
L,UOp “Se 0} pajuem ‘*ays “’| NOILSINDY] ***audds [eul} ay}
premor Buiesids ayl ‘g|quuUal ‘aw punose a3TdIMSaIuaLIadxa
3yl pue “urewal wiy ayew Isnw | jPuines] sem aH
. 9AB3| 1SNW | “*"sIyr Jo ybnoua Ing “esreuolag
‘9011JO S,81eD00APE BWOS Ul djes aQg 10U PINOM J|asAw 1o} anes|
pinom | sbuiyl ayl A1 10N édesAw Joy Aoeba) v, :oys3
“IONJ1S 1 [IUN J|S) [eaASI 10U pinom 1l pue ‘Buiuund
sem juadias ayl ‘payeold sem juadias ay) pue ‘play uoisn||i ayl
‘awn SIYl 1A "UIMS pue a|quual ‘urebe |8} ayikos piom syl
. "Pano| noA sauo ay}
10} 10 “*J|9sInoA 1oy Buiyiswos 13| noA Ji Jaquiawal noA djay
1yBiw 3] "01 JueM pINOM NOA auoAue 10} 10 ***}|8SIN0A 104 ¢,8A07
Aw ‘Aoeba| © anea| 01 ysim noA pinom “**pinopp, :0yd3
“**Jeay Jou pip ay 184
‘S3SS1Y JO 19140 8yl sem a8y | “Heay Aw punose Buipno ‘uiogel

au01S Alosuss elreuoRd 06¢



164 Coaxmetal

COAXMETAL

Next day, | talked to Sebastion, who made good on his promise.

He was able to do something about the scarring, at least
cosmetically. From what | could see of my body, he hadn’t been
able to alter the corpse-like features of my appearance, but the
scarringwas less noticeable.

I was curious about the siege tower, and why the fiend
Grosuk had been so interested in it. After all, such weapons
must be quite common in their ‘Blood Wars,” and much easier
to construct on the spot than attempt to haul from Sigil.

| remembered what the boy Lazlo had said, and approached
an area near the tower where he had said a portal allowing entry
to the tower lay. | approached what should be the location of the
portal, and tried my idea of the form of the key. | suppressed
any desire to enter the tower. A portal appeared, which we
entered.

We were inside the tower. Dominating the interior, | saw an
iron... creature. Its size was staggering; if it stood full height, it
would shatter the roof of the siege tower. Thundering echoes
rattled the walkway as the creature hammered away on its forge,
and the smell of soot and ash filled the air.

The creature had not yet noticed us. | hesitated, weighing
the consequences of drawing its attention, but my curiosity,
which apparently multiple lifetimes had failed to quench, swung
the balance. Besides, | told myself, perhaps it would know
something about me. “Greetings.”

There was the screaming of metal on metal as the giant
turned to face me. lusldenly realized the golem was built into
the siege tower itself; girders, pipes, and huge bracers ran
through its lower torso and into the walls, and the bottom
portion of its body made up the forge itself.

“What are you?”

I 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
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I... him... a wave ofirritation washed over me; | clenched
my teeth to prevent the irritation from crossing my features.
Must shealways continue to prattle, even when | did mobompt
her?! Must she — but no — no, kept the irritation inside, only a
trace slipped out...

Echo: “Come now, | cannabig, Deionarra. There is no
NeeD for such foolishness...”

Her... I... she was overcome wifEAR, fear that revolted
me, and the fear welled up inside her... I, | as | watched him
frown, and | hastened to correct him! He must know the reasons
and know the wisdom behind them so he was impressed with
my planning! Speak! Speak, before he turned away...

Echo: “I know | often act foolishly, my Love...but you said
yourself that yowcan forget things if you are badly hurt. There
are things in the legacy that could help you remember should
you forget yourself.”

She... | coldly regarded her through my eyes, tracing my
gaze along her furrowed brow, wrinkled with worry,
desperation. She had acted asxpected... yet there was
something in what she said...

Echo: “Perhaps... yet | hope nothing in this legacy is of
value...| do not want you to leave any things here in some safe
that could be of some use on our journey.”

Her illusion was shattered, just for a moment — | watched,
silent, as the emotion fell to the ground, splintering like silvered
glass. “...of some use...” such a casual statement, yet even
Deionarrasaw, and | hoped, just for a momentdpPeD that she
saw him for what he was... the serpent, tERPENT...... and
my hope died, as in Deionnara’s eyes, the emotion was rebuilt,
the slivers being drawn from the ground, the illusion rebuilt, but
the slight sliver of pain remained. He thought | had done
something foolish! Yet, | did it forim! | must... must make
amends, but how?! | must convince him the legacy was
unimportant, but itvAsSN' T, it WASN'T. It WASEVERYTHING...

Echo: “The legacy, my Love, it... it just has a few things to
help you remem —"

The scythe of words fell on Deionarra, so quick, so sharp, |
could not follow its arcing path.

Echo: “A legacy? The things you do, Deionarra... such...
romantic gestures. No matter...”

No! She... I... Deionarra... | had driven him away again,
like 1 did the night before! | felt the serpent stirring again,
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166 Coaxmetal

| WOULD NEED A DROP OF YOUR BLOOD. THAT IS ALL.

Such aweapon might prove useful. | wondered if my enemy
was really interested in permanently killing me, after all there
must have been times when | was weak, bereft of memory. |
provided the blood, and told the golem to continue.

THE TOOL OF YOUR DESTRUCTION HAS BEEN FORGED AND
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 NECESSARY FOR YOUR DESTRUCTION.

“Where would | find such a shell that separated me from the
Planes?”

THAT ISNOT KNOWN TO ME.

“Earlier you said that if the multiverse sealed itself against
its own death, it would die a different death. What makes that
death any worse than another?”

ALL THINGS HAVE A COMMON GROUND IN DECAY. WAR IS
NECESSARY. DEATH IS NECESSARY. DECAY |S 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 even the
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 ANCHORS ITSELF AGAIN.

“What happened to the legions that have used the tower?”

ENTROPY HAS UNMADE THEM.
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and the fear... the serpent writhed in my breast again, its fangs
biting into my heart, filling it to bursting with itpoison. The
tears came again, running down my cheeks in streams, his
words echoing...

Echo: “Only you.oONLY you.”

My eyes shapped open — it wass voice! | whirled, and |
gasped; he stood, powerful, in the shadows, and he strode into
the light of the drifting candled globes, and | felt the serpent
writhing and DYING... he returned! His face, stern, but
somewhere, in those features, | could almost see his pleasure at
seeing me. After all, he returned for m-

Echo: “Only you can help me, Deionarra. But it was wrong
for me to ask you for your help...”

| spoke... Deionarra... yet |, it wage, gray-skinned like a
statue, striding from the light — was | thearred?! My body
looked like it had been bathed in knife blades, the wounds, the
tattoos, horrible — yet, | saw througiElONARRA’S EYES, and
she saw... how could sh&E me in such a way, she put a
CLOAK over my features, she saw me in slight, such terrible
longing,light... for she...how... could sheeeL such...?

| felt my vision tearing, doubling until | was that man
striding from the light, itwvas me, butnoT me... | felt myself
beingTorN; it was Deionarra’s experience, but at the same time,
it was alsamine, and I... what...

Echo: “I asked too much of you to accompany me,
Deionarra. | have no right to place you in such danger for my
sake...”

It was my words, but they were a surgeon’s words, chosen
with cold skill, without arrRace of emotion. With every word, |
felt myself SNEERING inside, knowing what the (stricken) girl
would see next through her (longing-stained) eyes, and who —
was | THAT person, that mamwisTING her with my words, not
KNOWING how powerful they were to her, like bolts from a
ballista, piercing her breast, her... yet, sha only RELIEF at
my return. How... how could sheEL... and not know | meant
to...?

Echo: “I have come to ask your forgiveness, Deionarra. |
shall return to you as soon as | am able —"

My vision tore again, doubling and bleeding, until | was
facing myself again, trying desperately to speak, weRN
Deionarra that this was not a man, but a creature that killed for
his own needs, he didriirre about you, Deionarra, you were a
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168 Clerks’ Ward Sensory Stone Trap 285

— the Arborean hunt — and ended the sensation before being
pulled back into the trap.

CLERKS’ WARD

We moved on, to another ward of the city, known as the Upper

or Clerk's Ward. | noticed a woman walking towards us,
followed by a member of the Harmonium, almost as if he were
a bodyguard.

She was an older, stern-looking woman, clearly on her way
somewhere. When she noticed my approach, she studied me
with a disapproving, tight-lipped frown. Although she plainly
didn’t approve of something about me, | stubbornly plowed on.

“Greetings...” The woman nodded curtly, speaking in a
tone cold as ice.

“Yes? What is it? And watch your words, for I am
Diligence, Fourth Magistrate of the Ward.” | briefly wondered
whether people in Sigil changed their names to match their
profession, or if their given name determined their path in life.

“Something troubling about my appearance?”

“I should most certainly think so! Should the Apparel
Regulation Act be passed, people of your sort won't be
permitted to traipse about in such a manner, half-naked and
filthy as you are...” | could have been insulting, confirming her
opinion. But | decided to follow a more diplomatic approach.

“I'm quite clean, begging your pardon, and... meaning no
disrespect, madam... some cultures might fymdir clothes
offensive.” She examined me skeptically for a moment, then
nodded.

“Your point is well-taken... sir. Still, though, you cannot
deny you are a rather rough-looking sort of fellow.”

“My appearance is merely the product of my environment,
madam, and a difficult life. | shouldn’t be heddcountable for
that.”

“Oh, but you should! How easy it is for one to blame one’s
life, one’s surroundings for their every failing! | can see by your
manner you are well-educated, sir, yet you appear to insist upon
a lifestyle of wandering and senseless violence. Why not settle
in Sigil, become a contributing citizen, rather than some bloody-
handed nomad in its streets?”

“The choice is out of my hands, | assure you.”
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170 Clerks’ Ward

home, the apothecary, the Brothel of Slaking Intellectual Lusts,
the tailor and an odd little curiosity shop.

Questioning her revealed a bit more about some of the
locations. The advocate was lannis, a lawyer. The brothel
existed to pleasure the mind and senses, certainly a type of
brothel with which | was unfamiliar. It was run by a sensate,
said to be a succubus, which | thought to be some sort of a
fiend. The Civic Festhall was most renowned for its sensoriums,
where one could experience the experiences of others captured
in special stones. Some areas of the festhall were resolved for
members of the Sensate faction only.

| overheard another, older, patron expounding on obscure
regulations to a younger companion who was looking somewhat
dazed. The older man looked somewhabkish. His clothing
and accessories were extremely clean, neat and well cared for,
and he often paused to brush some fleck of dust or lint off of
them. A symbol resembling a stylized dagger, piercing upwards
through a flame, was embroidered upon his tunic.

| interrupted him to get his attention. The man’s eyes passed
over me, gleaming as they fixed on Morte.

“Oh, | say! Would you look at that! A floating skull!”

Morte turned and looked behind him. “Where?! Where?!”
The man gasped as Morte spoke.

“By the unjust laws of Tueny the Merciless!” He suddenly
covered his mouth and looked at Annah apologetically.

“Sorry, sorry... the man was a horrible tyrant, now long
dead. His name should never be spoken so; 'tis rather vulgar.
My deepest apologies, m'lady. | did not mean to offend.” Annah
shrugged, rolling her eyes.

“Talk as yeh like, cutter; | care not a whit fer what yeh
say... unless ye're rattlin’ yer bone-box aboug, that is.” He
turned back to Morte.

“But behold! A skull, buoyant, levitating off the ground,
cognitive of its environment, and possessing hearing, speaking
and seeing capabilities.” He turned to me, as if | was suddenly a
confidant.

“This is truly one of the reasons that the Planes shall never
become dull to me, sir — just when you think you have seen
everything, the Planes show you yet another corner to peer
around, and...” He raised his hands gloriously. “...suddenly
whole new, wondrous vistas are open to you.”

“I'm not sure if Morte qualifies as a ‘wonderous vista.” “ |
said sourly, aware it was probably a mistake to ever have

Sensory Stone Trap 283

SENSORY STONE TRAP

I left Quell, walking about the sensoriums in thought. When |
looked up, once again fully taking notice of my surroundings,

my steps had taken me to stand in front of a sensory stone.
Something about it seemed vaguely familiar, athough the
inscription at the base, “Week-long hunting trek across the
forests of Arborea,” didn’t seem to promise anything special.

No harm in finding out. | began the sensation.

| was standing in a circle of white tents deep in the woods,
somewhere. The trees around me were, by far, the largest | had
ever seen. Suddenly, though, there was an odd prickling
sensation at the back of my skull...

My surroundings melted into a colorless smear, then slowly
resolved into what looked like the interior of a large, gray
sphere. Across from me stood a figure almost identical to
myself. His eyes flashed in the half-darkness; a mad smile split
his features.

“I KNEW you would come...”

“Who are you?”

“Oh, don’'t you know? Didn't all thoSeFILTHY, LYING,
THRICE-BE-DAMNED JOURNALS tell you who | am? Those
journals that were so conveniently ‘left’ for me when | awoke...
those journals that called me amcArRNATION! Hah! Burned
themaLt, | did, all that IFOUND...”

| felt suddenly ill. The journals, my life, lost not to Pharod,
or the Dustmen, but to myself. If only | could learn anything of
what they contained. “What did they say, exactly?”

“They spokeLIEs, LIES, LIES and nothing more! Filth about a
man who forgets himself, other incarnations, of preserving their
experiences in writing so later lives could benefitHievES!

