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  How many legions of fiends? Ten? Eleven? Twelve?


  Their viscid, caustic lifeblood was beginning to cake on Aereas’s blade, making it more club than sword. Still he fought, still gasped breaths between blood-throated howls of anger.


  The fiends swept forward and drove the defenders before them, and Aereas was left alone in a mound of dead.


  Then he saw the foot, the enormous skeletal foot. He looked up along that rotting titan ankle and saw that the sun had not in fact set over the Beastlands. No. The darkness in which he stood was the eclipsing umbra of the undead god, Leonan. That corpse leaned forward now as though to look with vacant sockets down upon the slashed and bleeding and defiant commander.
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  Sure, I’m immortal now. Is it better than being mortal? Not by a damned sight. No one clips away your marionette strings just because you’ve become immortal. If anything, the strings become steel wires.


  Take my boss, for instance, the one everybody calls the Lady. She’s no lady as far as I can tell. Not that I’ve even seen her. Heard her? That’s a different story. It’s hard not to hear her when her words are coming out of my own mouth.


  Well, not really her words. See, officially I’m a judge-executioner. I spend most of my time embodied in an impenetrable black cloud, haunting the halls of her civic buildings. While I’m on duty, she’s got complete control over my mind and my mouth. I can feel when her knives slice into my thoughts and chop out the words she wants to use. Then she reorders them as if she were assembling a mental ransom note. Next thing I know, I’m materializing in an apse or flooding under the door of a parlor or congealing around some errant citizen, and I say the words—my words—the way she’s laid them out in my head. Usually, after the first dozen syllables, the person I’m saying them to falls grovelling, though some berks just stand and shake and soil themselves.


  A judge-executioner has to have some fun, after all.


  So, really, they’re my words, but they carry the force of the Lady with them. I wonder, if I spent hour upon hour thinking nothing but “blah blah blah blah,” would she be able to make any reasonable message out of my thoughts? It’d be worth a try some dull, rainy morning.


  These words, the ones that began with “Sure, I’m immortal now,” are not only mine, but are in my order. Right now I’m off duty. I’m not a judge-executioner but an apparition of my former self. I look almost mortal, except the wall I’m leaning against is visible through my ghostly tunic and breeches.


  I might not mind being transparent if she would give me something worth seeing on the other side of my body. But, not the Lady. My quarters are blank, dull, regular, featureless. This cell of mine is one thirty-second of an inch away from being a perfect cube—don’t laugh; immortality comes with some pretty irksome powers—and a few stains away from being perfectly white.


  The stains were my addition. I’d needed some way to tell the walls from the floor and the ceiling. When you’re weightless, it’s pretty easy to get vertigo. The direction that the plum wine ran told me which way was down.


  That was, of course, before I’d wheedled a cot out of my boss. Call me a romantic, but I’d rather sleep on a cot than just float in midair. I don’t need a door, being what I am, but a cot is important, and a closet would be nice, for old times’ sake. I’ll start pestering her about that accommodation next week.


  Oh, speak of the Lady…


  There’s apparently a group of rebels who tried to overthrow Sigil. It’ll be death sentences again. I can already feel her clipping apart these words I’ve just thought. Soon, my memory of these ponderings will be all in tatters, just like my memory of my mortal life.


  Ah, well. A judge-executioner’s work is never done.


  Part I
Lost


  One


  Faces
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  This city, which had been so alien to Aereas only weeks before, now spun away in familiar and effortless grime beneath his rhythmic step.


  Sigil was still an otherworldly city floating in nothingness above the circling Outlands. Sigil still occupied the long, shallow, inner curve of a great wheel, so that the persistent walker could march in one direction and in time deepen his own footprints with another passage. Sigil was still Sigil.


  The only things that had changed in this city of horned rooflines and spiky razorvine and sooty chimneys and outlandish beasts were things that made it more lonely: Café Leonan was gone and so, too, was Nina.


  But he would find her… bring her back.


  Aereas walked. It was what he did most these days.


  He hadn’t enough money (or jink, as they called it) to hire a sedan chair—a sort of litter carried by scroungy brawlers with the look and temperament of two-legged mules. Neither did he use the portals that riddled the City of Doors. After losing Nina through such a treacherous magical passage, he’d developed a hatred of them.


  No, he walked. At first, his steps had taken him twice daily into the Lady’s Ward, among the soaring limestone and marble government buildings that stood there in proprietary silence, huge and impassive mausoleums. Unfortunately, the Lady’s minions proved no more forthcoming than her buildings. There would be no help from them in finding Nina.


  Then he began to frequent seedier places—pubs where fiends drank molten iron, houses wreathed in the perpetual sweet-sick smoke of hubbly-bubblies, dens of cardsharps and players of more deadly games—any gathering point for souls who might have seen his Nina. None had, and she’d been lost now for ten days in some lower plane.


  Aereas went anywhere and everywhere, except the dabus mills and work sites. After all, Nina’d killed one of them to save her cousin’s life.


  In those ten days, he’d fished all he could at the popular watering holes, and had more than fished them dry. The inch-long wound beneath his right eye would evermore mark him as unwelcome in the Gehreleth’s Grotto, for example.


  Now all that remained was the walking, the fierce turning and churning of feet that, unlike the other organs of seeking, yet knew how to do what they were asked to do.


  Nina. Could he ever hope to find her? And if he did find her, how could he ever hope to explain what he had done and regain her friendship? Surely she thought him a traitor, a vicious opportunist…. But he’d pushed the Sparrow off the cliff not because of jealousy, but because he knew of the tiefling’s plan to betray them all, to sell them for one hundred thousand gold back to the thief god, Sung Chiang. Aereas had pushed Jandau over the cliff only to save Nina. The tiefling was the true traitor.


  Aereas’s face turned grim as he considered. He drew a long breath, which pulled a drifting black wisp of coal smoke into his nose. He may as well have pushed Nina, too, given how quickly she’d followed the tiefling traitor over the brink. It was not the first time that such thoughts had occurred to him.


  Yet he walked. No amount of futility could stop his search, no amount of surety that there was nothing but hatred laid up for him should he find her. His steps would continue like the constant quiet trickle of water that seeks its way down wormholes and through riven stones and even past particle after particle of soil to find its level. For Aereas, his self-subscribed level had become the Lower Planes.


  The Abyss, Baator, Gehenna, Acheron… the names rang with lucid and elusive seduction in his mind, like Gilead, Eden, Quixotia.


  Perhaps, he thought suddenly, water does not seek its level so much as it seeks the fiery core of the world, to strike magma and sublimate and return to the surface as jetting steam. Perhaps that is what will happen to me.


  The shops and houses were closing in. He left the Lady’s Ward, only now realizing he had been marching through it, and entered the Market Ward.


  If it could be said he had a favorite district, this would be it. There was something comforting about the constant shimmying chatter of the place, the creatures—horn-headed toad-things, gossamer devas with angel wings, stomping bariaur centaurs, coiling snake-women, humans and saurials and pigs and even tieflings—were to him like the chatter of the woods outside his uncle’s cabin. Vitality. Life invested the furtive and huge flapping of leather wings through the sooty darkness above, the similarly flapping tents and awnings, the warm stalls of piled sheepskins after the silent, sterile chill of the Lady’s Ward.


  And, too, life invested the music shop of Boffo, the gnome.


  Aereas turned with volition toward the dark cluster of buildings where the music shop stood. Its tightly pitched gnomish roof, with its many gables and florid gingerbread, had become a welcome sight to his bleary eyes.


  Boffo was home. The minute orange flickers of sparks from his too-short chimney assured it. He’d been home almost continually since Aereas and Artus had returned from the Astral Plane to find him there.


  During the confusion in the dabus foundry and the slag portal, Boffo had gotten sucked into Artus’s journal. He’d spent a few harrowing days scurrying from flat page to flat page before finding the picture of his kip and entering it. He’d landed with a shudder in his own arm chair. It was a fortuitous arrival; he’d accidently left water on to boil, and the kettle should have burned dry four days before, taking kitchen and shop with it. Boffo discovered then that only an hour had passed since he’d left to take Aereas and Nina to Café Leonan for their first meeting with Jandau Danus. Whenever he told the story again, he always ended it with the gnomish maxim: “A good book makes time stand still.”


  Boffo was home now, and Artus too.


  A bitter, unbidden thought came to Aereas’s mind, as it had so many times before in these days: What have they done to find Nina?


  Aereas stopped in the center of a cobbled intersection of five winding roads. The two-story fieldstone shops that filled the triangular wedges between the roads seemed to lean their thatched roofs out toward him in expectation, lurking, prepared to pounce upon him.