It's MY life; MINE! YOU ALL WANT TO STEAL MY BODY, AND YOU
WON'T HAVE IT!"

“So... you're one of my earlier incarnations?” | had realized
why the figure looked like me.

“If you'd putstock in suchTrAsH, yes.”

“Where am 1?”

“Oh, THIS?” He gestured around him, snickering. “Just a
litle TRAP, is all. | realized thakILLING you BODY THIEVES
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172 Clerks’ Ward

“The Fraternity of Order believes that the multiverse is
governed by laws. When one knows all the laws, one will
understand the multiverse. That is our goal. By understanding
the laws, their limits, we learn to avoid certain laws.”

Perhaps he would be of some use, after all. | asked about the
Lady of Pain.

“The Lady of Pain, yes, yes... she is the force behind Sigil,
you know. Very impressive figure, but little is known about
her.”

He began ticking off the points which were known on his
fingers: “One: She is not just a symbol of Sigil, as some claim.
She is very real and very dangerous. Two: She is believed to be
the one that keeps the Powers... deities... out of Sigil. As long
as she is present, the Powers cannot enter Sigil... Three: She
also prevents unauthorized teleporting and gating into and out
of Sigil. It prevents the outer planes creatures from bringing
even more of their kind to Sigil outside of the conventional
routes. Four: She has never spoken. To anyone. Five: She
usurped control of Sigil from Aoskar, a Power now believed
dead. Six: Anyone who threatens Sigil... or her... is punished,
either by falling beneath her shadow, which results in a series of
invisible stab wounds that can kill even greater baatezu, or by

being sent to the mazes, from whence few ever escape. Seven:

She does not like to be worshipped. Those that do are often
found with their skin missing. And lastly: The sight of her is
believed to drive others mad.”

| asked about several other topics, but found either his
knowledge to be lacking, or explanations so long-winded he
never came to the point. He failed to note my attempts to excuse
myself, so | just walked away.

I moved to another patron, a tall, slender woman, sipping
wine from a small ceramic cup. She appeared to be looking for
someone. Her facial features were elegantly exotic and the
woman’s ears, though partially covered by her long hair, could
be seen to come to sharp points.

| greeted her. The woman turned to face me, violet eyes
flashing like flawless chips of amethyst. Her speech was as
music; | could hear a faint, musical tinkling, a hundred tiny
crystal bells, as she spoke. Each word lingered in my ears, as if
they were unwilling to relinquish the exquisite sound.

“Nemelle turned to face the scarred, dour stranger. She
asked what he wished of her.”

“Wow, “ Morte commented.

Quell 281

name, such a name... and such dark tales swarm about it, like
flies on a corpse.”

“Just the same, | need you to tell me.” He rolled his eyes,
plopping another candy into his mouth.

“She’s a night hag, my boy, who came to Sigil... all evil
and cackles, she was, alive with her shadow-magic, ready to
butt heads with the Lady of Pain. Barmy, barmy barmy old
hag... only succeeding in getting herself mazed. She’s likely
dead, by now.”

“Shadow-magic?”

“Yes, yes, yes...” He seemed uneasy about speaking of her.
“Ravel dabbled... no, not dabbled, laxtelled in all schools of
magic. She knew shadow magics, magics of illusion and
shadow substance, shadows, residues of dead things.”

“How might | find her?”

“Why... why would youask such a thing? Are yomad?
What could you possibly want with such an evil creature?”

“She knows something about my past.”

“Doubtful... she was rmazed many centuries ago. Gone —
penned in the dead-book, she is. And even if she were
somewhy,somehow still clutching to life with her blackened,
bloody talons, what could shmssibly know aboutyou? If she
wasn'’t the spitting image of cackling evil, that is, and was even
willing to help you...”

| had to find out more about my past, and about my enemy.
For that, | needed Ravel. “I'll just have to hope she’s alive and
will help me.”

“By Leshe’s six teats and her swollen tummy, what a
flickering candle of hope hurled into the howling winds of
Pandemonium that i$llicker-flicker-whooosh!

Don't be any more the fool than you need be!”

“I must still seek her out, whether she’s dead or alive.”

“So if she's dead — as she most likely is — then what is
your plan, may | ask? You have everything all figured out, do
you? Quell is just blowing words out of his pits, nonsense,
nothing! Whatdo you plan to do if she’s in the dead-book, eh?”

I had no plan beyond finding her, since | had so little
information. With nothing to lose, | asked, “What do you think |
should do?”

“The first brilliant question you've asked! Mé&?hink you
should give up this clueless idea of entering mazes and chatting
with night hags and lope back into whatever crypt you crawled
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174 Clerks’ Ward

Now that | knew the command word for the Decanter of
Endless Water | carried, | thought back to the Smoldering Bar
and the twisting corpse which gave it its name.

Quell 279

“It was sotasty, too...” he mewled. He suddenly looked up,
snarling.

“ sorrY?! As you should be, you piking dung-beetle!
Mages deserve respect, and bashers like you should know their
proper place!” He began to jump up and down. “Proper place!
Proper place!” | had not been about to apologize when he cut
me 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. “Now off with you!
ofFf! wiTH! You! And do not return without being prepared to
show the proper respect... come bearing tribute — a gift!” He
suddenly drew close and whispered from the side of his mouth:
“Candies or chocolate would be nice. But nothing common,
mind you — bring somethingxotic. Now begone!”

| recalled an item | had seen in Vrischika’s Curiosity Shop,
a quasit she had claimed to have been polymorphed into
chocolate. Despite the inconvenience, | left and purchased it,
since the only alternative means | could think of obtaining the
information | wanted would be to kidnap Quell and torture it out
of him.

Some time later | returned; Quell was still in the private
sensorium. | approached him, and told him | had the imported
chocolate he wanted.

“Oh?” His demeanor changed in an instant. “Very kind of
you, very gentlemanly! May | see?”

He had revealed his weakness to me, and | took advantage
of it to repay the trouble he had put me through. It was doubtful
he would learn a lesson from what | had in mind, but at least |
could get a little revenge. | replied to him, “Actually, no.”

He reared back, totally flabbergastedviaT?!”

“I really don’t think you deserve it. You've been so rude.”

“You... you what?” He began hopping about.
“Preposterous! Farcicall Ludicrous!rude would be
polymorphing you into a bowl of Baatorian spice-beans, eating
you, and then spreading you about Sigil in foul-smelling little
puffs from my bumthat would be most rude, | assure you, and
I have beemothing of the sort!”

“In any case, you're not getting it until you've apologized.”

He immediately became quiet, eyes narrowed suspiciously.
“You would let mesee this gift, first, at least?”

I gave him a just a peek at the chocolate quasit.
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176 Ignus

“Oh, and | had some for you, too...” He frowned. “Except |
can’'t seem to get a handle on ‘em.” He shrugged. “Questions —
who needs ‘em? All that matters is the answers anyway. |
think.”

| reconsidered, and thought it would be better for him if he
had as little contact as possible with me. “Well, it's been
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 something for
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...” He scratched
his head. “Maybe...” He pulled back his sleeves, first the left
one, then the right one, looked angry, then let both sleeves fall
back to full length. | had a peculiar thought, as though we were
acting out pre-written lines.

“Why don’t you check the left sleeve again? | think it might
be there.”

“Really?” He pulled back the left sleeve again, and this
time, | saw a package tied to his wrist. He smiled in relief,
untied it from his arm, then handed it to me. “For you, friend.
From me, for you... a thanks of sorts!” He nodded as | took the
item. | studied it... it looked like a ring of some sort. | 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 down at his belt,
where there was now a belt pouch. He untied it and passed it to
me. “It's all there. All hundred coppers.” | took the bag, and
opened it. It all looked to be there.

“What about that enchanted item you wanted to give me?”
He looked puzzled for a moment, then smiled, as Iif
remembering.

“Why, yes, there was one, wasn't there?” He reached into
his right sleeve and pulled forth a long, slender dagger. “Here
you are.”

As | looked up from my gift to thank Adahn, | suddenly
noticed he had vanished. | didn't even hear him leave. | wasn’t
sure whether | should be glad he had been spared the bittersweet
pains of existence, or saddened he had so little time to live and
perhaps find his own way to happiness.
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function. While we were in Rubikon, it could attach to a known,
existing portal, permitting access to the portal without traveling
toit. In effect, it let us go amost anywhere in Sigil we had been
from where we were.

| used it to go back to the Clerk's Ward, and rested for the
night.
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178 Ignus

The creature’s face split, charred flesh peeling away from
its jaw so that it might speakYeéssss...Its voice crackled,
burned, roared through the creature’s chest, and with every
word, flakes of cinder and ash spit from its mouth and drifted
into the air. | could barely stand to look at the thing — the
blazing radiance surrounding it was terrible to behold.

“Ignus...”

“Yesssss!.. The creature floated towards me, the air
bending from the thermals surroundinglibng have | ssslept...
dreamssss of flamesss A8if in response, flames curled within
Ignus’ throat, and a tongue of flame streamed from behind his
blackened teeth. am yourssss... ‘til death comessss for ussss
both..”

Ignus’ lover, Drusilla, had approached us. Ignus’ eyes flared
up as he saw her, and before | could stop him, he embraced her.
She returned his embrace, losing herself in his flames. She did
not cry out. My last glimpse of her was burned into my
memory: Her eyes were full of fiery passion and all-engulfing
love. Nothing was left of her — not even ashes.

| was repelled by Ignus’ act, even though | knew | had done
much worse things. | decided | had better talk to him right
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 like you were
human once.”

Ignus twisted, hunching his head forward as his body spun
slowly above the ground... the effect was much like a fiery
whirlwind, thermals streaming off his body and distorting 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, fiery trails spilling forth
like a nest of snakes. no more talk and quesssstionsss!
Ssssilence...!T hastily backtracked.

“But | wish to speak of flames, Ignus, and of burning...”
My words were like oil... and | watched them fill Ignus’ 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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“Not sorries. Null sorries. Gratitudes! Indentification of self
comprosized by doubtings + mullings + analysis.” The cube
chrrruped again, and one of its eye blinked withklé&k — then
after a moment, the other eye kliked, as if it didn't want to be
left out.

“You're grateful... that | identified you? Aren’t you a
modron?”

The cube’s features steadied themselves, and its mouth
formed a flat line. “Indemnification of this unit (was)
compromised. Subject — addressee indemnified unit as
‘Nordom.” Gratitudes tendered for providing Nordom
indemnification.”

“It was nothing. Really.”

Nordom'’s eyeslik blinked once, twice, three times; each
time the black spots in the center of his eyes contracted — by
the third blink, they were the size of dots. “Real-eye-zation
reached: Nordom null know name of addressee. Indemify
yourself.”

It wanted me to identify myself. | wished | could find a
name as readily as Nordom had, as | answered “I don't really
have a 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't rise. After a
moment, they begin rattling, as if stuck.

“Uh... Nordom. You can open your eyes now.”

There was anothadik and Nordom’s eyes opened. “Not
closing eyes: Engaged-ged in Action Clarification for Subject
(Unidentified, Nameless). Formulating... submitting query: Are
you lost?”

“Lost? What do you mean?”

As Nordom'’s warbling query ended with the word ‘Lost,” a
curious crawling sensation wormed through the back of my
skull — with it came two certainties, hand in hand: This was not
the first time I'd heard this, and that what Nordom ala®it to
say to my next question was important. “When you say ‘loss,’
Nordom, what do you mean?”

“Absence of Name = Absence of Identity = Absence of
Purpose = Absence of Place in Multiverse = Null State = Loss.
Nordom existed in State, Null, until Subject (Unidentified,
Nameless) attached identity to Nordom. Null Identity, Null
Purpose, Null Place equates to ‘Loss.””

“Well, I imagine | had a name once, but | forgot it.”
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180 Ignus

“Ignus, if | was your ‘Master'... can you remember anything
about me?”

Ignus hissed... and for a moment, féatures flickered —
at first, | thought it was the flames, but it was not... it was the
flickering of memory... | surrendered to the memory.

The crackling of Ignus’ flames subsided, lessening as the
charred bones of Ignus’ body folded up, twisting into itself until
his limbs lay motionless, becoming a stack of wood within a
huge iron fireplace... | was staring into a fire, burning brightly
within a vaulted room. The fire crackled and spat embers onto
the stone floor, motes rising from the fireplace. Faintly, from
the darkness behind me, | could hear the rasp of someone
breathing.

In the memory, | spoke, “I cahear you... step into the
light.”

There was the shuffling of sandals, and a frail youth stepped
into the edges of the firelight. His wide, black eyes caught the
flames and mirrored them. He was nervous — | could hear his
muscles shaking, his voice trembling — just enough to increase
my irritation. “Forgive my intrusion, master. |—"

“You have already intruded, supplicant. You did so with
intention. | will hear it now, then you will leave me to my

thoughts.”
The boy took a deep breath, and glanced at the fire.
“Master, I... dreamed of flames again, last night... they felt

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 around the fingers...
blackened, burned.

“How did your hands come to be burned, supplicant?”

“I awoke and my hands were as ash.” The boy met my gaze;
he was still trembling, faintly, but there was an eagerness in his
voice which angered me. “I dreamed | soared above the earth
and the ground and sky were as fire. The world itself was so
bright that it... hurt to look at it, master. And when | awoke, my
hands... they were burned, as if | had held a flame within my
hands.”

“You lie, supplicant. You have come to me with a story, and
now you are in danger ahgering me.”

“No, master...” The boy's face glistened with a sweaty
sheen of fear. “No, upon my life, | do not!”

Rubikon 273

magic, but he did not possess my recuperative powers, and
eventually fell.

| was pleased to discover on his body a scroll for the spell
he had cast. | copied it into my spell book. The magica
concepts behind it were too advanced for me to be able to cast
it, but | was sure at the rate | was recovering the magical
knowledge gained in past lives | would be able to use it soon.

We passed through several more rooms, finding only more
of the mundane constructs. | was close to turning back, since
there seemed little more to be learned here.
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182 Ignus

balked again. The anger from my memory was still with meas|
gave him an order.

“You wiLL 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 outwards, as if seeking
to caress me. Kill you, turn you to asssshessss Ignussss can...
for now, Ignusssss followsssss... but threatsssss... threatsss
anger Ignusssss’..

“Actually, Ignus, you couldn’t stop me — you could burn
me, but I'd keep coming at you until you were kindling. So
enough with the threats...”

There was a crackling in the air, and Ignus cocked his head
slightly, as if studying me, then hisseflafnesssss will burnnnn
the immmortality from you... you are not sssafe from my
flamesssss!.

“Maybe you don’t understand what immortalityeaNs,
Ignus...”

“You are not immmortal... Ignusssss can kill you... ssscatter
your asssshesss to the windsssd. watched as he flung his
arms wide, and &eaT poured from him, so powerful | was
forced to shield my eyes — there was a grERING, as the
air fled past me being drawn into Ignus.

As | tried to shout at Ignus to stop, the tide of heat turned
back upon itself, and a blazitgat washed over me. | felt my
flesh begin to smolder, then smoke, and the beginnings of
PAIN... | clenched my teeth, and over the pain, | could hear
Ignus cackling... cackling, crackling laughter...

As | shouted his name again, the heat died — as | drew my
arms back from my face, | saw that my skin had blackened from
where Ignus burned it... and Ignus was watching me hungrily. |
knew, more than anything, that whatever Igmas, whatever
power that had embraced him, it had the power to destroy me —
if his flames were to kill me, there would be nothing left of my
body.

| barely held myself back from testing whether | could kill
him before he destroyed me. Part of my anger was spilling over
from my previous incarnation, but | was unable to control it.
Ignus didn’t seem evil, precisely, more of an elemental force.
But in any case, | wasn'’t the one to help him. If we remained
together, the time would come when one of us would kill the
other.

Rubikon 271

“What can you tell me about the modrons?” He shook his
head at my words.

“There are no modrons here, sirrah. Only prisoners and their
captors.”

“I've seen the modrons.”

“No, sirrah. The creatures you have met are nothing more
than the corrupt remains of modrons. Most, if not all, of these
poor creatures are on the verge of going rogue and don’t even
realize it.”

“Rogue? What does that mean?”

“This dungeon is composed of the essence of chaos. Such
matter can easily be shaped into objects through the will of
many like-minded creatures. It makes the construction of such
structures quite simple. However, there is a price to be paid.”
He paused.

“Modrons are the very essence of law, sirrah. Here,
however, they are being exposed to the essence of chaos. Such
exposure often results in a form of insanity. The modrons begin
to lose their sense ofe and instead become individuals. This is
calledgoing rogue and it is a capital offence in their society.”

“What happens to rogues?”

He shrugged. “I don't fully understand this, but modrons
share some sort of common essence. If a modron goes rogue he
takes a piece of this essence with him. The modrons will destroy
all rogues so that this essence returns to the common pool from
which it sprang.” | suppose he could be considered a rogue
construct.

“Then what are you?”

“I am a prisoner, sirrah,” He replied angrily. “I am not here
by choice, of that | can assure you. | was created by the
modrons to play in their meaningless dungeon games. Over time
| became self-aware and asked for my freedom. Their leader
refused me!” He glared at me.

“l did what anyone would do when they are forced into
slavery. | fought for my freedom!” He paused for effect. “I
disintegrated their leader and made it look like an accident. |
then attempted to flee this hideous existence via the nearest
exit.”

| doubted whether the modrons could ever have understood
what they had created, that it could have escaped their
clockwork rules and turned on them. | curtly informed him that
the modrons had a new creative director, me. | then asked what
happened after he disintegrated the old director.
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184 Fall-From-Grace, Part |

FALL-FROM-GRACE, PART |

I returned to the Clerk’'s Ward next day. My path had take me to
a large, circular building. Seeing no name, | entered. A tiny
room was just inside the outer doors. | pushed open the inner
doors, moving into a foyer.

Before me was a stunning golden-haired woman, dressed in
an azure and violet dress, with two long, elegant wings draped
across her shoulders. She was surveying the room with a slight
smile... she was easily the most beautiful woman | had ever
seen.

| greeted her. The woman turned as | addressed her. She
took my measure, then nodded slightly... | noticed her eyes
were azure, the exact same color as her dress.

“Well met, traveler.” She reached up to brush back a stray
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?” | could answer
that two ways, both true. | opted for the literal truth.

“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 than | know.
I'm more interested in what this place is.”

“This is the Brothel of Jaking Intellectual Lusts.” She
studied me for a moment. “I take it by your question that you
did not intend to partake of this establishment?”

“ ‘Brothel of Slaking Intellectual Lusts?’ What kind of
brothel is this?”

“I established this brothel to give those lustful fevers that
strike the mind more avenues of expression rather than the
simply carnal. Much pleasure can be had in conversation and
engaging in the verbal arts with others.”

Morte commented, “Sounds dull.”

She replied, “l assure you, it is not. Tour the brothel, see for
yourselves.”

My curiosity, always easily aroused, prompted me, “l have
to ask: Why did you establish such a place?”

Rubikon 269

“Let me get this straight. You can’t reset without a director,
but you can’t get a director without resetting?”

“Assessment correct. Project halted.”

I had an inspiration, “Look, I'm an adventurer and I've been
through some dungeons in my day. Why not let me be your
director?”

The room was suddenly filled with a buzzing sound that just
as suddenly subsided. “Assistance welcome. You are now
project director. Advise on next task.”

“Reset the dungeon.”

“Initializing reset...” The room was filled with a low
thrumming sound that could be felt rather than heard.
“Collapsing existing dungeon...” The sound rose in power until
the floor began to vibrate. “Initializing new dungeon...” The
sound rose in volume until | thought my head was about to
explode. Suddenly the room went quiet. “Reset complete.
Dungeon construct status: Easy. Awaiting further instructions,
Director.”

The modron went on to explain that | could also travel from
the dungeon to any portal | knew of, and that when the dungeon
was reset any creature or item left in the dungeon was in danger
of being destroyed. | then told it to reset the dungeon to hard,
since | was curious to see what constructs would staff it at that
level.

The rooms of the ‘dungeon’ looked the same, but the
constructs were larger, about my size, with heavy armor and
two built-in weapons. | tried talking to one of them.

It replied, “Greetings, intruder.”

“What makes you think I'm an intruder?”

“Because you are not one of us. Therefore, you are an
intruder. As an intruder, you must die.” It leaped to the attack.

The constructs were much harder to defeat, and dealt
several wounds before they went down. In the next room I
asked what the construct was doing.

“I am reporting your every success, your every failure, and
your every move to the Evil Wizard. From you, we learn.
Because of you, we will better ourselves.” It leaped to the
attack. After another hard fight it went down. | asked a question
of one of the constructs in the next room. It cocked its head to
one side and gave me a questioning look.

“Why do you persist in questioning us? | do not
understand.”
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186 Fall-From-Grace, Part |

Fall-From-Grace replied, “Your companion is correct. | am
a lesser tanar’ri, more specifically, a succubus.” She gave a soft
sigh. “I'm afraid we’re a little too common in the Lower Planes
and elsewhere for our own good. Most of my race spend their
time seducing mortals with various pleasures of the flesh.”

“And you...?”

“I'd like to think that | have distanced myself from that... it
is ultimately a trivial and non-productive way for one to spend
one’s time here in the multiverse. There is much more to life,
wouldn’'t you agree?” Rather than commenting, | broached
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-From-Grace
looked pained. “How terrible! Do you have any idea how it
happened?”

“Not really... at least not that | can remember. | woke up on
a slab on the Mortuary, and everything before that is black.”

“You awoke in the Mortuary?”

“I think the Dustmen mistook me for being dead... or | was
dead... or something. All | know is that | regenerate wounds
quickly. 1 could be immortal, but | don’t even know that for
sure.” Fall-From-Grace seemed to be appraising me with
renewed interest.

“Those scars on your body.” Sheached out a hand, as if to
touch me. “May 1?”

“Yes.”

Fall-From-Grace dragged her finger across my chest lightly,
tracing the edges of my scars and following the curves where
they blended into some of my tattoos. She seemed fascinated.

“These scars do look as if they would have taken several
lifetimes to accumulate.”

“They certainly do... though some are more recent.”

Fall-From-Grace stepped back. “Some of thossunds
would have been fatal. To a normal man.” She tapped her chin,
thinking. “What do you intend to do now?”

“I need to get my memories back, and my life back. | intend
to scour the Planes and search inside myself until | can piece
together who | am and what brought me to this state.”

Fall-From-Grace was still thinking, her finger tapping on
her chin. “I must say, I've never met a man who had lost himself
in the literal sense.” She raised an eyebrow. “Forgive me, but
your condition is intriguing.”

Rubikon 267

“We are modron. We do not have a name. We are modron.
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 began to emit
sporadic knocking sounds. Its face took on a pained expression
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 identity other than
the whole that is modron. We have no name.”

“Then how do you tell one modron from another?” There
was a pause as the modron considered my question.

“We know. We are modron. We are a part of the whole. Just
as you recognize the hand that is part of the arm, we recognize
each part of the whole.”

| asked what this place was, to which it gave the same
unsatisfactory reply as the first modron we met, ‘Rubikon
Dungeon Construct.’

| suddenly put together Dak'kon’s remark, with the rooms
we were moving through and a remark Candrian the plane
walker had made when | talked to him in the Smoldering
Corpse. He had travelled to Limbo and seen a construct of
interlocking cubes, which | now realized we were inside. Rather
than Rubikon Dungeon Construct, | reflected, it should have
been called Rubikon Cubes. | asked the Modron to tell me more
about this ‘construct.” The modron frowned at me then glanced
about the room.

“We should know... We are modron. We are part of the
whole... We... Information not available. Address your query
to the engineer.”

“Where do | find the engineer?” The modron glanced about.

“We do not know. Information not available... We are
confused...”

| addressed another of the modron, asking it what this place
was.

“This is the Rubikon Dungeon Construct Project.” When |
asked this one for details, it was more forthcoming. The modron
began to emit a soft humming sound as it answered me.

“Rubikon: Project goal is to determine the dynamics, both
social and asocial, surrounding the environment commonly
construed as a dungeon and to attempt to explain the aberrations
that tend to occur in such environments.”

“How do you intend to do that?”
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188 Fall-From-Grace, Part |

“You mean you wouldn’t be interested in traveling with an
immortal amnesiac who is searching the Planes for himself?”

“Oh, | would be extremely interested.” She smiled slightly.
“Such a suggestion is intriguing, make no mistake about that.”

“Then youwould like to travel with me, then?”

“If you wish me to, then there is something you must do for
me. There are ten students in this establishment. | would like
you to speak to all of them, then return to me with your
thoughts. Then we shall see if we shall travel together or not.”
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RUBIKON

We stood in a metal room, a cube, with one doorway on each of
the four walls, athough three of the ways were blocked. A
modron stood near the only open doorway.

As | approached, the creature focused emotionless eyes on
me. “Greetings, adventurer. Welcome to Rubikon, the dungeon
construct. Thank you for choosing Rubikon for your
dungeoning experience. You magcass Rubikon through this
door.”

| tried to question it further, but it would only respond with
its opening speech. Shrugging, | moved through the opening.

The room beyond was also a metal cube, with four
doorways. Three creatures, which looked the same, stood about
the room. Closest to me | saw a mechanical man with pale green
skin. Although it was obviously a construct, it did have 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 built-in sword,
barely came to the middle of my chest. Its armor looked paper
thin as well. That made its response to my greeting rather
ludicrous. | asked, “Am | supposed to be frightened by that?”

It looked confused. “Grrrr?” It made a feeble threatening
gesture toward me.

“I asked you if I'm supposed to be frightened by that.”

It stared at me for a moment while considering my question.
“Yes. Grrrr is a sound indicative of a threat. | have included an
appropriate gesture to add weight to the threat. Fear is the
anticipated response which will give me the advantage in the
fight that follows.” It leaped to the attack.

The three creatures fought weakly, and were soon scattered
parts upon the floor.

Dak'kon remarked, “This is Limbo, but it rings of
Mechanus.”

| glanced at him, surprised by the comment. Since he was a
githzerai, he must be sure we were in Limbo.
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190 Brothel Of Slaking Intellectual Lusts

“l am already with a man, sir, and | do love him dearly. 'Tis
just that | wish...” She tapped her finger against her chin.
“...somethingmore of our liaison.”

“There’s a problem with the relationship?” | asked.

“Yes, there is a problem...” She huffed. “...in that there are
no problems to speak of! Our families took the news of our
courtship splendidly, his siblings love my siblings, and our
friends think our union to be blessed by the Powers themselves.
All fine and good, but things are going...” She frowned. “...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 courtship?” She
glanced briefly at me. “T'would seem that thy life is filled with
a variety of problems, judging by the pallor of thy skin.”

“I can’t remember any courtships | have had. The remnants
of the ones | have encountered suggest | may have had some
problems.”

“ 'Tis just that all my friends have such interesting
relationships... ones fraught with turmoil, feuding families,
daggers at one another’s backs, poison, mad siblings and irate
fathers with large swords. | have a lover whose family loves me
and whom the world loves.” She sighed again. “A great source
of annoyance. How | wish | could formulate some way to spice
things up...”