  He was sure he’d seen her as he’d turned the corner.


  There, beyond the canted alley wall of the butcher’s shop. There, the slim shoulder just slightly bare in brown fineness between dark shawl and dark dress and narrow flip of dark hair. There! And then she was gone.


  It seemed his heart had not been beating that whole day, leaving its duties to the feet that had pulsed so reliably. But now his heart was beating in fury.


  He bolted toward the eclipsing cant of the wall, reached it, and glimpsed the same shoulder, dress, shawl, hair vanishing around the corner. He pursued. The cobbled roadway gave way to gravel and then pebbles and then sand and at last soot, which clung fiercely to the leather soles of his shoes.


  “Wait, Nina!” he called out, knowing somehow that the words would be more a warning than an enticement.


  He followed with rapid steps along the crumbling wall. Even in the moment she had disappeared, there had been a flitting shadow with her exact aspect, cast back from her body onto the black soot, fierce and nearly invisible.


  He surged, a child trying to step on another child’s shadow before it slipped inexorably away. His feet were too late on the black soil. His eyes caught only the fleeing wedge of hair.


  He stopped. About his feet, the soot billowed up.


  It could not have been her. He reached his slim hand up to his head and rubbed the bristle of his burned brown hair. Her black hair would be the same length, a tonsure that marked them as planar initiates. In contrast, the woman he had seen, likely fled two blocks by now, had long tresses.


  He began again with a foolish stutter step, thinking for a moment that perhaps in this mazework of time tunnels and spinning worlds it had been her, returned by a route that had taken months instead of days. His feet stopped as soon as they started. No, it could not have been her. And, even if the impossible were true, as it often was in Sigil, the impossible impossibility that she would have forgiven him could not be true.


  Ah, the music shop. Aereas’s aborted chase had brought him near enough that he now saw the winking yellow eye of an attic window. It was the place his uncle had called a workshop when they’d returned, and which had in the last days come to resemble one more and more. It was the closest thing Aereas had to a home right now. Home. The word was natural in his mind, and the native emotion of it coiled like a cat around his heart.


  He walked toward the shop.


  His path took him beneath an archway where some members of a ghoulish green race reclined, their naked narrow shoulders and three-fingered hands dipping into and out of punk-pots. He passed them without flinching. Farther along, he traversed a narrow, railless bridge that spanned a gaping pit, the bottom of which he could not see even in daylight.


  In time, Aereas’s hand brushed aside the gnomish welcome knot that obstructed the low door’s even lower doorknob. Though there was a human-sized door in front of the building, it was for customers and was locked at this hour. He swung the door open, stooped, and crawled through, feeling that he was some sort of hunting hound returning empty-mouthed to his kennel.


  In the room beyond was a stout iron stove from which a kettle and two mismatched pots sent up clouds of steam. Boffo was wreathed in the mist, his short, rotund form draped in an apron and his white whiskers dewy with moisture. A small tin whistle bobbed beneath his huge nose and shrilled a tune into the steam, so that it seemed at first that Boffo’s tea kettle was as musical as his rebecs and lutes.


  Aereas stood there, slightly hunched beneath the low rafters, and watched with gentle bemusement. Though Boffo was as straightforward and down-to-earth as any three farmers put together, the gnome was a creature of mystery and magic when shrouded in steam and song. The white cloud, smelling of potatoes and peas, rolled out from him as though he were the centerpiece of a divine fountain, and the warm comfortable scent filled the room and set glints of dew on the windows.


  Aereas moved at last, more to let the gnome know he’d arrived than to actually get anywhere. His singular talent of walking had seemed to dissipate abruptly at the door. “Hiya, Boffo. What’s cooking?”


  The gnome started, his small, hairy hand jittering suddenly on the wooden spoon he was circling in one pot. He recovered quickly, letting the whistle drop on its lanyard around his neck. “Potato soup,” he said brightly. “Did you get those garlic cloves I asked for?”


  Aereas’s grimed and haunted visage grew suddenly long. He lifted a hand to his face and rubbed it, leaving a smear of black, as though he were a camouflaged thief.


  He shook his head. “Sorry. I know—third time you’ve asked.” He moved past the gnome to the room beyond, a dim sitting room sized for humans. There, he draped himself across a threadbare chair. “I just get out there and all I can think about is Nina… Nina.” The name disappeared in a slow closing of eyes, white lidded though ringed in black.


  His eyes blinked open and he looked at Boffo, standing there beside the stove. The gnome turned toward him, spoon hanging limp at one side of his exhausted body. His eyes, though, were sharp and bright, studying Aereas keenly. “As well should be the case, my boy.” Boffo began stirring again. “But you can’t save somebody in a whirlpool just by diving in.”


  “Yeah, but if I can’t save her, I’d just as soon be sucked under, too.”


  Boffo’s face had grown stern. “Get up off that chair. You’re filthy. Go wash up. How can you think straight under all that soot?”


  Aereas lurched up, partly in surprise and partly in irritation. He scowled sullenly. “Didn’t know how long before dinner.”


  “There’s always time to wash up,” Boffo replied, “and time to see your uncle. Now get!”


  Aereas got. There were few things more fearful than a gnome with his ire rising.


  The lean youth ascended a set of short stairs to a cramped upstairs loft interlaced with rafters. There, he poured out some water into a bowl and washed. Despite the lye soap and the scrubbing, when his face came up from the now-gray water, there was a darkness beneath his eyes that could not be washed away. A darkness in his whole being. It was as though he had all his life been lit from within, but in some black corner of the wheeling planes, that fire had gone out.


  Don’t ask why. Don’t think about how. Just live. That had been Nina’s way, and was Boffo’s way, too. But it had never been Aereas’s way. His mind was restless and probing like water, ever seeking the core.


  He stopped the thought and turned, easing past the straw mattress he’d laid out on the floor because the bed frame was too short. He reached a narrower set of stairs winding upward, and climbed.


  The passage was dark. A single stiletto of orange stabbed beneath the ill-fitting door at the top and guided Aereas to its handle. He swung the door back and saw his uncle’s study.


  This topmost attic corner of Boffo’s shop was a tight wandering triangle of space beneath eaves and gables that had long since lost their raison d’etre. Behind a slight curve of rafters stood a desk that ten days ago had been gray beneath the dust it bore. Now it was its old dark oak self.


  The man who sat at that desk, back to Aereas, was one of the most powerful people in Sigil, though none could have told from looking at him. Artus, the Lady’s own custodian. Artus of Sigil. He’d gone soft about the middle, and his stature, never impressive, was now rounded beneath works and days. His hair was the same color as Boffo’s, giving the impression that the two were brothers rather than friends, and his bald pate shone in the yellow glare of a lantern he’d hung from the king post above.


  “Still nothing, eh?” came Artus’s voice, though he did not turn from his work.


  It was Aereas’s turn to startle, having so silently approached. He blundered up the last stair and strode across the old gray planks to a wooden chair beneath the very window he had seen from the street. With loose-jointed ease, he flung himself into this chair and leaned it back against the wall so that his head rested on the cool iron of the window frame.


  “Nothing.”


  Artus’s lips pressed together in a grim line; he did not look up. Aereas realized then, though he had looked at that lined face many times before, that his uncle had once been a handsome young man.


  When nothing more came from him, Aereas said, “Maybe tomorrow you can come out with me to help look for leads.”


  Artus looked up. There was an aspect of wounded intensity in his eyes. He lifted a knife in one hand and a dowel-work model he was crafting in the other. “What do you think I’m up here doing? I’m looking for leads, too.”


  Aereas colored. He stammered out, “I-I know you’re doing some kind of… magic or something, but the whole time you whittle, Nina’s down in some hell. The trail’s growing cold.”


  “Trail?” asked Artus coolly, again mastering his mask of calm. “What trail? They fell through a book of portals and are gone, and the book is gone, and Café Leonan is gone. You’re trying to track the wake of a boat through a hurricane.”


  “At least I’m trying,” Aereas groused, head dropping back to stare upward. Wood and metal fell lightly into his hands.


  “Here,” Artus said, turning away from the block of wood and the knife he had set in his nephew’s grip. “Here, you carve a bit. It might help unscramble that scramble of brains you’ve got in your head right now.”


  Until this past fortnight, Aereas had never spoken a disrespectful word to his uncle, and Artus never one to him, but both felt Nina’s loss acutely, and both were shamed by their part in it.