Morte floated close to me, whispering: “I feel sorry for her
lover. He doesn’'t know how bad he has it. A chit like this is
nothing but trouble.”

“That doesn’t sound wise, Juliette. Relish what you have,” |
suggested.

“I wish to experience troubles, though. | wish to experience
the up and downs of courtship... but with him, no other.” She
sighed. “Ah, such a thing is love. It can be as dull as a club, and
is of no use to an aspiring Sensate.”

| asked what she wanted to spice things up, but she did not
have a clear idea. | came up with a suggestion.

“Why don't you make up some fake love letters from a
hidden affair?” Juliette’s eyes brightened.

“Excellent notion! Most excellent!” She suddenly frowned.
“But he knows my handwriting... wilt thou write some for me?”

“Not my sort of thing. | can find you some, though.”

“Oh, wouldst thou? Excellent! When thou dost find some,
please give them to my love, Montague... he may be found
within the Civic Festhall. As for the letters... please try
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patrons came to me seeking someone to listen, someone
attentive and capable of understanding them that they could
speak to, free of interruption and the like. Now that | can speak
once more, | wonder if the time has come for me to move on...
leave the Brothel, and become a Sensate.”

| also asked if she knew of Ravel Puzzlewell. Ecco nodded,
and lowered her voice: “In fact, | do... not only does she exist,
she haghildren!”

| nearly shouted, “Shehat?”

“One of them is here, at times... Kesai-Serris. She is a child
of Ravel's, though she is loathe to accept the fact. Who could
blame her?” She paused for a moment, thinking. “I have never
gotten her to admit it, though | am sure 'tis true.”

| didn’t see how this information could benefit me, and it
would doubtless hurt Kesai to question her. | thanked Ecco for
her help, and moved off.

| recalled the small toy | had bought, and since the Modrons
were still in the brothel | talked to one of them, asking what the
toy could be. It replied that it was a portal cube, and that it could
be activated by arranging its limbs to the proper position.
Unfortunately, it didn’t know what the proper position was.

| examined the toy carefully. It was a replica of a cube-like
mechanical creature with huge eyes on one of its faces. The toy
had two legs, two arms, two folding wings, and at least eighteen
points of articulation.

The intricacy of the toy was incredible; its joints were
composed of tiny gears, cogs, pulleys, and swivel joints, and
there were even tiny springs on the legs that helped support the
feet. There was a little switch on the back that moved the eyes
back and forth, and the wings were made of some tissue-like
metal that folded up neatly when the wings were flush with the
body. Despite the toy's awkward shape, it rested easily on any
surface, no matter how uneven.

As | gazed at the toy, | tried to remember something,
anything, about my childhood. Nothing came to me, but | found
a peculiar mood had settled over me. | regarded the toy with the
eyes of a small child.

Then | picked the toy up, and moved the arms and made
sword-fighting noises. The taglicked andwhirred as | moved
its clockwork joints. Within moments, the tiny cube had
vanquished every imaginary opponent | had sent against it, and
settled back to its normal position.
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192 Nenny Nine-Eyes

NENNY NINE-EYES

I moved on to another room, meeting Nenny Nine-Eyes. The
petite, attractive young woman was smiling blissfully and
humming to herself. Her wide, pae blue eyes seemed to
constantly drink in her surroundings as she looked about.

The young woman curtseyed gracefully and looked up to
me, smiling.

“Well met, good sir! I'm Nenny! And how argou this fine
d-?" She suddenly noticed my scars and placed a gloved hand
over her mouth. “Oh my! You're hurt!” She blinked. “All
over!”

Morte spun around me, mocking the girl's obviousness.
“Powers above, chief... she’s right! | never noticed before...
you're covered inscars!” | ignored Morte, replying to her
concern.

“Theyre all old scars. I'm fine.” She then became
fascinated by my tattoos, tracing some with her finger.

“I think that's ink.” She traced a finger around the edge of a
tattoo. “Is it ink? And what a pattern! Look at the way the lines
intersect here.” She touched the center of the tattoo. “That’s
simply amazing...” She pursed her lips and frowned in
disappointment. “I could make it out better if there weren’t so
many scars...”

“There’s nothing to be done about the scars; they're
permanent.”

“Oh, I'm sorry, I'm sorry... pox on me for even mentioning
them!” She cringed. “But have to know... are you absolutely
sure you're all right? I'm looking at you, and | can't help but
believe that you're not isome pain.”

| could tell her what | knew of my life story, no doubt
unsettling her much further, but | settled for “I have amnesia,
but that is all.”

“Amnesia?” Nenny blinked, then brightened. “Loss of
memory! You areso lucky,” she chimed perkily. “Everything
must be smew to you.”

“That's... an angle | hadn’t considered.” Nenny clapped her
hands delightedly.
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TIEING LOOSE ENDS

The public sensoriums, while interesting, was not leading me
anywhere. | decided to go back to the Brothel of Saking
Intellectual Lusts to fulfill some errands.

| found Juliette, and briefly explained the fiasco her plan to
turn her lover jealous had become. | suggested she might want
to try openly talking about her relationship with him. She
promised to try, but | had my doubts.

| found Dolora, and gave her the keys to her heart —
literally. | had learned something of her nature from her creator,
Merriman, that she was a magical construct, and asked her for
more information.

“Merriman never told me much regarding my construction.
| know little of the inner workings of my body, much as you
likely know little of yours. Outwardly, though, | am a human
woman in all respects... save for the texture and temperature of
my flesh. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”

“What about your mind, your emotions?”

“Its functions are as much a mystery to me as any human's.
When | first came to this place, | did not understand emotions,
nor have any of my own. | have... feelings... now, though | am
only beginning to understand them.”

“What do the keys do, exactly?”

“I can only assume that Merriman made the keys so that
there would be no risk of me drawing away from him before he
had tired of his experiment. Now that they are in my possession,
| am free to develop and possess my own emotions.”

| also asked her if she knew anything of the silent prostitute.
She replied, “Yes. Her name is Ecco. Her voice — and in fact
her every means of communication — was stolen and
destroyed. Ecco’s words once wooed away the paramour of the
godling Paramisha. Paramisha, in a jealous rage, tore away
Ecco’s voice, sealed it within a crystal vial, and hurled it into a
megogalamdraga’s maw. Ecco’s voice is forever lost to her;
only another, new voice could return to her the ability to
communicate once more. | know this because | spoke to
Paramisha’s paramour myself, once.”
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194 Nenny Nine-Eyes

“Don’t break character, Nenny. Come on; show me what
you've got. You can say something bad... just let it all out.”

“Oh... I mean, oh!” Nenny drew her tiny frame to its full
height, balled her hands into fists, put them on her hips, and
scrunched up her face in a cute scowl. “Oh, damned be you!
You deserved that for all the indignities you put me through!
Going out late at night,” Her eyes roamed up and down my
body. “Getting into fights and getting all scarred up! What are
the kids going to think, hmm?!”

‘Kids?’ | wondered to myself. Out loud | said “Excellent.”

“Oh, don't you ‘excellent’ me, like I'm some backlicker
looking for your approval! | am my own woman, and this
woman is about to walk out of your life unless | get some solid
commitment!”

“All right... that's enough out of you, Nenny.”

She punched me again. “And this!” She punched me again,
promptly turning into a little fist-flailing whirlwind.

“Okay, okay... time to let go of the anger.” Nenny sighed
tiredly.

“Whew. That was easier than | thought!”

“No kidding.” Having helped her in a small way, she now
felt ready to accuse the person she suspected of the theft of the
scent, another of the prostitutes, named Marissa.

The next room held a striking young woman, who | later
learned was named Ecco, with skin the color of burnished
copper. A translucent white dress, helégariously by golden
clasps, was draped carefully over her shapely form. She was
mute, unable or unwilling to communicate even by sign. This
made her an ideal listener for the Brothel's patrons, but |
quickly ran out of things to say, and left.
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“How good could it ?” | thought, regarding the burgundy
liquid carefully. Across the table from me, the twisted old man
smiled slyly.

“Please, sir, try.” he whispered, his hushed voice the sound
of dry leaves blown over a roughly cobbled street. “Thou shall
find it more than lives up to thy expectations, | am sure.”

| nodded at him and lifted the crystal goblet into the air,
watching the light play through the crimson liquor. I'd come a
long way for this drink... searched long and hard for this old
man... and I'd be damned to let anything rush me, now. The
moment was to be savored.

| raised the glass to my lips, inhaling the stuff's aroma. The
bouquet was light, sweet, intoxicating... almost dizzyingly so.
I'd tried countless drinks... written tomes about them, their
flavors and smells, means of manufacture, in my journeys
across the Planes. But this... this stuff was supposed to be
legendary. No living man I'd found or heard of had tried the
stuff. The stories were ridiculous — nothing could taste quite so
good — but if there were the slightest bit of truth to them, this
would be some fine liquor indeed.

At last, | drunk of the goblet, a cautious sip...

Incredible! Indescribable! As the flavor washed over my
palette, | fought the urge to shudder with delight. Nothing...
nothing | had tried in all my long years had tasted quite like this.
| looked up at the old man, startled to find my glass empty — |
had drained it all in a single draught. | wiped my eyes with the
back of my hand, not entirely sure when | had begun to cry.

“Tears of joy, eh?” The old man laughed softly. “Quite
pleasing to the tongue, is it not? Wouldst thou like some more,
perchance?” He smiled at me once more.

“Yes... yes, if | might...”

“Surely.” he replied, refilling my glass. Try as | might, |
could not resist downing it in a single gulp. | thrust my finger
into the goblet in an attempt to find some last, hidden drop of
the stuff. Several times more did he fill the goblet, and each
time | gulped the stuff down as a starving man would devour a
feast, unable to control myself, to deny myself another exquisite
taste of it.

“A drink such as this... a man wouldst do anything for it,
no?”

| nodded without hesitation. “Yes, a man would...” Looking
at him, his sly smile suddenly took on a whole new meaning. A
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196 Marissa

“What doyou look like? The darkness hides us both. Let's
make it a game? I'm frightfully bored. Let me guess... are you a
human male?”

“Yes.”

“Are you... wounded in the throat?”

“I can’t see but | believe so, yes.”

“Hmm... describe yourself for me.”

“I'm tall, muscular, and horribly scarred,” | replied
truthfully.

“Indeed? Hmmm...” She paused for a moment. “How were
you so horribly scarred? Wait... never mind. | do not wish to
know.” | was very curious what she was hiding.

“Now describe yourself, for me.”

Marissa described herself as a shapely, pale-skinned,
beautiful woman with a forked tongue, hair made up of writhing
asps, and glowing eyes... which | assumed she must be keeping
shut. | considered if she could be from the lower planes.

“Are you a fiend?” Marissa laughed lightly, the sound
accompanied by a slight hissing.

“No, hardly... though I've powers some miglatl fiendish.

My glance turns living things to stone, for instance. From
beings of flesh to statuary with the bat of an eyelash...”

“That must be inconvenient at times.”

“You think so? That must be why | sit here alone, in the
dark, hiding behind a partition.” Though | couldn’t see Marissa,
| was certain she was sneering. She suddenly sighed. “If only |
knew where my Crimson Veil had gone. Have you seen it,
perchance?”

| assured her | had not seen her veil, and asked her about the
missing scent, saying someone had seen her sneaking away
from Vivian's chambers. Marissa said nothing for a moment,
though an angry hissing issued from the darkness around her.

“Yes, I've been known to creep into Vivian's chamber for
some of her perfumes... though | doubt you'll meet another here
who hasn'’t. If you're implying that I've got hpersonal scent,
well... feel free to sniff around. You'll not find it on me or in
my chambers, | assure you. Perhaps whoever took my Crimson
Veil took Vivian’s scent, as well.”
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“My lord... forgive me, but how? What gives us the right?
A billion lives...”

| spoke without turning to him, unable to take my eyes off
Rhumos, the nation’s vast capital city, as it vaporized into a
cloud of super-heated gasses twelve miles across and growing
ever-wider. “If you only knew the full treachery of the Agarites,
First Officer Felm, one which is beyond most any man’s
comprehension... then you would know. You would speak of
our right to annihilate them? We've no right to let them 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 spoken, His
will be done. The task set to us is a horrible one, not fit for
contemplation or questioning. There is no room for pity, no
room for remorse — onlguty.”

The two of us stood silently for a time, watching the last
minutes of Agarheim. At long last | sighed... a low, stuttering
exhalation that sounded as if something had broken inside me.
Beneath the brazen plate that covered the ruined half of my
face, my dead eye began to weep...

“Falm... my friend... | would have you understand. | know
now, as | look down at what I have wrought here, that were | to
think upon what | have done... what | hatrely done... |
would be struck mad. A deed such as this... the anguish would
overwhelm, destroy me. So, First Officer Falm, it must be that
thereare no innocents in Agarheim... no mothers, no children,
no people. Only traitors. Vile, cunning traitors, who deserve no
less than the full brunt of our most Holy King’s wrath. Do you
understand this?”

“Y-yes, m’lord.”

“Good. Now go... | wish to be alone, here.”

“By your command, Lord Admiral.” Falm bowed his head
and returned below deck, leaving me to stand over the end of a
civilization.

The fact that this experience was here at all indicated the
admiral must later have had second thoughts. The crime
committed was horrible, awful, almost inconceivable, yet |
wondered whether | had done worse.

The experience ‘indescribable frustration.’

| could see it now, the crown of Haephon, gleaming upon a
marble pedestal. No more than twenty strides away, it was...
with it, |1 could wrest control of the armies of Aethanopolis
away from my treacherous brother and restore my father's
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198 Kesai-Serris

“Why, thank you! You can see them glowing in the dark,
you know... bizarre, no?” She paused to look at me. “You've
some nice eyes, too... so dark, and mysterious! So full of
character.” | next asked Kesai about Marissa, and her veil.

“Hmm. No, | haven't seen it since the last time she wore it
out... but Nenny might have seen something, so try asking her.
I'll admit it's been nice... Marissa won't leave her chamber
without the veil, and so we've all been spared her foul tongue...
leaving us only Kimasxi to deal with.” Kesai smirked. “That
Kimasxi's the worst of the two, though.”

“How so?”

“Marissa’s haughty and mean, but Kimasxi... she’s a bitter,
spiteful monster of a woman, with a venomous tongue and the
demeanor of a balor. | can’'t sely anyone would like to speak
with her — | sincerely doubt her appearance makes up for that
flaying, poisonous mouth of hers — but she receives patrons
nonetheless.” | was curious about Kesai’s talents.

“Well, what do you usually do for patrons?”

“Talk, of course! Usually about dreams, often those erotic
in nature... but not always!” Kesai winked at me, smiling. “So!
Would you like to tell me yours? Don't be shy; I've heard
everything, you know. Nothing will shock or surprise me, and |
so love to hear people’s dreams. We can trade if you'd like, too
— but you must go first.” | played along with her light 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 savage, you know?
Tell me: are you rough with your lovers? In tu, | mean...
very physical?”

“Why would you ask such a thing?”

“I was curious... and enjoy talking about the act of love.
Many people are uncomfortable speaking of it, but it's
important to be able to, especially with one’s parthner — it's
good for the both of them! It's my hope that my clients will find
the voice to talk to their own lovers about such things, if they
don't already. So: you never gave me an answer...”

“I'm only rough if it pleases them.” At least, that was what |
thought | would do, since | had no memories of such acts. The
last few days had been too filled to think about this topic much,
and there were too many unresolved issues with the one woman
| had seriously considered it about. As | thought of Annah, I
realized my comment to her just nhow had been undeserved,
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The experience ‘bitter loathing.’

Venomous tears of pain brimming in my narrow yellow
eyes, | gathered the tattered remains of my small, scaled, red
wings off the floor. I humbly backed out of Groba's study,
gritting my needle-like teeth beneath sealed lips.

Sure, | was only a spinagon — least among devils — but
that was no cause for a pit fiend to tear my wings off because he
didn’t like the message | had brought him! What would my
gelugon master do, now? He certainly couldn’t say anything to
Groba, and what use was a spinagon without its wings? | would
probably get cast into the Pit of Flame for ‘incompetence!

Vengeance out of the question, there was little to do but
shake my clawed fist and hate, h&tate Groba with all the
loathing my hard little black devil's heart could muster...

Besides the many | had killed in my lives, there must have
been others, the friends and lovers of those | killed, anyone who
stood in my way, who had loathed me.

The experience ‘pure glee.’

Dancing and leaping about in rhythm with the wood elves’
bouncing festival music, | and a dozen other dancers spun
through the forest clearing like a whirling dervish, smiling and
laughing like mad. As the cheering forest dwellers whooped,
clapped and danced alongside me, fairies careened through the
air above our heads, leaving sparkling trails of colored light...

| was in a rare good mood for some minutes after this
experience.

The experience ‘consuming impatience.’

| stood debating with Amnas the Horribly Slow, Keeper of
the Lion Key, as to whether or not my quest was important
enough for him to relinquish the artifact into my care. The
whole experience was an exercise in sheer torment... each and
every one of his words was followed by a significant pause;
each and every point he made was reiterated time and again
before he let me speak. | presented an argument... then waited,
and waited, andvaited while he made his counterpoint. To
which | shot out a snappy counterpoint of my own... then must
wait yet again for another of Amnas’ drawling, meandering,
seemingly endless counterpoints. It was everything | could do
not to simply lop the fiend’s tusked head off and snatch the key
from the twitching corpse...

This reminded me of my frustration at not being able to read
the language in which the journal | found was penned.

The experience ‘grim determination.’
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200 Kimasxi Addertongue

KIMASXI ADDERTONGUE

I left, going to the next room around the ring, which was empty.

As | approached the next room, a man entered it before |
reached the entry. | paused outside, but could hear a loud
woman’s voice yell through the open dooraGAIN?! You
CLUELESS DUNG SACK!”

| could barely hear the man’s reply. “Yes, mistress...”

“Take THIS!!” The woman said, followed by the sound of a
blow.

“And THIS!I” 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 gentleman
leaving was unremarkable save in that he had a black eye, as if
he'd been struck in the face. He bowed slightly as | approached
him. “Greetings, sir.”

Curious, | asked him, “How'd you get the black eye?”

He smirked. “Oh, this? A long story, sir. One you would not
be interested in.”

Morte said, “Oooh, no... you'vgot to tell us, now.”

| concurred. “Yes... please, sir: do tell.”

The man sighed, rolling his eyes. “Very well... but | shan't
be made to divulge the details. Despite my earlier remark upon
the tale’s length, | might sum it up in two words: Kimasxi
Addertongue.”

“I have heard the name...”

“Ah, you have not yet spoken to her, | see. | will tell you no
more of the most delightful treat that is Kimasxi, good sir...
instead, | would insist that you speak to her yourself. She is one
of the prostitutes here, and Lady Grace’'s most fascinating
student.” He smiled at me.

| went into the room to meet the object of his affection,
wondering if Morte and Didkon were sufficient protection. The
wild-looking tiefling girl met my gaze with an angry scowl. Her
tattooed body was practically naked, covered by only a narrow
leather thong, a black cloth brassier and armored shoulder pads
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prevent them from ever havin’ ta make a choice like that.” It
didn’t escape my notice that his story wasn'’t that far from what
Vrischika had said.

“Right... this is th’ last bit, then. Some 0’ ye are Sensates,
so’s | got one thing ta say ta ye: don't sign up ta see ‘what th’
pikin’ Blood War is about. Don't be a barmy idiot. Use a
sensory stone if ye gots ta know, but stay the ‘ells away from
anythin’ ta do with th’ Blood War fer real.”

“'Tis just not worth it. 'Tis...” For a moment, a look of
great pain crossed the man’s face; it looked as if he was going
to weep. “...not worth it, at all. That's the end o’ this session, so
farewell.”

The day was far advanced, so | retreated to a room at the
Festhall to rest for the night. As we walked to the room, Annah
turned to Fall-From-Grace, who she had ignored up to now.

“So, how long will yeh be traveling with us, succubus?”

“As long as | am permitted, | suppose,” came the reply, in
Lady Grace’s even voice.

“Well, ye're not permitted. | don't trust yeh.” There was a
note of triumph in Annah’s voice at this petty victory.
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202 Kimasxi Addertongue

“Oh, sure; you weren't looking, huh? You hulking,
lecherous corpse... what's the matter with you? Haven't you
even seen a pair of teats before?” Smiling slightly at my own
over-analysis, | replied to her insult.

“Is that what those are? | figured them for some sort of tiny,
knobby cancerous growths.” She raised an eyebrow.

“Look, if you can’t identify a pair of breasts as nice as mine,
you obviously haven’'t spent much time in the company of
women...”

“Are you implying that you're female? Isn’t that stretching
the definition?”

Kimasxi looked at a loss for something to say. For an
instant, a smile threatened to crack the grimacing mask of her
face — then she became more of a basilisk than ever. “All right,
what do you want of me?”

| questioned her about the missing items, but she had
nothing to add. | did wonder about one thing, though, which |
thought Morte might appreciate, although | might later regret it.

“Say... can you teach Morte here to be more abusive?” She
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, goat-gammed
harlot!”

“You wish you had legs like mine, you pitiful wretch of a
bone-box! | can walk, run, dance... what do you do? Bob
around wishing yotnad a pair, goat’s or otherwise!”

The two of them laid into one another, exchanging barbed,
blistering insults and clashing with razor-edged tongues...

At last the two stopped their bickering, and eerie silence
settled over them as they eyed one another hatefully. Finally,
the tiefling made a grudging admission to Morte: “You're not
bad, really. Not bad at all.”

“Better than you, perhaps?” Morte waggled his eyes at her.
“Eh? ER?”

Kimasxi narrowed her eyes at Morte. “Don’t pustskjll.”

“I won't, tiefling. | will admit | might have learned a thing
or two, though...”

Kimasxi turned to me. “So was that all you wanted? I'm not
spending any more time near you than | have to.”

It was time to move on. “| feel the same way. Farewell.”
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that leads your ragged column. | would speak with him.” ...and
that is all | could recall.

Ghysis had noticed | had faded out, asking, “Cutter? Ye
feelin’ all right, there?”

| assured him | was fine, and deflected his concern by
asking if the fiends recruited often. He nodded grimly. “Ye can
be sure o’ that. Sigil's th’ best source o’ fodder on th’ Planes.
Beats milkin’ planets o’ all their prime inhabitants... too much
work.”

| asked if he had any other advice on surviving the War.
“Aye: whatever ye does, dontalk about th’ Blood War with
any fiend... or any deva or archon fer that matter. Just don't talk
about it, period, ‘cause ye never know who in the ‘ells ye're
really chattin’ with. And all o’ them get mighty touchy when ye
bring up th’ War. It's their reason fer livin'.”

“Don’t go through any portal unless ye're pikin’ sure ye
know where it goes. Maybe ye ‘aven't ‘eard tales o’ clueless
planeswalkers steppin’ through a portal an’ endin’ up smack-
dab in the middle o’ a Blood War skirmish. Know why ye
‘aven’t ‘eard o’ them? ‘Cause those sods are dead, dead’

“An’ whatever ye does, never sign on fer a tour o’ duty, no
matter ‘ow much jink they flash in yer mug. Certain death an’
signin’ on fer a tour in th’ Blood War are th’ same thing,
cutter.”

“Chances are when ye sign up, they peel ye so yer tour o’
duty is ‘til time itself grinds ta a ‘alt. Even death wouldn't be a
release, ‘cause then ye sink inta th’ Lower Planes an’ get
dredged back up as somethin’ worse'n ye were before. Then
they got their talons on ye fer all eternity.”

| asked how one could get out of a contract. “Unless they
don’t want ye, ye don’t ‘ave much chance. | never heard o’ it
bein’ done with mean-spirited recruits, or somebody they really
wanted ta keep their talons on. Outwittin’ a tanar’ri is risky but
can be done... the baatezu are much more dangerous with their
contracts. Ye sign one o' those, ye're dammed fer life...”

“Ye might try a little garnish, try an’ dawb them, an’ they
might let ye make a run for it... but where would ye go? There
are so many ‘ells...”

| questioned how one got hired into the Blood War. He
replied, “Ye know, every once-a-when some leather-headed
berk comes ‘round askin’ about a job in th’ Blood War. They
want some jink, they want a quick stint an’ then ta get along
with their lives. Mayhap | was one o' these leatherheads.
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204 Dolora

DOLORA

| walked over to the center of the structure, where benches and
tables were placed around a large tree, wondering if any
prostitutes | had missed might not be here.

| immediately noticed three curious beings. The strange,
cubic creatures seemed to be as much machine as organic. As |
approached one of the things, it silently stared at me with wide,
unblinking eyes. Its face hadn'’t the slightest trace of emotion on
it.

Morte complained, “C’mon, chiefl We're in a building full
of some of the sexiest chits this side of the multiverse and
you’re stopping to talk tonodrons?”

“What can you tell me about them, Me?Pt' Morte made a
noise of utter disgust.

“What's there to say? Annoying little clock-work pests...
they're always working to impose law and order upon the
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 modron.”
Morte sighed loudly.

“Fine, whatever — but don’t say | didn’'t warn you. You
probably won't get anywhere with ‘em though, chief... they're
an odd lot to talk to.”

| greeted the modron. Its voice had a metallic, reverberating
quality to it, as if it were more a sound played out on some
warped musical instrument than true speech:

“Your greeting is returned.” There was a sditck as the
creature blinked. An awkward silence hung in the air between
the two of us. Before | could continue, it said, “Identify yourself
to us.”

| was tempted to reply Adahn, but did not care to find him
popping out of any more corners. Instead, | settled for the 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 be
identified. We find your answer unsatisfactory, but it shall have
to suffice for the present.” The creature paused and blinked at
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drag them inta th’ Abyss.” He nodded to Fall-Frona&. “No
offense, m'lady.”

She replied, “None taken. You are quite correct.”

| asked how one survived the Blood War. “Ye wanna know
‘ow ta survive th’ Blood War? Three things, cutter:” He held up
a maimed hand with only two fingers.

“First off, ye stay th’ pike out o’ it. Secondly, keep yerself
th’ pikin’ ’ells out o’ it. An’ lastly... ye stay the bloody, pikin’
sod-pike out 0’ it.”

“If any part o’ th’ War rolls yer way, let yer imagination
give yer bum a kick an’ run as far an’ fast as ye can. If 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 touch an’ there’s
almost nowheres ye can run ta get away from it.”

| asked why the War wasn't being fought in Sigil, to which
he said, “Aw, now, cutter, look: they ‘ave fought here... a few
times. Sometimes we get a lilI' spillover from the Blood War.
Our Lady of Pain, bless ‘er steel-ridden heart, puts out th’
fires...”

“... some o' th’ time.” He sneered. “There’s been times,
some horrifyin’  drizzle-on-yerself-ye're-so-sodddin’-scared-
times, when they've smashed an’ burnt an’ clawed their way
through whole soddin’ city blocks in Sigil afore she decides ta
clean house.” He clucked his tongue and winked cynically. “So
she ain't always as keen on stoppin’ the Blood War as it might
seem, see?”