  Aereas stared down baldly at the hunk of wood in his hands. Soft veins ran through it and coiled around two small knotholes, like eddies about river-rounded stones. Those knots returned his gaze, seeming to stare out of the wood like a figure trapped within. His fingers automatically lifted the knife and sliced one long, curving piece from the block, as though he were peeling an apple.


  With the first quiet progress of the knife, Artus began to speak in soft, confident tones. “There, you see? Keep going. Carving has always been part of my gift—carving and joining and all manner of woodworking. These skills were my power when I was in the Lady’s employ, and they are my power now. I could find her in no faster way than by carving.”


  Without its having been said, Aereas knew that the “her” Artus sought was Nina, not the Lady. So, too, he knew that Artus’s power was in woodworking. With his talent and his Lady-granted powers, Artus could fashion a door that would lead anywhere. His carvings were so precise that they somehow channeled dweomer, were themselves shapes and symbols of magic.


  Aereas cut away another long slice and watched it turn lazily above his blade. A third followed, and a forth, and the two men worked on in silence until Aereas suddenly recognized the form taking shape beneath his knife.


  Her face.


  Two


  Thistle, Blood and Fire
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  The thistle stood, hoary and defiant, against the red sky. Its stalk was sinewy as a wrestler’s arm and just as wide, and it bristled with white needles that could have been drilled to bear thread. Its crown was a great lavender sun—brilliant. Its purple seedpods hung ponderous and immobile in the sky. The spiky kernels glowed with the light of whatever sun shone in this plane.


  Nina did not remember how she had gotten here, in the prickly shadow of the thistle. She did not remember when she had struck this chalky orange ground, though she knew she must have struck it, for she remembered falling.


  She’d been falling for weeks, it seemed. Those gargoyle kidnappers, who had squeezed through her father’s impossibly small tobacco stand, had seemed to trigger some great cosmic trapdoor beneath her. She’d been falling ever since. Nina, her father, and her adopted cousin… what was his name?


  Another sun, this one dark and narrow, slid between her and the radiant thistlehead. “You’ll be fine. I found a little water.”


  This wasn’t the cousin, but another man. He was one of the fallers. Jandau. The tiefling. The Sparrow.


  She nodded.


  Like cracks drying into a mud-flat, the lines of Jandau’s too-narrow face deepened around his piercing eyes. “I tasted it.” He was lifting something—a piece of cupped metal, a shoulder guard—to her lips. “I don’t think it’s poison, but—” She drank. It didn’t taste like poison, only hot and slightly salty, like blood. “I figure we haven’t got much choice. Who knows what hell your boyfriend sent us to—”


  He was still talking and she still drinking, though she heard no more of it, puzzling on that word. Boyfriend.


  Aereas.


  His name brought back a thousand things. More falling. A fight with fiend kidnappers in midair to win back her father. Something about a corpse floating in the Astral, a dead god….


  Jandau’s head glowed like the head of the thistle, but instead of seedpods, there was a short black stubble of hair along his scalp. He had had more hair before some terrific heat had curled it into little black knots. Heat like in a volcano. She remembered rushing with him through that heat, or upon it, remembered holding his hand as they jumped from floe to floe atop a field of lava. Without even moving her head up from the chalky earth, she knew her hair, too, had been singed away into acrid ignominy.


  His smile was there. Ah, yes, that sharp-toothed smile filled with all kinds of irony and a touch of brutality. It was brilliant like the lavender sun.


  “Well, I may have said it a few dozen times before,” Jandau murmured through his smile, “but when I said I’d go to hell and back for you, I guess you took me literally.”


  He’d never said anything of the sort. Perhaps Aereas had, but that was another life, a life of tidal pools and wind through pitching pines. For all his talk of love, Aereas hadn’t gone to hell for her. He had sent his rival to hell in his place. Nina would have given anything to see the look on Aereas’s face when she threw herself off the cliff after Jandau. Come to think of it, she had given everything, but still hadn’t seen it.


  The tidal pools and pitching pines belonged to a different life. In this one, Aereas was so far beneath dead that his name was meaningless in her ears. Certainly the word boyfriend had no true connection to him.


  Traitor was a better word. His betrayal had destroyed the bridge between this life and the past one. There would be no returning. She and Jandau might escape this particular hell, but they would never escape the general and perpetual hell into which Aereas had so casually flung them. He had transformed love into hate. He had dropped the heavens down into the hells and consigned her, forever, to dwell in infernoes.


  “If you can’t get the girl up to heaven,” she said bitterly to herself, “bring heaven down around the girl.”


  She reached up into that red sky, drew the dark sun of Jandau’s head down toward her, and kissed him with the lightest of kisses.


  It was only when she moved from the hips up that she realized she felt nothing from the hips down. She glanced down at her slender, still legs, lying as though in sleep but with a stiffness that showed they had been arranged by hands. She wondered suddenly if her back was broken.


  “The venom,” he said, as though in response to her thoughts. “Remember the stinger stuck in your leg?”


  She did not. But her leg remembered, with its red-welted flesh. Two deep, lateral punctures on her thigh ended in brown wells like the insides of seed husks.


  Nina lay back again and gazed up at the thistle. Any of the crystaline lavender seedpods could have gouged those wounds in her leg. But it had not been a seedpod. It had been the stinger of some fiend, some horrible thing.


  “Where are we?” she asked.


  He lifted his face, his pale flesh suddenly bright as it passed the thistle’s umbra and entered the glare of the sun. He shrugged. “Who knows where that boyfriend—”


  “How do we get back?” she interrupted.


  Again the shrug, though this time it came in darkness. He had ducked back into the shadow. “Too big a question, yet. The first questions you ask when you land out-of-town like this is, ‘Water? Is there any, and if so, can I get it and will it kill me if I drink it?’ The dark of it is yes, and yes, and no.”


  He spoke with quick nerve, bypassing the harder, more obvious questions. “We’ve got that answered, so the next question is, ‘Shelter?’ If it’s a bad enough place, that’s really the first question. But that one’s answered, too. We’ve got some marginal protection from the sun with this centennial thistle. At least until the poison wears off, if it ever wears—” He coughed into his hand and spat on the orange earth. His head tilted back, and the red shade of his face was lost against the red sky. “I’m frankly surprised to find one here in the Abyss. They’re native to the Beastlands.”


  “Poisoned legs?” Nina asked cruelly.


  “No, centennial thistles,” said Jandau with a nod toward the needly thing that blocked out the sun. He kept the subject diverted. “This one’s puny next to the kind they grow in the Beastlands. A whole huge field of them.”


  “What were you going to say about—” Nina pressed with a capricious grin, but Jandau acted as if he hadn’t heard.


  “See those seedpods up there?” he interrupted. He shaded his eyes from the sun. “See those purple crystaline things the size of my fist? In the Beastlands, those kernels grow as big as rhinos, and there’s fifty or more per stalk. But, whether they’re big or small, the thing about them is they’re almost indestructible, and when they strike ground, they gate to wherever in the planes the seed germ determines. Anywhere.”


  “What if they don’t strike ground?” Nina asked vacantly, tired of the game.


  “Oh, they do. Once they’re triggered—it takes fire to trigger them—they shoot outward and cut through anything between them and the ground.”


  “How many questions have we covered?”


  Jandau looked chagrined. He kicked some dust. “We’re still on the second question. Tonight—if there is a tonight—we’ll need some other shelter.”


  She did not lean upward or turn her head when she asked, “Any caves around?”


  He shook his head. “Not that I could carry you to.” His eyes lifted to the horizon. Nina thought she saw, reflected in those dark eyes, a low line of rocky hills, gray between orange ground and red sky. “But maybe in a while, you’ll start to feel these legs of yours again.”


  He began to rub them vigorously between his hands, and Nina wondered just how much of this activity had gone on while she had slept.


  “So, now that we’re caught up on the questions,” Nina said for them both, “I guess the next one is ‘Food? Is there any, and if so can we get any, and will it kill us if we eat it?’ ”


  He’d stopped rubbing and listening, both, and was staring out at that gray line between sky and ground.


  “I said ‘Food? Is there any—’ ”


  “We can try eating them,” he replied emptily, and began to fumble in the tattered black robes he wore, “if they don’t eat us first.”


  That made her head turn. She craned her neck and saw a company of red-brown figures slowly resolving themselves from the distant rocks that separated the flat, dead, dry expanse of cracked mud from the flat, dead, dry sky.


  In that moment the rumpled gray ridge reversed itself on Nina, so that it became a void rather than a mountain, an open set of frowning, dead lips. Out of them came wormy figures that moved with the grotesque twaddle of maggots, the pincer limbs beneath them too small for their swollen bulk and yet clinging to the ground, tenacious and otherworldly. Or, perhaps, worldly, since this was another world.