“Why don’t the fiends just take Sigil?” | asked.

He laughed, but it turned into a sputtering cough. “Don’t get
me wrong now: both th’' tanar'ri an’ th’ baatezu want Sigil
fierce. 'Tis th’ most precious stagin’ ground in th’ pikin’
multiverse — th’ Cage is th’ City o’ Doors an’ connects
everywhere. Ye can't ignore it, an’ if ye're servin’ in th’ Blood
War an’ wanna win, ygotta have it.” The man coughed again.
“'Tis just th’ fiends aren’t goin’ teget it while th’ Lady’s in
charge, 'tis all. She’s tough as nails, ‘er blades'll cut ye deeper
than any fiend's fang. An’ that knots th’ fiends’ stems like ye
wouldn’t believe. One quiet Lady, ‘er ‘ands tucked in ‘er
sleeves, ‘oldin’ back th’ Blood War all by ‘erself.” He laughed
bitterly.

Fall-From-Grace commented in a low voice to meddh't
find it hard to believe that a woman can stop the Blood War.”

| noted that fiends were still allowed in Sigil, to which
Ghysis replied, “Oh, damnably certain. They can’t brawl in th’
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206 Dolora

— though | have the materials for few such games, here.” | was
interested in testing her.

“Debate, you say?” Dolora nodded.

“That is correct. | am neither a tome nor a tutor; | have no
desire to educate my patrons. Should you have a matter to
discuss, however... the fifteen factions and their effect on
Sigilian politics, the most effective battle stratagems for warring
in Acheron, the meaning of existence itself... | would be most
pleased to choose a counter-point and engage you in debate.”

| chose a topic and began... the debate lasted a long time as
the two of us exchanged points and counter-points, each
attempting to methodically undermine the other’s position. As |
spoke, a strange feeling began to come over me... a memory,
trying to surface...

Memories of a great hall began to form in my mind... a vast
place, full of well-dressed elites... a formal ball was taking
place. Before me was a small, impeccably dressed fellow who
wore a golden medallion; it was emblazoned with a symbol |
dimly recalled as the “Sign of One.” The two of us stood in a
circle of onlookers who'd gathered to listen to our debate.

“But... but that's impossible!” the man was saying, looking
perplexed.

“Oh, but it is.” | recalled myself replying. “I've made
several inarguable points and given you a number of examples.
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 — with no
fanfare of any sort — the man was simply gone.

The onlookersoohed and aahed,” some clapped... |
remembered giving a flourishing bow and walking away, a
small, satisfied smile upon my lips.

| suddenly realized Dolora was watching me closely. “Are
you feeling well? We might finish our discussion at another
time, should you like...”

I indicated | was ready to go on. As hard-pressed as | was to
beat Dolora’s infallible sense of logic, | eventually won out. She
merely nodded in approval.

“You are a most skilled debater; this there is no denying. |
do feel, though, that had | time to perform some research, you
might not have bested me.” | thanked her, and she replied, “If
you would like, we can debate once more upon the same
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suddenly brayed like a donkey, laughing bitterly. “Th’ biggest,
nastiest pack animal on th’ Planes...”

He grinned cynically. “Besides, as some say, wgést fer
business.” He laughed hollowly, then looked as if he could
suddenly cry. “Eh... never ye mind that... another question?”

| asked if he was all right, since he seemed pained. He
smiled sadly.

“Aye, aye... listen, cutter: I'm no priest, nor would | want ta
be one, but ‘ear this: keep evil out o’ yer heart. When ye die
with evil in yer heart, yer spirit falls inta th’ Lower Planes,
where ye become a petitioner...”

“Any guesses as ta what ‘appens then? Petitioners in th’
Abyss an’ Baator get twisted inta footsoldiers... an’ get ta fight
in th’ Blood War fer all eternity.” He chuckled, shaking his
head. “So that's th’ dark as ta why th’ baatezu an’ tanar'ri try
an’ corrupt all they touch; ‘cause they need more troops. ‘Eed
this: keep evil far from yer ‘eart, berk.”

| questioned what had started the Blood War. He replied,
“Ye got a right ta be curious what started this big ol’ soddin’
soupy mess in th’ first pce: what set th’ fiends ta lockin’ ‘orns
in the first place, bitin’ an’ clawin’ at each other until that was
the only reason they were alive...”

“Simple: they met.” He sighed. “Tanar’ri an’ Baatezu
crossed each other one day an’ like two drunken bigots, they set
ta fightin'. That simple.” He frowned. “Well...”

“Naw, pike that: imagine two drunkepriests who believe
each knows thonly way ta live. Now make those priests ripped
with scales an’ fangs an’ horns an’ a cruel streak seven leagues
wide an’ put them in an itty-bitty soddin’ cell... an’ ye ‘ave a
good idea o’ th’ love that can spring forth. An’ there ye ‘ave it!
The origin o’ th’ Blood War.”

| asked why it was two evil races which were fighting. “One
believes evil should be nice an’ orderly. One believes evil
should be chaos, runnin’ rampant across th’ Planes. Both evil,
but doesn't mean they can agree on anythin'. Bad blood, bad
blood... each wants ta exterminate th’ other so only their
‘brand’ o’ evil remains. They hate each other, like... like...”

He wrung his hands together, trying to find the right words.
“Ye see, they don't hate likee hate. We don’t even know what
hateis. We have onepne word fer ‘hate.” They ‘ave...” His
voice dropped. “...thousands, upon thousands, their meanin’'s
twisted an’ piled like... bodieS hat'swhy they fight.”
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208 Dolora

footmen will fall in to crush their flanks! Ah, yet another victory
soon to be mine...”

| suddenly realized Dolora was again watching me intently.
“Are you feeling well? We might take up the game another day,
if you so wish...”

| asked to continue. Dolora played excellently, counter-
acting all but my most crafty moves, but eventually my feints
and calculating maneuvers won over her well-crafted strategies.
She nodded approvingly as she began to put the game away.

“You are a fine player, perhaps a master. | commend you
for your skill.” | asked if she would answer some questions.
Dolora cast her eyes to the floor with a sound that might have
been a sad sigh.

“I am willing to serve you as a patron, but have no wish to
answer other questions at this time... my apologies, but | fear
you shall simply have to bear with that for the time being.”

When | asked if | could help, she looked up from the floor
and into my eyes. Once more | was struck by the pale
smoothness of skin, the cold depths of her silvery eyes.

“No... no, | fear not. My troubles are a matter of the heart.
In time, | think, all things shall be resolved.” She explained that
another still held the keys to her heart, and while that was so she
was not free to love another. | promised to help her if | could.

Festhall Lectures 245

“May belief guide your actions and shape the Planes to your
will. Farewell, all of you.”

The speaker refused any questions, and left the room.

I overheard in the hallway outside the room that another
lecture, on the Blood War by Ghysis the Crooked, was about to
begin. My fascination with that conflict had convinced me |
must have some connection to it, and | hurried into another
room where the lecture was to be held.

The squat, hunched old man who was to give the lecture
still had the broad shoulders and scarred, callused hands of a
worker or warrior. An aura of weary despair seemed to hang
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 root. If ye're not,
ye're in th’ wrong ‘all and ye'd best ‘ump yer soft, comfort-
lovin’ Sigilian limberstembs outta ‘ere.”

Morte commented, “The Blood War? More boring than
listening to a Guvner recite laws. Let's find some young
Sensates who need to be indoctrinated in the ways of passion!”
He waggled eyeballs in anticipation.

I had missed a few words while listening to Morte, as the
speaker continued, “It just tells the Blood War from the ‘uman
point 0’ view. I's not promotin’ one side or another, ‘cause they
both stink in different ways.”

“So... what's left o’ ye're wantin’ ta lissen ta some Blood
War stories... tales about thWar. 'Ere ta 'ear the drror of it
all, no doubt. Th’ floatin’ fortresses wove and weaved o’ 'uman
skin! Th’ Planes-wide battlegrounds th’ Blood War be fought
on!” He bared his yellowed teeth. “Tales o’ fiends lockin’ fangs
with other fiends! Grar! Snrarrrr!” His snarl faded, and he
looked suddenly bored.

“Well, lemme peel back yer lids an’ crack yer bone boxes:
‘tis all a steamin’ ‘eap 0’ barmy nonsense ta be dwellin’ on that
forge-dung.” He spat in derision, rolling his eyes wildly.

“I'l tell ye this, though: Ye can’timagine th’ scale th’
Blood War is fought on. Nothin’ ye've seen, ‘eard, or
participated in —nothin’ compares: time, numbers of ‘legions,’
sheer bloodshed... nothin’ compares, berks. Ta try an’ imagine
it — forget it. My advice? Simple: Stay away from th’ big
bloody mess all together.”

“Th’ only thing ye needs ta know is this: fiends are killin’
fiends. Baatezu are slaughterin’ tanar’ri, tanar’ri are butcherin’
baatezu. Right now.” He spat again. “Neither’'s winnin'. Don’t
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210 Yves The Tae-Chaser

“Once upon a time in a world of heroes and a time of petty,
childish gods, there were three sisters. Cursed with a hideous
appearance, they were considered demons by the people of the
land and forever shunned. One missed her sisters terribly, yet
left that world with its shame behind... but exchanged the
pettiness of a pantheon for the pettiness of self.”

Impressed by her knowledge, | also asked for a tale of
Ravel, the night hag. She had one ready.

“The tale of Ravel Puzzlewell, frightener of children, begins
and ends with a question: ‘What can change the nature of a
man?’”

“Many were the times she posed this riddle to those who
approached her, those who sought to glean from her the strange
magics that she alone seemed to possess. All attempted to
answer her query, but to no avail... and they found the price of
their wrong answer to be some horrible fate, always more
terrible than the last victim's. To recount their various torments
would be to speak of things that nightmares are woven from.”

“The tale strikes me in this way: Ravel herself knew not the
answer to this question, but she lusted for such an answer. Only
thewhy of the matter remained in question. Why did the nature
of a man matter to one of the Gray Sisters, especially of one of
such power as Ravel?”

“It is said that she put the question to the Lady of Pain; not
directly, but shouted it to Sigil itself, daring for the Lady to
answer. When no reply was forthcoming, she wove terrible
magics that threatened to open the Cage and let the fury of the
Planes roll in like a wave.”

“She received no answer other than banishment. To this
day, no one knows the answer to Ravel's question... and now
there is no one to petition, for Ravel herself is gone, lost to the
Planes.” | started to ask another question, but she interrupted.

“Wait... there is more. Though my tale ends with Ravel's
demise, there are some that claim the hag still lives. There is a
silent prostitute here who once talked of such things, but she
speaks no longer. If she would speak to you, she might tell you
more of Ravel.” | asked what else she knew of the silent
prostitute.

“Ecco?” Yves frowned, thinking. “I once heard a tale of a
girl who knew the word that, if spoken, would undo the
multiverse. Perhaps this is Ecco. Ask Dolora, though... |
understand that she sometimes meets with one who knew Ecco
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“A question? A question from one of the living, perhaps?”
Morte ducked below the lecturer’s field of view, then turned to
me and whispered.

“Go ahead, chief. Tell him the dark of it.” Morte was not
alone in being dissatisfied with the lecture. | decided to put the
lecturer to the test.

“Prove what you say is true.”

“Eh?” The lecturer looked taken aback. “And how might |
do that?”

“Die. Here. Now.”

The audience became silent. Feeling the pressure, the
speaker swallowed slightly. “Well now...” He smirked
suddenly. “If you go first, | shall do so.” The audience
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!” He turned to the
audience, smiling. “A rare treat, Sigilians! Today — and today
only — we shall have a live demonstration of how to become a
petitioner.”

I moved to the front of the room. | killed myself, then got
back up.

The speaker turned white at this, taking a step back. “By the
Powers...!"”

| simply smiled, turned, and started walking from the room.

| heard him eagerly trying to wrap things up behind me.
“...then | shall end this session... um, | shall continue to lecture
here at the Hall, so... eh... tell all your friends.” | was sure the
audience would talk about this lecture to their friends.

| had gotten only a momentary satisfaction by venting my
frustration over the journal | could not read on this hypocritical
speaker, and resolved to try to find a more useful release for my
feelings.

In the next room another lecture was about to begin. Thin
and sharp-featured, his yellow skin covered with tattoos, this
lecturer looked over the room and its inhabitants with cold,
black eyes.

“I am known as Three-Planes-Aligned, a githzerai scholar.
If you are here for my lecture, it begins in a few moments.” He
spoke in a very low, somber tone. “Today | shall speak of the
power of alignment and belief, and how they shape the Planes.”

“First, | shall explain the concept of alignment.”
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212 Yves The Tae-Chaser

could not explain, elected to remain in Sigil and be with the
clock for the rest of its years.”

| traded the rest of the tales of my adventuring, and she
recounted the following tales in exchange.

‘The Petitioner at the Gate.’

“It was far after peak when the distant pounding was heard
at the gates of the Prison.”

“Carus — the oldest Mercykiller known to the faction —
dragged himself from his post, making his way down the hall to
the great gates that separated the punished from the outside
world. The pounding did not fade as he reached the gate and
spoke to it.”

“He called out and received no answer. He opened the gate,
far from feeling caution, but a strange, compelling sensation.”

“A haggard figure was on bent knees just beyond the door.
Her hands were bloody from where they had been pounding
against the gate, and her breath came in labored gasps. As the
flickering light from the interior prison chamber poured across
the cobbles, she glanced up at the Mercykiller who stood
framed in the doorway, and began to sob with relief.”