  “What are they?” Nina asked. This proved the hardest question so far. When there came no quick answer, she discovered she had latched fingers onto Jandau’s black cape and was now tugging him down.


  He glanced at her fingers. There came again that keen-edged smile. “I don’t know, but I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”


  “Can you carry me the other way? Can we outrun them?”


  Jandau turned. The sun caught and glistened on the oily bristle of his black hair. A furtive movement in his throat told her the answer even before she sat up.


  There were more of the creatures converging from the other side. On the slightly curved line of the horizon, they looked like fat white teeth strung on a wire.


  “No,” she supplied for them both, and glanced behind her.


  They were not maggots now, too large to be. More like swollen white cows, except that the pinched black hooves beneath them were multitude. A moment more and they seemed pachyderms. In another, they were white whales. Then nothing living could match the size of those monstrous worms.


  “Could they possibly be coming for us?” Jandau wondered. He stood up. His black cloak sketched restlessly about him in the dead air. “Could they even see us, sense us?”


  “Maybe they’re just grazing, and we’re sitting beside the only plant left to eat,” Nina suggested.


  She began to rub her legs. Pain. Needles like those in the thistle. Good. At least she’d be able to feel her legs when she died. Sweat suddenly glistened on Jandau’s temples, and she cracked a smile at him. “Tieflings sweat?”


  He glanced at her. The droplets lining his grimy forehead drooped and merged into an orange line that slipped, bloodlike, down the bridge of his nose. He did not answer. He dropped to his knees nearly atop the rucksack Nina had borne. His fingers moved with talonlike rapacity over the buckles, flung open the flap, and dug in as though he tore into a gaping carcass.


  “There’s got to be something…” he said. Despite the fever in his words and the sweat that rainbowed his face, there was a nobility to his desperation.


  Aereas never quite achieved that, Nina found herself thinking. She slapped her legs, bringing a quiver to them. “Unless there’s some kind of miracle salve, I’m out of luck.” The words fell from her lips with an alacrity that was neither courage nor altruism. They sounded hollow as they marched right on out. “Why don’t you run for it? One of us could get away.”


  He did not stop his clawing. His head came up from the pack, and his avian nose jutted out toward the horizon. The gray line was disappearing behind the lumbering white doom that trudged toward them and set up a deep resonance beneath hearing or even feeling. The yellow horizon shone momently in his eyes, and in the bag his hands slowed.


  “Better now than two moments from now,” Nina said with a strange sigh. She leaned back on the cracked clay as though upon a bed, rolling to her side, one arm triangular beneath her head. It was a test. Would this lover prove to be another Aereas?


  He looked at her. She saw no horizon in those eyes, but instead the incredulous repugnance that sane people always have for the mad.


  Nina almost laughed. She realized then for the first time that she had gone mad. Who could blame a girl? Her father had been kidnapped by evil gods, her beloved had sold her over into hell, her own legs had turned against her, and this Sparrow crouched above her, blinking and trying to decide if he should fly. A Sparrow afraid of fat juicy worms! It was laughable. Madness always comes with laughter.


  Madness can be fun, she found herself thinking. Fun, and powerful, and profitable…


  The small snort from her nose was lost to the subvocal juttering of the land. Above it came only the rasp of the grasping and releasing pincers beneath the white maggot-cow-pachy-derm-whales. The sound sent Jandau’s thin arms clawing again. Faster. Faster. The bag disgorged its organs—her clothes, knife, jewelry, whetstone, flint and steel, spyglass, rope…


  “There must be something.”


  She snatched up the spyglass. The metal cylinders slid grittily along each other as she extended the tubes. She rolled onto her belly and looked at the advancing beasts.


  At first, she saw only glaring white, as though she gazed at a whitewashed wall. Moving the lens past the bulky, swollen shoulder of the worm, she glimpsed its legs. They looked more like nipples than feet, except that the black ends of them were cleft and gripped the chalky ground with crushing force. Above them, the bloated bulk heaved along.


  She lifted the spyglass and saw, nestled in the obscene white fat of the shoulders, a ludicrously small face. Again, she almost laughed.


  Only when the tube came away from her eyes did she notice that Jandau had gone silent. He was no longer crouched over the pack. His black cape and black shadow stood out stiff and astounded on the ground some ten feet away. He seemed another stern thistle stalk, except that his seeds had already flown from his bristly, dying head. He stared hollowly past her to the caterpillar creatures moving toward them.


  Nina somehow knew he had begun to fear her as much as he did them. He knew she had gone mad. He was right. But for the first time, the tumbling planes through which Nina had fallen, and yet fell, made sense to her. In a world that is mad, isn’t madness the only truth?


  “Oh, my friend,” she said. She spoke not to the stalk-still tiefling but to the stalk itself. Her hand placidly patted the beneedled base of it, and her slender fingers came away dotted with blood. This she stared at appreciatively, then used it to paint her eyelids. “Oh, my friend, Mister Stalk, are we going to have to stand alone against this threat?”


  Jandau watched her. She felt his eyes on her, piercing and radiant as the sun’s, though beaming not heat but cold. She did not return the look. It was too late for him to escape. She would not taunt him with their inevitable doom; neither would he approach her and Mister Stalk.


  There came a jolting pain. Nina sat up and swung her leg around to glare at it. A small brown spot on the side of her thigh let out a wisp of white, acrid smoke. She drew it into her lungs and held it there, the burnt flesh somehow smelling right.


  The spyglass, she thought. It brings the sun down in a pinpoint on my flesh. She’d done it before to wasps, focusing the sun’s hot eye on their shells until they cracked and writhed.


  Fire. It had always been her element. She was fire. Aereas was water, and always quenched her or made steam rise from her. Now he was gone.


  She stood. Her legs were weak and foreign beneath her, as though they belonged to someone else and were merely on loan, but she stood.


  The tiefling watched her; she refused his gaze. Even when she tottered forward and wrapped her arms around the bristle-stalked thistle, she would not look to him. He moved back to her, his feet scudding on the dry ground like the in-turned brown corners of a dead leaf. Still she did not turn.


  There was a rightness in this. She’d fallen from her world, fallen after her father, fallen with her cousin, fallen in love with this strange Sparrow now flapping at her back, fallen in betrayal from that cousin, fallen into madness. But now she had struck ground. Now she stood alone, war-painted in her own blood, clutching to her the stern repellent thistle that had shaded her, and holding in her hand a conjurer of her element. Of fire.


  Jandau flapped. “Come on. You’ve got your legs. We can at least try to flee.”


  “The god of this place provided a vine and made it grow up over Nina to give shade for her head and to ease her discomfort,” Nina said, as though reciting some scripture that would be written about her. “And Nina was very happy  about the vine. But at dawn, the god provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered, and a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on Nina’s head so that she grew faint. She wanted to die and said, ‘It would be better for me to die than to live.’ ”


  Jandau’s fingers tugged her shoulders for a time, but then ceased. Pulling harder would drive the needles farther into her resisting flesh.


  The spyglass was doing fine. Its pinpoint light already brought a sullen, slow smoke to the stalk. In moments, the plant would be on fire. She would be burning at the stake.


  Her element. Fire. Better than the maggot’s gut.


  “I have a right to be angry about the vine. I do,” she said. “I am mad enough to die.”


  Then, there was darkness. The great grotesques had arrived. A ring of white pouching shoulders shut out the horizon on every side. The tiny worm faces, thrust back into the sphincters of their shoulders, gazed down onto the thistle between them. The plant rose not even halfway to the worms’ minuscule eyes, though it was twice the height of the woman and the tiefling, who trembled and clutched at her.


  Nina looked down at the burnt spot on the thistle and gusted a sigh of disappointment.


  “Just like maggots to block the sun with white pustulance!” she shouted in a sudden strange rage.


  Jandau’s fingers left her shoulders, and he pulled away in dismay.


  Her voice echoed across the vile shoulders and circled in the hollows of the faces, but there came no response.


  She looked again at the dark, smokeless spot. Despite the slim breeze that stirred among the prickling thorns, there was no wisp of fire to be woken.


  Next moment, she saw that it was not a breeze that moved among the bristles, but a thousand near-invisible filaments. The threads moved with wiry slickness and smoothness, darting along the stalk, circling and releasing her blood-dripping fingers, coiling along her hair and shoulders and back. She might have called them feelers, but they issued in a thick tentacular mass from the mouth of the creature nearest her. Not just that one, but the ones all around. They were a thousand tongues, tasting.


  There was heat in that realization. Anger, rage, indignity. Nina almost gave voice to it until she realized it was not the heat of emotion that she felt, but the heat of fire.


  The stalk was aflame.


  She smiled, watching the chuckling fire flash around the base of the thistle and rise up her legs. She smiled, although the needles in her flesh dragged long, thin lacerations along her arms as she was pulled away by the tiefling.


  When she realized she’d lost her hold on the burning stalk, the smile was gone, and she spun to strike Jandau away from her.


  That’s when the explosion came. The fire had just encased the plant when the seedpods blasted away from the head. They soared out in a smoking corona of whirling, shrieking comets, and tore into the white, pulsing flesh of the creatures.


  Where once there had been only orange ground, white beasts, and red sky, now there were coils of smoke spreading into a great cloud, and beyond it, jittering white blubber from which jetted blood as black as ink.


  Nina and Jandau, standing beside the burning stalk, had been missed by the umbrella of missiles.


  Nina was laughing full out now, the only sound aside from the gushing flood of black.


  “The fire and the blood and the thistle!” she shouted to no one, certainly not to the white worms, which had stilled in death. Certainly not to Jandau, who was already clutching bunches of those translucent tongues to try to climb up out of the cold, black blood.


  And certainly not to herself. She already knew that fire and blood and thistle were the emblems of her just-declared war.


  Three


  Angels Have Fallen
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  He moved among the chord, his alabaster wing-feathers humming as they sliced the air. Only a finger’s breadth, no more and no less, separated him from the next set of wings. They surged as one, this flight of devas, golden eyed like hawks above the pristine white walls of the city.


  It was a heaven, a metropolis poised tall and pinnacled above the great Silver Sea and its spray of mists.


  The deva chorus surged overhead; the only sound of their passing was the minute trilling tremble of wing tips. Upon the still air of Mount Celestia, those tones blended together, thousand and gossamer, like trickles to creeks to streams to rivers to the great ocean below.


  He moved among them, Phaeton of the devas. He was but one of the angelic host, a legion of six thousand that coursed in harmonious flight above the clinging citadel Tuscan. There was no smile on his statuesque features, but his heart did truly ache with joy at the symphony of flight. His gold-marbled flesh showed no sweat, though this labor of angels in symphony was more arduous, more glorious, more fraught with turmoil and danger than any war upon the hosts of hell.


  In shrill flights of these same brethren, Phaeton had slain enough tanar’ri and baatezu to know. No killing, not even that of beasts of evil, brought joy.


  Evil was a parasitic thing, a shadow, a corruption that lived at the sufferance of the glorious golden reality it perverted. There was no true evil, only baseness and meanness and failure to transcend and thrive. Even the most powerful abyssal lords were to Phaeton no more than squalid, abject, ruined children. True, Phaeton had often been dispatched to slay them wholesale, and had done so without question, but there was no joy in slaying those who might have been saved.


  There was joy in this, though, this flight, this music. The deva legions would perform the aerial ballet even if there was no one to observe it. They flew for the simple resonating bliss of it. In aasimon symphonies like this one, the devas’ very souls rang like simple, huge, electrum bells.


  This performance was more than that, though, more than a mere circling of wings. In the walled city of Tuscan below, the gold-gilded streets were filled with silent throngs. The citizens’ heads were lifted toward the celestial song, their eyes half-lidded or closed, their ears tuned to the music of the spheres. The small and troubled souls of the people resonated to the sound of deva flight like the undamped strings of a lute to the pitched voice of a singer.


  This turning, whirling, ordered opus of air was more than dance or symphony. It was ritual, the sacred enactment of a passion play that, by its mere occurrence, reaffirmed and re-made the world.


  It certainly remade Phaeton. He found it strange that his immortal soul should ache within those chords and cadences. It ached like a wounded shoulder aches beneath the scintillation of healing hands. How had his soul ever been wounded to ache like this?


  Enough of those worries. They came through in his tone, edged and thin. He let them slide from him like the wind from his plumes, and rose within a jetting arc of devas. The timbre of his quills returned to deep, quiet reverberation.


  The angels rose, driving high, shrugging off by turns the weight of the planes and lifting toward rarefaction. Below them, the sound of their wings would be like the quiet incense of ardent prayer; among them, the sound was strident, piercing, pure.


  A shiver went through Phaeton, not the first frisson in this flight, though the first that was chill, discordant, edged.


  He gasped. His voice made a small imperfection in the symphony, a sound like the momentary scrape of a turning bow on a rebec string. The discord would be unnoticeable among the people below, but it made the wings around him bristle and made Phaeton himself shudder in dread. This was no mere flubbed note or badly turned plume. It was a call from some distant place. It was a dreadful call from some dreadful creature.


  Dreadful, and yet familiar all the same.


  The others turned at the height of the rise and began their spiraling descent in denouement. Phaeton lofted free of the curve. He lifted himself higher, higher, and watched the soaring chorus beneath him close in on his position as a river closes the spot where a swimmer has emerged. Phaeton flew higher, until his comrades were but tiny white larks in a swirling flock below. He had disappeared altogether from the eyes of the city.


  Only then did he hover and tune his inner soul to the dark, metallic resonations that moved through the air around him. There was a smell to this discord. It was rank like death or dread or shame. What vile thing had called him from the song?


  Ah, he recognized the toiling dignity of the dead thing.


  He turned and, like a falcon stooping on its prey, fell in a wing-folded rush from the sky. He plunged toward the great bowl of the Silver Sea. Impassive gray rocks on the water’s verge soared up to dash out his brains, but when Phaeton’s bowed golden brow struck the first nub of lichen, there came a flash and a silent shock of air. He was gone.


  The portal was past in an eyeblink. A breath later, the stately music and the soaring heights of Celestia were replaced by the silver drone of the Astral Plane.


  Phaeton had been here many times. He was of the race of aasimons called astral devas, golden-skinned beings, perfect of form and face, whose special task was to rescue virtuous creatures afloat on the silver changewinds of the Astral Plane. It was a job Phaeton savored much more than battle in the holy wars of the Lower Planes. On more than one Blood Wars battlefield, the spike-headed mace at his belt had become an aspergillum of fiendish blood.


  Today, the call came not from a stranded worthy or some spinning innocent. The smell that had reached him on that note of discord reeked not of death, but of undeath.


  There is no worthiness, no innocence, among the children of necromancy.


  Phaeton drew forth his mace and set his jaw, knowing a battle awaited him out here, not some quiet and happy rescue.


  Then, golden-lidded eyes closing, he listened to the death song. It drew him along through the pulsing mercurial air. It was huge and harsh, like a forest blackened by fire to charred nubs of trees. The death song rolled in bleak topography before him. He glided along just above it, a white dove over soot and min. The smell of the music became stronger, and it ceased to be music, becoming merely a rattle, a groan. Phaeton had done too much killing in his time to mistake that sound for anything but the sibilant clack of dead lungs that still drew breath.


  The beast was ahead, sliding slowly along a silvery pulsing stream of astral stuff. The corpse was yet a dot, formless against the shining sea. The scent of it and the sound of it, however, were unmistakable.


  Phaeton drew his wings to his sides with two great gusts of wind, which would have flayed the flesh from most mortal creatures, and soared through the weightlessness toward the blot. It grew larger, though no less shapeless. Like any indistinct thing, it took a thousand forms in Phaeton’s head as he tried to make it out: a great whale with its tail severed and gushing gore, a huge claw that grasped and grasped, an enormous tentacular beast with neither face nor eyes for all its limbs, a huge blinking eye drawn out of its pulpy sack of skin, a mangled carcass from some pawed beast…


  A thousand things it seemed to Phaeton as he neared and it grew in size. But one truth touched all those appearances: the thing was enormous.


  It was no whale, but bigger, like the bay in which a whale might swim. But not a bay, Phaeton realized, his wings beginning to ache with each maximal surge that thrust him forward. It was already too big for a bay; perhaps an ocean from which the bay issued. And, again, no. It was more the size of a moon that held the ocean. Then more the size of a world, or a sun.


  And it just kept growing, shifting and mutating. Though Phaeton could see it clearly now, the procession of strange horrors had not stopped: a finch bleeding from where its beak and talons had been lopped off, a translucent sea creature that bristled with spines, a wormy apple, a thrumming heart… It was fully half the world now, blotting with its pink and putrid flesh the rest of the Astral Plane.


  Phaeton’s wings spread magnificently around him. He lurched to a dead stop. With small flutters he moved backward, as a butterfly recoils from a watchful chameleon and its flicking tongue. Then, more quickly, his plumes pushed him backward, away from the convoluting stuff, for he knew then what it was that had summoned him.