“He felt himself mirrored in all but his gender as he stared
at the woman, and he was stirred by her presence. Carus found
himself unsure of what to say, so he simply waited for the
woman to provide an explanation.”

“She did. It was a simple statement, but of utmost
importance, and it made Carus... whose knees ached painfully
with every movement... bend down and help the woman to her
feet. He brought her in from the outside, guiding her gently into
the passage beyond.”

“She had said that an injustice had been done. And that was
all that Carus needed to hear.”

“In the end, it came to pass that she could not fulfill her
duty as a Fury, for a man guilty of a blood crime had died
unpunished. She begged Carus and the Mercykillers for aid...
and so they executed her. She had failed in her charge.”

‘The Gilded Tale.’

“Upon the Plane of Ysgard is the Gilded Hall, where those
Sensates that seek the pleasure of gullet and loin can be found.
They indulge these passions in earnest, never realizing that the
doors of the hall never open and that there is no clear path back
to the Civic Festhall. They are the unwanted Sensates, the ones
that do not truly believe in the faction, but instead seek only
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After avoiding the dodecahedron’s springing blades, |
slowly puzzled out the next series of facet positions. As | started
to turn the ninth side of the dodecahedron, | suddenly
remembered a second trap — jets of toxic gas that would form a
billowing cloud of lethal, corrosive vapor around a curious
meddler. | circumvented the trap with the correct amount of
twists, positive that | had nearly unlocked the dodecahedron.

I began my work on the final facet positions. Just as | was
locking the twelfth pentagon into place, | recollected sorcerous
runes hidden within the dodecahedron that would blast the
unwitting holder with bolts of magical lightning. After
disarming the trap with the correct number of facet rotations,
the dodecahedrariicked and began to open in my hands...

The dodecahedron split once, twice, and eventually
unfolded itself impossibly into a perfectly rectangular tablet the
size of a large book. Etched into its suweé were a series of
bizarre symbols. It looked to be a code or language that | felt
should be familiar to me... but it was not. Further examination
of the tablet revealed that by twisting the pentagonal facets that
were now upon the underside of the tablet, different ‘pages’
could be displayed across the tablet’s face. | finally realized 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 read it. | uselessly
attempted for a while to access the secret of the writings from
the depths of my mind. With a grunt of frustration | put the
journal away and left the room.

| entered the main area of the Festhall again. A series of
lectures was just starting in rooms reserved for their
presentations.
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“The Mercykillers lead Kossacs to their prison and locked
him in a dark, empty cell. There was no cot, no lights, and the
only door was a steel grate in the ceiling.

As they lowered him into the cell, the Mercykiller told him
— in the corner of your cell will you find a chalice. It holds
poison. Your death will be swift.”

“‘Aren’t you going to execute me?’ Kossacs snarled at the
guard.

No one in Sigil shall lay a hand on you with intent to harm,’
came the Mercykiller’s reply.

“Then | spit on your cowardice!” Kossacs laughed, feeling
for the chalice in the darkness, then hurling it at the wall and
shattering it. Its poison dripped from the walls and dried, until it
was no more. “Come then — you will have to try and kill me
now.”

“But there was no response from the grate in the ceiling. It
was then that Kossacs noticed the cell had no cot. No lights.
And no food and water. All that remained was the shattered
chalice, the poison gone. And for the first time, Kossacs knew
the icy touch of death’s approach.

“In twice-thirty days, the grate opened, and Kossacs’ body,
now cold, was taken from the cell. It had given up its life, and
the execution had been carried out.”

I was out of stories, but asked Morte if he had a story to
trade.

He replied, “Me? Why db have to tell a story?”

| told him to just tell a story, to which he complied.

“An elderly man was sitting alone on a dark path, right? He
wasn’t certain of which direction to go, and he'd forgotten both
where he was traveling to and who he was. He'd sat down for a
moment to rest his weary legs, and suddenly looked up to see an
elderly woman before him. She grinned toothlessly and with a
cackle, spoke: ‘Now youhird wish. What will it be?"”

“‘Third wish?’ The man was baffled. ‘How can it be a third
wish if | haven't had a first and second wish?’”

““You've had two wishes already,’ the hag said, ‘but your
second wish was for me to return everything to the way it was
before you had made your first wish. That's why you remember
nothing; because everything is the way it was before you made
any wishes.” She cackled at the poor berk. ‘So it is that you
have one wish left.” ”

“‘All right,” said the man, “I don'’t believe this, but there’s
no harm in wishing. | wish to know who | am.””
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heard from Barking-Wilder, about my room in the Festhall. |
asked Splinter how | could get a room in the hall. Splinter
replied that | had to be a member of the Society of Sensation.
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 a Sensate.”
Splinter bent down a ways to examine me more closely.

“We do not recognize you... but We see no lies dripping
from your tongue. Very well. We shall grant you access to those
privileges allowed only to members of the Society of
Sensation...if you can show Us what sensations you have
gathered recently. We would ask for five sensations, then, each
pertaining to one of the body’s senses... or a single experience
which has strong elements of all five senses.”

I had just the thing. “I'd have a single experience to
contribute, then: | woke up, not knowing where | was, on a cold,
blood-slicked iron slab in the bowels of the Mortuary, a place
where only the Dustmen or the corpses in their care have
seen...”

“My entire body reeked of embalming fluid, but even the
smell of that was not enough to match the coppery scent of gore
around me. Dozens of bodies lie on countless bloody slabs like
the one | rose from, all in the process of being gutted, flayed,
and the like by nightmarish clockwork devices for reasons
unknown. The only sounds were the squeals of labored metal
and the unsteady tread of undead workers as they pushed the
slabs about the Mortuary on rusted iron tracks.”

He nodded. “A disturbing experience.”

| replied, “And | even left out the part about the chattering
skull that flew at me as soon as | was upright. Will it suffice,
Splinter?”

He granted me full access as a member after | shared the
experience.

I moved about the rooms off the main hall. | ran into the
lover of Juliette from the brothel, and fulfilled her request to
make him jealous with a false love letter. At least | tried; he
seemed willing to give up the affair at the first hint of trouble.
Perhaps they were better matched than | thought.

| was also able to do a service for Dolora as well, obtaining
the keys to her heart from Merriman, a bitter, cantankerous old
codger. Naturally, | had to do a service for Merriman as well
first; after my service | found Merriman a much more likeable
fellow, if somewhat confused.
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“Aye, I'm a no good at telling such things, I'm not.” She
frowned, and waved her hands as if trying to shoo away the
idea. “Donnae be asking me fer such nonsense, now.” Yves
smiled at Annah.

“But | would very much like to hear your story...” | added
my voice.

“Please share your story, Annah...” Mort couldn’t resist his
own addition.

“C’mon aready, fiendling. You already have one tail you
won’t part with.”

Annah looked uncomfortable, her tail lashing slowly back
and forth.

“Well, | know one story...” She suddenly became angry,
glaring at Yves. “...but yeh might not like it, yeh won't, so
don’t be blamin’'me fer 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-peak, an’
passes an old toothless crone in a dark an’ otherwise empty
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 ta
Deader’s Pit an’ give it ta the woman there. Now this berk’s a
real sap, too nice ta say no despite the fact he’s sure somethin’s
not quiteright about this old crone, and agrees. ‘But what's the
woman'’s hame?’ he asks. ‘Where does she live? Where should
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 go, an’ she'll be
there. Finally, she warns him: ‘An’ whatever yeh doesnadio
open the box!"”

“So he takes it home with him an’ hides it in the rafters,
thinkin’ he'll bring it by Deader’s Pit when it's light out. His
wife, though, seein’ him hidin’ the box, gets right jealous
thinkin' it's a gift fer a lover or somethin', an’ opens it up as
soon as he’s not lookin'.”

“Well, turns out the box was full o' gouged-out eyes an’
severed male members with the hair still on ‘em. Her scream
brought the berk runnin'... he remembered what the crone said,
got right scared and wrapped the box back up.”
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CIVIC FESTHALL

Fall-From-Grace pointed out the Civic Festhall ahead of us. |
hurried towards the structure, nearly colliding with a woman
and her two companions.

The smell of alcohol wafted heavily from the young woman
and, despite her dark skin, | could see that her face — beautiful,
but cruel-looking — was flushed. She was slender but well-
muscled, adorned in exotic jewelry and translucent silk clothing.
Numerous scars crisscrossed her thighs and forearms; they
looked to be from battle-wounds. A sneer appeared oraber f

“Well, well... what have we here? A little tiefling gutter-
gueen, come crawling out of the Hive?” The wonputed,
talking as one would to a small child. “Are you lost, little
tiefling? Oh, look! It has a tail' How...cute!”

Annah flushed, and with a snarl, blades sprouted from her
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, or I'll remove
that tail of yours and feed it to my dogs.”

Fall-From-Grace spoke up. ®ung Sarhava? Sarhava
Vhjul, could it be you?” The young woman appeared confused
for a moment, then recognized Fall-From-Grace. She seemed
startled and abashed.

“Mistress Grace! | had not noticed you... only shamefully
do | admit this, for your noble appearance would be obvious to
even a dullard.” Fall-From-Grace gave the barest of nods.

“Your words are most skillfully chosen, unlike those heard
so recently.” Sarhava seemed shamed.

“Yes, Mistress... | regret that such words were spoken in
your presence.”

“I regret they were spoken at all.” Her tone barely changed,
but the subtle reprimand seemed to crack the young woman'’s
face like a whip. “It pains to see an old student of mine
behaving so...”

Fall-From-Grace continued, “These are my companions that
I am traveling with. | would expect the same courtesy given to
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218 Yves The Tae-Chaser

“You and | should leave this place and explore the Planes.
There is nothing more for either one of us to experience here.”
Fall-From-Gracenodded again.

“Very well. | will travel with you, if you still desire my
company.”

“l do.”

Annah commented in a loud voice, “Oh, mistress ‘igh and
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 height. |
might even bump yeh off me'self.”

| told the others | would meet them outside in a moment,
but that first | needed to talk to Annah. | asked if she was all
right.

She just glared at me.

When | asked if | could ask her some questions, she replied,
“Why don’t yeh ask the stuck-up-ubus yer questions, then?” Her
eyes narrowed to slits. “Why are we eveaveling with her?

We don’tNEED her, we don't.”

Although | wanted Fall-From-G@ce to travel with us, partly
for the reasons which | am sure Annah resented, such as her
charm, knowledge and sophistication, | still wanted Annah
along as much as ever. More, Annah had joined me first, so |
said, “Annah, | want you with me — not her. If she bothers you,
I'll ask her to leave.”

“Do it, then!” Annah glared at me. “I'm bettin’ yeh won’t —
if yeh do, then we'll be better off for it, if not, then we'll be
havin’ this talk again, we will.” I did still however 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 igHAT then? This should be rich, it
should. Yeh pity me, is that it? Yeh think | slow yeh down? Go
on, say it!”

“l don't pity you, and you don't slow me down — you're
quick, you're skilled, and | really need all the help | can get.”
Annah frowned, her tail flicking back and forth.

“Aye... well... know I'll gut her if she starts sizing us up for
a feast, | will.” She glared at me. “And don’t get any ideas I'm
staying causgeh want me to — I'm just helpin’ yeh out, | am.”

Aelwyn 235

subsided. | went back to Elobrande, and asked how she came by
the scroll.

“As | told ye, scarred one... it was given to me by my
mother. A hooded man had given it to her some fifty years past,
paying her well but bidding her to never read it, whatever the
circumstances.” Elobrande sighed, looking away for a moment.
“A user of magic, she was, powerful in the Art, but frightened
of this man just the same. She had said his eyes — all she could
see of him, really — hinted at madness, and that the flesh
around them was puckered and gray... like yours. | know
nothing more of him.”

| decided to catch up on several promises. | traveled back
across the ward, and let Nemelle know where her friend Aelwyn
was located. | also re-visited the Lower Ward to get from Penn
the printer a letter.

| returned to the Clerk’'s Ward, this time to find the Festhall
used by the Sensates. | needed to walk close by where | had
seen Aelwyn, so | returned to that spot to see if she was still
there. She was, and her friend Nemelle had joined her.

Aelwyn saw me. She clasped her hands together and bowed
her head to me in thanks, tears of joy falling from her golden
eyes. Just as my own eyes began to water, she wiped away her
tears and smiled — causing a wave of intense pleasure to wash
over my entire body.

“Aelwyn thanked the stranger! She had been reunited with
her dearest friend, Nemelle!”

“It was my pleasure.” She nodded, then looked down again,
the feelings her smile evoked fading away into pleasant
memories.

“I, Aelwyn, would tell you something now, stranger.”

“The name I, Aelwyn, chose for you — ‘stranger’ — is not
so fitting. You and I, Aelwyn, have met before... in the
Festhall. In a place you could not have been were you not a
Sensate, yourself. Whether you recall or no, unless you betrayed
the Society of Sensation at some point, you are a Sensate.”

“I see... tell me more.”

She nodded. “You and I, Aelwyn, have met on two different
occasions. The first was no less than two centuries past, 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 extremely
long-lived, Forgetful One.” She sighed unhappily, causing a
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220 Art And Curio Galleria

Before | could ask about any of the objects in the galleria,
she had a request of me. “One moment, sir... your voice; it is
heavy with age and wounds. Would you be so kind as to permit
me to touch your face?”

“Yes, go ahead.” Yvana smiled, gently running her old
hands over the skin of my face. She frowned, looking slightly
puzzled.

“So many scars... both old and new. They seem to...” She
touched the side of my throat, flushed, then pulled away.
“Pardon me, sir. | was curious to see how far they went.”

“It's fine. And they're everywhere; my whole body is
scarred.”