  A dead god.


  But which one? Phaeton had only twice approached one of the godcorpses floating in the Astral Plane, and both times it had been to rescue castaways from the inert skeletons where they had been stranded. He had heard, too, that a newly dead god’s flesh is active, alive, filled with memories and horrors, magic and potencies. It was like any dead flesh, which teems with decay’s violent and voracious life. Godflesh did not merely putrefy physically, but also mentally, spiritually. Phaeton had heard that these corpses roiled with plagues and toxins that could fool the mind or strip it bare. Now he knew that what he had heard was true.


  “But who?” he muttered.


  Suddenly the storm of transmuting flesh beneath him ceased. It was as though a spinning cyclone had frozen. The death rattle of it also dropped to silence. Only then did Phaeton realized his mutter had been a shout, for it echoed yet around the form.


  Constructing itself slowly out of the chaos of half-shapes and dissolving images, a visage appeared, as though someone were pressing his face through a sheet of painted leather. It was a human face, or one very like human, with a masculine jaw, prominent nose, and high forehead. A face knotted in pain or rage or both.


  The eyes in that young face opened, though there were no irises to see, and the chaotic patterns of the flesh riled across it like flitting shadows or living tattoos. Despite these masks, Phaeton knew, before the breath he gasped had entered his lungs, who this was.


  “Leonan,” he muttered, this time truly, and the name came with its accustomed suffix, “old friend.”


  The clenched face eased. It spoke, though its lips did not move. Phaeton. You heard.


  “I heard. What has happened to you?”


  Much. Too much to relate in this brief lucidity of undead dreaming. I have only just drawn my dissipated enormity together, and cannot waste the moment on needless talk.


  “Undead.” Phaeton said the word with undisguised revilement.


  You must away from me quickly. I am unwholesome, at best. Already I have been prodded by a number of tanar’ri lords, looking for a giant zombie. I’m sure one will be back soon to claim me, cast me into some titan form, and draw me down to the Abyss.


  Phaeton gagged back his repulsion and rallied. “I will save you from this—”


  Too late to save me. Gods that damn themselves are beyond redemption. But there are two, two you must find and save. Until they are regained, I cannot sink serenely into godsdeath.


  It was too much—to find this former lord, this former friend not merely dead but undead, and not merely undead but irredeemable.


  Phaeton did not weep; he had never wept. But now there was a strange breathless tingle in him, as though he were about to. “I must save you—”


  You save innocents and worthies. I am neither, now—


  The features of the god began to shift. The nose grew longer. The eyebrows bristled farther above sinking eyes. Creases cracked deeper into the face as though it were splitting leather. Leonan seemed to be aging and decaying in the midst of his words.


  —No time. Save them, these innocents. Find and save them.


  The face was falling like an old and mortarless wall, crumbling to the shoulder blows of some impatient beast.


  “Names!” shouted Phaeton. “Who am I to save?”


  An almost-smile formed in that concavity of flesh, and two names were spoken: Nina and Aereas. Then, just before the jutting upper story of the forehead crashed forever into the gaping, toothless mouth, came the words, Humans. They were desirous incompatibles.


  “Any powers you can grant me for this quest?” asked the angel solemnly.


  No. I’ve not even power over myself, anymore. My flesh is invested with the magic of rot. A pause, and then the meaty ground rippled. Up popped a glistening ring, which Phaeton caught. Put it on. More a token of my patronage than any real power. A featherfall ring. Just a scrap of the tumbled refuse that I have become.


  Phaeton eyed the ring suspiciously. “What do I need with a featherfall ring? I am a winged deva.”


  Put it on. It will keep you from falling.


  “Right,” Phaeton replied. He pocketed the ring.


  Then the chaos returned. Translucent tentacles lashed out into the empty silver, telescoping toward Phaeton. Stunned, the angel flung himself backward on aching limbs. He hissed. The tentacles turned to eyestalks to talons, closing on him.


  Flipping over, Phaeton thrust his wings massively against the air. Their feathered tips struck something hard and clawed and sticky, but then yanked free.


  He bolted like a bird, up out of a fowler’s snare, and darted forward through the circling, mercurial heavens. Another surge, and another. A body that moments before had seemed heavy and dead as a log now careened weightlessly away like that same log over a waterfall.


  He did not pause to look back at the godcorpse thrashing in its own deathsleep nightmare. His shuddering wings did not pause as he pulled himself away, away, back toward the portal he knew must hang there in emptiness.


  Once beyond danger, he set the task of terrified flight to his muscles and let his mind wander upon the black and fearsome path laid out for him.


  Yes, he had rescued plenty of innocents and worthies, though humans rarely qualified as either. Their lives were too small, tight, and short to be of much interest to devas. Phaeton was as far above human concerns as a human was above a mayfly’s. What man, if given the name of two mayflies, could find them and save them before their twenty-four-hour life was finished? And what man would?


  So, too, Phaeton wondered about this task. Humans were buzzing, inconsequential, and ubiquitous. How could he find two in the heavens and hells? And why find them?


  For a friend. For a dying friend, a once-good divinity. If the perishing soul of Leonan thought to call him out of Celestia for the matter of two mayflies, Phaeton would not refuse.


  There was another matter, though, that made the quest all the more distressing. In his obscure way, Leonan had called them lovers of a sort. As bizarre and incomprehensible as humans were, their mating rites were even more so. How else could they have spread out through the planes like rats through a city? What did Phaeton know of human love? That was a maze too small and horrible to even contemplate treading. Yet he must, if he would save Nina and Aereas.


  Save them from what?


  His wings had done their job. He was startled to find himself emerging from the rock-cliff portal through which he had flown. Suddenly in a world of weight, he was yanked down toward the foamy, choppy waters. He corrected his plunging flight, or thought he had, his wings beating furiously to pull him up from the water.


  It was to no avail. One ankle sank into the chill flood, then the other, and despite the fierce spasms of his plumage, his legs and body were slowly dragged in after. He was like the butterfly again, but wounded this time and flapping madly to keep its wings above the water.


  He skimmed along, dragging a wake of down and scorched feathers. Scorched? The tentacle-eyestalks must have done real damage.


  Helpless flailing brought him to the shallows. The smooth-pebbled shoreline shone clear in a fathom of water. He let his wings cease, and they steamed as he sank beneath the water and swam. Hands taking up where wings had failed, he dragged himself shoreward. Without the water’s aid, though, he could barely stand.


  “That’s it,” he told himself grimly. He slipped a hand into his pocket and put on the featherfall ring. “To keep me from falling.”


  In the end, it was a drenched deva, wings draped like ruined umbrellas behind him, that crawled to sit crumpled in the clean, clear pool. He investigated his wings. The flesh was riven in several places, and the plumes were thinner and more mottled than those of a molting egret.


  Something told him these wounds, from a thrashing undead godthing, would not be healed by spells or hands, though he tried it anyway. The power came to his trembling, dripping fingers, but the rents remained, and the pain with them.


  He sat and looked up at the devas circling in harmonic symphony in the sky high above. An ironic smile came to him. Now these lover-mayflies must be found and saved by a deva who could not even fly.


  “Thanks, Leonan.”


  Four


  Earthen Wave
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  Oh, he ain’t gonna like this. Ain’t gonna like it at all.


  The speaker was no speaker at all. His words sprung not from a mouth, but fully formed from his shallow brainpan into the counterpart organ of his companion. He was not a speaker but a thinker, and not much of one of those, either.


  You shouldn’a let ’em off the leashes, Gubba, thought his companion. The being named Pignantine also communicated without the aid or necessity of a glib tongue and gnashing teeth. This was good, as the orangutanlike vocal apparatus of the bar-lgura would have prevented either of them from speaking.


  Gubba scratched an orange tuft of hair that sprouted between his small, bright eyes, and began to slowly grind his short, sharp fangs together. I shouldn’a let ’em off the leashes, Gubba echoed. He drew in a great breath, expanding his scarred breastplate. The long, greasy, red mustaches that hung down on either side of his head slid outward on the metal. I shouldn’a let ’em off the leashes.


  This reiteration of the statement convinced Pignantine that he’d been right all along. He huffed and crossed long arms over his chest. His great scabby hands—each with six fingers—hung out in clear air on either side of his hips. Yeah.


  That was enough conversation for the moment. The mental air was nearly quiet, but for the low, slow modulations of dying breath from the eight sandworms that lay, huge and inert, on the orange horizon. It was just as well they were nearly dead; the voice of one of the things could create a land wave that was two miles from trough to trough and a quarter mile in amplitude. They were dangerous, filthy beasts and would be more filthy as their mucousy hides were slowly rent by stirges and eroded by wind.


  On the other hand, even dead, they were plenty dangerous to Gubba and Pignantine. The master of the hunt was wondering why his worms would not answer the telepathic horn he blew at intervals, and had sent Gubba and Pignantine with psionic leashes to find the worms and bring them back. They’d found them, all right.


  The silent peal of the huntsman’s horn made Gubba and Pignantine look at each other again. Their small simian eyes were even brighter now than they had been.


  I shouldn’a let ’em off—


  Four repetitions was three too many for Pignantine, and be snapped, Shut your head and let’s get about finding who done it so it’ll be somebody else’s digits getting docked for this.


  That sounded like a good idea. The two abyssal apes in their crusty, clanking armor rolled into a loping run on short-thumbed legs and broad-knuckled arms. They moved toward the faintly pulsing, quickly sunburning mucous mountains that lay ahead of them.


  Of the two, Gubba (whose full name was Gubba Gubba) was the slower witted but the faster legged. Survival dictated that a deficiency in one area required a proficiency in the other. His balled fingers struck the cracked mud-flat with small explosions, leaving shallow, dusty, claw-marked divots in his wake. He flung himself onward, sailing through air a good twenty-five feet before coming to ground with that explosive strike of limbs.


  In mere breaths, his gallop brought him to the oozy translucent gel that must have been worm blood or worm slime or another of the seventy-two humors occasionally harvested from the great sand beasts. Unluckily for Gubba, fifty-one of these were instantly toxic upon touch. Luckily for Gubba, this was one of the twenty-one that weren’t.


  He soared upon the placental stuff and splashed with mighty limbs once, twice, before he had reached the white flabby wall. He launched himself upward. Six claws on each hand dug into the pulpy mass like the spikes of a mountaineer’s boot, but sixty times as fast. They tore loose quivering chunks of flesh as he drove upward.


  Pignantine, though slower of limb, was quicker of mind and knew that fifty-one toxic humors was far more than twenty-one benign ones. He skidded to a stop a bound or so shy of the pooling gel and gazed up at his clambering companion. He wondered who would be left to blame for the death of the master’s prize hunting worms if Gubba Gubba happened upon one of the fifty-one. He made sure not to telepathically send these thoughts, for one of them had to climb and see, and it certainly would not be Pignantine.


  What’s up there? the Pig shouted with his mind.


  Goo, was the response, along with the mind-muttered left foot… right foot… left foot… right foot…


  These were not uncommon thoughts for the Pig to hear from his companion. With arms crossed and hands hanging frondlike to either side, he waited.


  Gubba had almost gained the smooth bulge of the worm’s head organelle when he slid to a slippery stop. Into the dogged litany of mind-mutter came the exclamation, Whoa! I found ’em. I found the ones what done this!


  The Pig squinted his tiny eyes, trying to see through the cluttered forest of Gubba’s words to spot the creatures moving within. He glimpsed them, mentally. There was a tall, narrow black blotch, like a careless streak of warpaint on a cheek. Beside this narrow, pale-faced creature—tiefling was the word that came to his mind and from thence was provided to the mind of Gubba—stood a slim, tall, muscular woman.


  And what a woman! For that narrow bald pudding of a race, humanity, this specimen was magnificent. She had dark skin, subtle sculpted flanks, short black hair that spiked her head, and huge eyes, each of them equal in size and intensity to three of the bar-lgura’s.


  The tiefling and the human just stood there atop the head of the worm Gubba had climbed. Their five-fingered hands (like something from a bad artist, thought the Pig) hung limp and dripping ooze at their sides.


  Imagine, the Pig projected to Gubba, to’ve killed the master’s best hunters and then survive touching the venom, and—


  He’d thought too much. The word venom triggered the same response in Gubba’s mind that it would in the mind of anyone who could rub two thoughts together. The effect of this faux pas was amplified when a hunk of white flesh dropped wetly from one of Gubba’s claws to stingingly strike his nervous foot.


  That was the start of Gubba’s panic. The rest came from a mental feat the Pig had thought Gubba incapable of: If the tiefling and human had killed eight sandworms, they just might overcome one mere Gubba.


  Hold still! the Pig proclaimed with sudden urgency. They can sense fear. Besides, they are as afraid of you as you are of them. All of this was guesswork, but it had the desired effect. Gubba stood his ground, though without sinking his claws farther into the slimy surface.


  That hunched posture was soon threatened by the next message he received: We are not as afraid of you as you are of us.


  The use of the word “we” threw both Gubba and Pignantine for a moment. It took another moment to realize that neither of them was plural, and that the thoughts must have come from the strangers. The keen dagger smile that came to the face of the black-robed one confirmed their greatest fears.


  Yes, I can hear what you are saying. And you are right to be afraid. In fact, if we weren’t so… charmed by your quaint fear, you would be dead already, just like these worms.


  Just like a tiefling to know our language! Pignantine thought in shocked consternation. He realized a moment later that he had thought it out loud.


  Perhaps, though, the intruders hadn’t heard him; Gubba was mentally muttering up a storm. Don’t kill me. Don’t kill me… and the Pig. We’re just the gamesmen of Salis Thik. I shouldn’a let ’em off the leashes.


  I shouldn’a let you off your leash! growled Pignantine mentally. Though “Pig” was his most common appellation, it was not one he liked, and certainly not one he wanted these dangerous strangers to know. Even so, the uttering of that nickname by Gubba always produced the same effect upon Pignantine. It woke in him a dull anger that was a reasonable facsimile of courage.


  The Pig trod onto the slimy goo before him and marched splashingly to the mucous wall, then began to climb.


  You have had your warning, came the narrow mind of the tiefling, though the incision of those thoughts now seemed more illusion than reality.


  The Pig was in a tough mood, and so decided to call the other’s bluff. We have had our warning, and we shouldn’a let them off their leashes…. I know. I know. How many heads’m I gonna need to smash when I get up there?


  Into the still air, a sword spoke as it slid free of its sheath. Then another whispered out, and after that came the wet trampings of Gubba, backpedaling on the beast’s dead head.


  Pignantine raised his eyes to peer over the crest he ascended, and saw the tiefling and the human standing coolly in the slow wind. The black-robed tiefling’s arm was poised stingerlike behind him, glinting blade quivering in the air. The woman had planted the tip of her blade in the back of the worm, and the hilt tottered languidly, just out of reach of her hand.


  Pignantine gained the top of the beast and rose from his claw-handed crawl, then slogged up beside the sessile Gubba. He wiped his slimed claws on the other’s tattered cape. So, you killed these worms with two little swords?


  The wry smile on the tiefling’s face wilted ever so slightly, but the woman only stood, hand yet removed from the hilt of her sword.


  You must be the Pig, came the oh-so-calm voice of that tensely poised tiefling.


  There was that name again. Without pause, Pignantine strode past his comrade and straight for the thin wire of a man. There could not be a greater difference between them—one white and one red-brown, one slight and one muscular, one rigid and the other loose. The Pig raised his knuckles from their swaying place just inches above the corpse. He would catch that man’s sword arm with one hand and decapitate him with the fist of the other.


  With a motion like the uncoiling of a frog’s tongue, one arm lashed out, and a six-fingered hand latched itself around the tiefling’s white hand. It felt fragile, like the hollow-boned wing of a bird. The man writhed for a moment as Pignantine smiled and cocked his fist for the head-removing punch.


  The woman was suddenly there. She had been so silent, so calm, that he had nearly ignored her. Now she was between the two, quick as lightning, and Pignantine cursed himself for a fool in the moment before she avidly kissed him.


  Kissed him.


  She pulled away, staring intently into his eyes. There was genuine pleasure there—not so much sexual pleasure as the pleasure of keen interest, consuming curiosity… There was also madness in that face.


  Pignantine would have pushed away in shock, if not repulsion, except for the tiefling, whom he held at bay with one hand. His other hand hovered in a balled fist above his shoulder.


  The woman spoke in some odd-inflected human tongue, and her eyes were locked on his.


  What did you say? sent Pignantine in suspicious amazement.


  It was as though she had heard none of the thoughts until then. She responded mentally, her voice lyric and powerful in his mind. Where is your master?


  There was nothing of fear in this woman, despite the worm on which she stood and the beasts with which she was engaged. There was nothing of lust and desire either, despite the kiss that had stung Pignantine’s scabby lips and the tight hands pressing into the center of his back. There was only that grace and power, only that insane, incongruous, innocent force.