At her nod to continue, | asked if she could see at all. Fall-
From-Grace interposed.

“I believe she is blind by choice, and not by circumstance.”
Yvana nodded, smiling.

“Your friend is quite correct, sir... | cannot see, but only
because | do not wish to. In time, | will allow my vision to
return so that | can re-experience the contents of my galleria
with the benefit of new, fresh eyes.”

| asked about the galleria. “Why, it's my galleria of the
Planes.” She smiled and gestured around her. “These pieces
have been brought from far and wide. Some | sell, some | keep
— all | display, at one time or another. Please, enjoy them...
and again, should you have questions regarding any of the
pieces, do not hesitate to ask me of them.”

| asked about the painting, ‘Gray Hag of Oinos.” She was
able to confirm it depicted the hag Ravel Puzzlewell. | asked her
about some of the otherguies in the galleria.

The Arcadian stained-glass window.

The hundreds of chips of translucent green glass which
made up this stained-glass window didn’t appear to be held
together by anything, but rather remained free-floating and
mysteriously suspended within the iron frame’s boundaries. The
shards rippled and moved in slow waves, causing bizarre
patterns to fluctuate across the window’s surface as various
portions of it refracted the galleria’s light in different directions.

Yvana's commentary: “A stained-glass window found
hovering on the third layer of Arcadia thirty-two years ago,
foretelling a scene that had yet to occur. When the event came
to pass, the images faded to leave what you saw behind. It is
believed to have captured both the light and the darkness from
the Orb of Night and Day on Arcadia, then slowly release it,

Aelwyn 233

“I, Aelwyn, return your greetings.” | had met her friend
before.

“Aelwyn? Your friend, Nemelle, is looking for you.” She
began to smile, but then covered her mouth with her hand and
looked down at her drink.

“I, Aelwyn, am most pleased to hear of Nemelle. Might I,
Aelwyn, persuade you to tell her of this place?”

| readily agreed. She looked at me directly and — for just
the briefest of moments, before she cast her eyes back down to
her drink — my senses were awash with a warm, comfortable
feeling: pure happiness. “I, Aelwyn, thank you.”

“It's my pleasure. May | ask you about her, though?” To her
nod, | said, “The way she speaks, and what her words do...
how?”

“I, Aelwyn, can only say that we come from another place,
another world. We are not like the people here, whose words,
thoughts — very feelings, even — affect nothing directly.”

“I, Aelwyn, take great care so as to not affect those around
me too greatly. Nemelle, she is new here, and cannot do so. It is
something she must learn, should she choose to remain here
much longer.”

“But why?”

“There are many reasons. |, Aelwyn, feel it is not right to
impose reality upon those without the ability to impose their
own reality upon me, Aelwyn.”

“Is there anything you cannot do by simply speaking of it?”
She frowned; a strange, unpleasant feeling rose in the pit of my
stomach.

“Please... |, Aelwyn, would speak of it no more.”

“Just one other question....” | temporized. She looked at me
directly, my face reflected in the glittering golden discs of her
eyes.

“He would speak of it no more to Aelwyn, and thus would
no longer force her to speak in such a way to him.” | found
myself unable to voice another question... my words caught in
my throat as | tried to ask.

Her ability to mold reality, now that | had experienced it,
was impressive. | had bent the reality that was Sigil slightly
myself, but never as directly as Aelwyn had done. | wondered,
however, whether in time | would gain that ability, as | had re-
learned so many other abilities since leaving the Mortuary.
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222 Art And Curio Galleria

Yvana’'s commentary: “That piece wasuhd in a cathedral
in the fertile fields of Elysium on the first layer, Amoria the
Untroubled, where it bordered the River Oceanus. The name of
the piece is not known, but the skill and craftsmanship are
believed to be one of the most striking examples of gem crafting
in the Planes. The mere way in which the piece captures,
distills, and enhances the light through its facets is part of its
breath-taking wonder. It seems to bring to light the possible
ideological connection between even the most evil and the
purest beings in the multiverse... fascinating.”

The kyton’s animate chain.

An animated, bloody iron chain, coiling and uncoiling upon
itself. The chain itself seemed to bend and weave like the spine
of a snake.

Yvana’'s commentary: “The chain comes from the city of
Jangling Hiter, the city of chains that hangs on Minauros, third
layer of the Plane of Baator. The chains there are the finest in
the multiverse, but the inhabitants of Jangling Hiter are
malicious and cruel, using the chains as living weapons against
all that enter their city and violate their laws.”

“Kytons move about the city of chains as spiders upon
webs, adorned in chains woven tightly around their bodies.
Kytons possess a power known as the ‘gift of chains,” which
allows them to manipulate chains with their minds. It is
believed that my galleria’s chain was animated during a battle in
which the kyton controlling it was slain with a cursed
hammer... its life essence then passing into the chain itself.”

The statue of the screaming man.

The statue looked like it was about to make some angry
proclamation. The sculptor had captured the essence of fury
magnificently; the chiseled tension lines around the neck and
forehead alone must have taken many long months to get
correct. Fine cracks ran over the entire statue.

Yvana's commentary: “This statue is believed to be the
final fate of the Etherserian sorcerer Gangroighydon. Attacked
by a conclave of rival sorcerers at the height of his dream
madness, he was imprisoned with a spell that turned his flesh
into stone. Gangroighydon is said to have been frozen with a
final, awful curse still upon his lips, a curse so terrible that it
wasnever meant to be spoken by the lips of a living man.”

“It is said that the fury of the curse was enough to blister the
flesh from the bones of those that heard it, and that it could even
shatter the stones themselves.”
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strike much fear into my heart. Vrischika held it up for me.
“This was found in a well-trapped strongbox sunk deep beneath
the surface of Sigil. It was part of a small horde of treasure and
forbidden magical texts, though | don’t know what it's for. If
you like it, it's only ninety-nine copper coins.” If tales of the
Lady of Pain were true, worshipping even so harmless a replica
of her could be fatal. One experience of being mazed had been
enough for me; | wasn'’t interested in testing her again.

| left the shop, although | knew | would be back later, to
examine the sale items again.
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224 Curiosity Shop

CURIOSITY SHOP

We left the galleria. From the doorway, | saw steps a short
distance away leading up to a small building. Fall-From-Grace
told me it was the Curiosity Shop, athough she had never been
inside.

As we climbed the steps, Fall-From-Grace asked Morte a
question.

“Morte, | must confess, | am curious as to how you became
a floating skull.”

“It's a long story involving the Head of Vecna. | don’t want
to talk about it.”

“That was you?”

“Could weplease change the subject?”

As | entered, | saw only a single person, who | took to be a
customer. Then | saw he was not examining the object he was
holding, but cleaning it. His status as worker was confirmed
when a female voice called out from the back, “Standish! Break
that and I'll be selling your tanned hide!”

As | looked about for a few minutes, | also watched this
downtrodden little man scurry about the Curiosity Shop,
dusting, cataloguing, and moving things about for tfeegls
proprietress. | noticed he smelled faintly of onions. He glanced
up at me nervously as | approached him.

“Please, sir... | cannot speak with you. I've work to do, and

my mistress simply won't allow it...” | said | just had a few
questions.

“I'm sorry sir, but | can’'t. Please, leave me be, before my
mistress notices me talking to you...” | questioned what he

meant by his mistress.

“Yes... Mistress Vrischika. | am Standish, her servant... her
slave. | committed a crime and was sentenced to slavery, then
purchased in the Lower Ward, like many of her slaves... most

of whom she keeps at her manor. Now please — | beg of you!
Leave me be, or she'll become angered and beat me
unmercifully!”

By this time his mistress had come to the front of the shop.
The sharp-featured woman’s appearance was attractive though
somewhat disturbing, with her blue-black skin and bright
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A twisted little imp-like creature, sculpted out of pure, milk
chocolate. “It looks delicious, does it not? Imported from the
Lower Planes. These are rare, you know, and quite prized by
lovers of chocolate and confections. It's a real quasit — a
fiendish familiar — polymorphed into chocolate by powerful
sorcery. It's only one hundred and ninety-nine coppers.” Except
for an unlikely encounter with a chocolate connoisseur who
happened to also possess information | must have, | saw no use
for this.

A rather unassuming book held closed by a tiny brass lock.
“That,” cooed Vrischika, “is the Codex of the Inconceivable. I'll
only say that it's just... just... well, | can not explain it. Mere
words simply won't suffice! You can own it yourself for a mere
one thousand copper commons... and believe me: it is well
worth it.” Curious, | unlocked the book's bindings and opened
it. As | glanced over the tome's contents, my jaw dropped. |
stood, spellbound, flipping through the pages.

“That was... that... I...” Its contents were simply too much
to be described — mere words seemed powerless to explain the
wonders it held. Morte was curious as well.

“What? What? What's in it, chief?”

“I 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 examine the Codex’s
contents. His eyes nearly popped from their sockets as they
scanned the pages. “O00. Ooo00000. Oh, I... but... wow.”

| stood thoughtfully for a moment, looked down at the
Codex, before closing it and reverently putting the tome away.

A small glass phial labeled as ‘Deva’s Tears.” “These were
collected from a deva who was captured during a Blood War
skirmish. The fiends tormented the imprisoned angel for eons
before he at last escaped — this small bottle holds the twelve
tears he shed in that time. Their price is but one hundred copper
commons.” Perhaps later.

A bottle labeled as ‘Elixir of Horrific Separation.’ Vrischika
presented it to me. “This stuff was compounded by a scholar
who'd found she possessed a darker half — a side of her which
took control, at times, and bade her do awful things. This potion
was to have ‘split’ the darker half away from her, creating two
separate beings. Mercykillers, however, found and executed her
for a string of depraved murders before she could use it. I'd
charge you only two hundred copper commons for the Elixir.”
Some other time.
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226 Curiosity Shop

questions-about-anything-around-the-spire, understood?” | was
curious, and | saw no reason to waste politeness on her.

“What are you, Vrischika?” Vrischika sighed loudly.

“An alu-fiend... a half-demon. My mother was tanar'ri, a
fiend, and my father a great king of mortals. Such a rude
question... but then, you're rather rude-looking yourself, aren't
you?”

“What did you mean by calling Morte ‘prevaricating?’ ”

Prevaricating... misrepresenting, perjuring, dissimulating,
lying... oh, did | say that? I'd meant a floating, disembodied,
pontificating skull. As in dogmatic — always stating an opinion
in a self-important manner.” Vrischika smiled innocently.

In my heart, | trusted Fall-From-Grace without hesitation or
question. Intellectually, however unreliable a source Vrischika
was, | needed to listen and consider what she said.

“You and Fall-From-Grace seem to care little for one
another...”

“Oh, that baatezu camp follower whose made her home in
Sigil? Curious, no? But then, what better a place to train her
agents than that little ‘brothel’ of hers...”

“Baatezu camp follower?”

“Ever since her mother sold her into slavery, she has been a
plaything of the Planes for many a century. She claims that she
was able to free herself from her chains, but you may give that
word as much credence as you would give the word of any other
tanar’ri bitch.” She smiled slightly. “Myself excluded, 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 speak lies, and all
the tanar'ri hordes know it, from the lowest legions to the other
comfort-suckling succubi as they cavort across the planes. ‘Fall-
From-Grace was but a baatezu slave from the moment she was
born, and so shall sheways be.” You still are an indentured
plaything of the baatezu, to be tortured and commanded as they
see fit.” Vrischika sneered. “You evéehave as they do.”

Fall-From-Grace had regained her equanimity, and calmly
responded.

“One may win free of baatezu contracts if one is wary of the
wording, and if one realizes that the baatezu are beholden to
keep their own word. One must simply beware of any meanings
that may be twisted to their ends... and | el versed in
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language and its subtleties. Even so, it was not an easy
matter...”

“Enough!” Vrischika retorted, “I do not care to hear you
speak your lies in my presence!”

Fall-From-Grace maintained her flawless composure and
simply nodded... though when | caught her eye, she gave me a
slightly exasperated look, then smiled. | turned back to the
shopkeeper.

“What was it you said about her training agents,
Vrischika?”

With a quick glance at my companion, she replied, “Yes...
they are her eyes and ears in the city of Sigil and across the
Planes. What they do not see or hear they may coerce from
another man that has seen and heard. And who could think
humans capable of such deception and trickery? Oh, Grace is
indeed a clever one. Not as clever as her mother, perhaps, but
clever nonetheless...” Fall-From-&re again felt compelled to
counter.

“That is not the purpose of my establishment...” Vrischika
overrode her.

“Oh, but ofcourse not! Did | dare suggest such a thing? But
perhaps you should let the man judge for himself.” Vrischika
turned to me, eyes blazing. “Do you not wonder, little man?
Does the mephit of reason and curiosity ever enter your mind as
to this matter? Does not the arrangement at the brothel seem
strange to you?” Vrischika went on before | could answer.

“Occam’s razor can leave a scar, but it can remove the
cancer so often caused by poison of liars and imaginers. And
now here she is, traveling with you. Most curious. Why would
someone, a proprietress of such an establishment, leave it for
any reason? And for a man she barely knows? Questions,
questions...”

“The answers may be painful, indeed.”

Fall-From-Grace said, “He is well aware of why | agreed to
travel with him, Vrischika... when he asked me to do so.”

“Oh, I'm certain he did ask... what man could resist?”
Vrischika sneered and looked away in disgust. | asked her about
the shop itself, to get off this topic.

“What you see within this shop is the result of much trading
and traveling across the Planes.” She made a sweeping gesture
of the shop. “Weapons, charms... and othEcialty items are
for sale here, as well... everything that is rare and oh-so-
exquisite fills this emporium. Your needs. | sate them.”