  He’s back at the fortress. Waiting.


  You’ll not have her! thought the tiefling in impotent fury. He was trying to slide his hand loose from the pommel and the ape-grip, but Pignantine flexed his fingers and felt beneath them a dislocating of tendons over bones. Despite the pressure and the obvious pain, the man’s mind gasped out, No, Nina, not to save me. Not that to save me.


  Nina. Pignantine could have had that name with a bit of rummaging inside this woman’s mind, but somehow he was glad he had it otherwise. Perhaps he feared to be lost in that torrid self, as if in a flash fire. Perhaps it was not fear, but admiration for a thing of beauty.


  Just as she had not seemed to hear the thoughts of the two bar-lgura before, now she seemed not to hear her companion, either. Take me to him.


  Oh, we will, responded Pignantine with some of his former sarcasm. You killed his pack of prize hunting worms.


  Yes, I did. The thought was not realization or admission, but simple exposition. She had done it. She had somehow killed eight sandworms and lived to climb their mucous to stand atop them.


  The Pig began to suspect he was not looking at the scapegoat for his—for Gubba’s—poor judgment, but something much more valuable. Eight sandworms for this woman? It was starting to seem like a fair trade.


  Pignantine pushed the tiefling fiercely backward. The man toppled to his back on the muck and slid slowly down to fetch up against one convolution of the creature’s hide.


  The same orangutan arm that moments before had held the swordsman at bay, now was presented to the woman, who took it lightly. Together, they turned and started off toward the fortress.


  The Pig did not even flinch when Nina hefted her sword from the back of the worm and slid in easily into its sheath.
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  Insane. That’s what has happened to her, thought Jandau as he hurried along after them. She’s gone insane. She didn’t kiss that ape to save me; she did it because she wanted to, because she is thrilled with him and this orange place.


  Jandau snorted angrily and limped after them. The dust of the plain, cracked free by their passage, caked on his slimed legs and arms and turned to a stinging abrasive. He couldn’t tell whether it was the fluids of the worm or the dust of the ground that caused the burning, but he promised himself if they ever came to water in this hot desolation, he would dive in.


  Look at her, he thought to himself. She’s covered in the filth, too, but walks as though garbed for a parade. Doesn’t she know that that beast is a chaotic killer? Look at the muck caked to her scabbarded sword. She still has her sword, and won’t even draw it to…


  Those thoughts led his eyes away toward the other ape, shuffling warily along just behind him. Gubba carried Jandau’s sword in awkward hands, as a child carries something he has broken. More than once, Jandau had had the impulse to lunge for his weapon, but even if he wrested it free, he could slay only the one, and the Pig would hold Nina hostage.


  That is, unless she bolts from the Pig in order to kiss the dead head of Gubba.


  How can she?… how can she?… how can she?… The words retreated in his head to that same conclusion: Madness.


  Some ten thousand agonizing steps later, something appeared on the blasted horizon of orange beneath orange. Slowly it grew before them. First it had the spiky irregularity of a broken-toothed comb, then the haphazard instability of eroded rock piles, then the looming ruin of long-abandoned towers and minarets.


  At last, it showed itself for what it was in truth: a long ridge of land that looked like a cresting wave. The top of it curled over into a jag-toothed whitecap that hung frozen in its unstoppable spilling roundness. The curl overshadowed the concave belly of the wave. That huge ridge gave the whole brown landscape the aspect of water, a muddy sea rather than a dry, cracked bed.


  What’s that? Jandau thought-sent to any of them—Nina or the Pig or Gubba—but mostly to himself.


  The fortress of Salis Thik, came the dull, immediate, unison of the two apes.


  That’s a fortress? Jandau responded.


  It rules all the land within the great rift, said the Pig, with a touch of pride in his voice. All things fall to its sweep. All creatures pay fealty to its lord.


  Jandau’s head was beginning to spin. Fall to its sweep?


  No answer came to that, except the halting of the march. Without preamble or ceremony, the Pig pulled his arm from Nina’s and slouched down to sit on the hard-baked ground. We’ve come far enough. I’m tired. Let’s let it come to us.


  Jandau looked from the slumped apeman, beside whom Nina quietly sat herself down, to the looming wall of stone and soil. His eyes grew wide. He blinked, and looked again.


  The earthen wave was moving toward them.


  Five


  My Angels, My Devils
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  At last, Aereas’s inquiries elicited an answer other than “No.”


  “Somebody else was here, asking after her,” said the barkeep, a woman with a goiter the size of a muskmelon. Her eyes, perpetually ringed in black, stood out from her face, lending an awed and terrified mood to her soft voice and casual words. “A man in black. Slim. Golden faced and sharp eyed. I remember him because I thought at first it was you asking, again, but looked up and seen it was somebody else.”


  “The Sparrow,” muttered Aereas, his jaw working beneath intent eyes.


  “Could well’ve been. I didn’t get much look at him, but what I seed I liked,” she said. She winked one of those frog-eyes of hers.


  “When was he here?” Aereas’s words were clear, insistent. “Where did he head to?”


  She shrugged. The motion made her goiter roll outward, emphasizing the frog metaphor. “Maybe the abbey next door. I thought he said something about one of them pulpiteers and a vacant room. Maybe not. Anyways, I told him what I just told you—that there’s been another man in here looking for her. Described you, too.”


  Aereas glanced about the dark grotto. It was a deep, windowless drinking hole that was literally a hole, once a cistern. Now its rounded, hewn-stone walls were blackened with smoke, and its once-watery channels were clogged with chairs and tables and people. He could be here, thought Aereas, could be watching me even now. What’s that bird looking for, revenge? If he’s asking after her, she’s escaped him, at any rate, but for how long? Wasn’t one treachery enough for Jandau?


  Then a more chilling thought occurred to Aereas. What if it wasn’t Jandau? What if some other man in black had whispered Nina’s name to strangers here in Sigil? Who would be seeking her, and why?


  Aereas nodded, moving backward and flipping a couple of silver coins to the woman. He’d had these and other coins from the first day of his inquiry, hoping there would be someone with some information he could use. The woman snatched up the jink from the counter, looked the coins over in a flash of suspicion, and then apparently decided they were genuine. She smiled broadly.


  “Handsome tip. Perhaps I’ll save these for me eyes, so I don’t have to go staring into the grave.” She leaned back comically and set the coins onto the half-fluttering lids of her bulging eyes, then held arms out to her side as though it were some balancing act.


  Aereas moved away. He shuffled through the crowd as a man through a pond, moving toward the long, low, sloping chute that once let water and now let patrons into the place. The woman was laughing with the creaking cough of a toad. A few other patrons of the place had noticed her antics and laughed, too. The sound and the smoke wreathed Aereas and followed him out, up the passage.


  That was not all that followed him. He had felt that someone was watching as he moved about the streets. He’d have that Sparrow by his scrawny throat and wring the truth out of him.


  Not looking behind him in the pitching darkness of the Market Ward street, Aereas moved casually up a long sloping stair beside a leaning inn. Laughter and music sieved from its none-too-tight leaded glass and into the night air. Aereas passed through bright clouds of mirth with each window he strode by. The head of the stairs gave out onto an arched walk that vaulted the narrow road and then emptied into an upstairs colonnaded cloister.


  The shadow followed. Aereas had sensed its pursuit all the way up the stairs, and knew it as a certainty now. Covertly, he glanced back through the columns, which appeared to fall away treelike in angle. He caught the gray-black flip of a cape corner, the bead of a single watchful eye, the unnerving focus of covert intention.


  Aereas faced forward again. All right, so you know it now to be Jandau, or someone worse. What will you do?


  His hand came to rest for a moment on the pommel of his sword, then slid off again. He was no fighter, no swordsman. A blade like that was large enough to be lethal to himself if things went that far. No, the boot dagger’s the thing. With that thought, he snatched the small blade from its warm place beside his calf, and pressed on.


  There was water in this cloister, a great fountain that overmatched the size of the courtyard in which it was placed. The spray sent up from that piled mound of stone set a white hiss in the air. A cloud of grainy droplets drifted on the night winds to the far side of the cloister, where the stone was garlanded with moss that trailed down like ratty hair. Surely the mist there would obscure a man, would make the footing treacherous for any who followed him.


  Aereas turned at the cloister corner and moved swiftly along the arches. His pulse raced now in disjunct metronome to the moist slapping of his feet on slick stone. One furtive glance, and he saw the dark shape moving along his last path. My footprints are probably still warm from my passing when his feet go into them, he thought.


  The hissing whiteness of the mist enveloped Aereas. Nearly blind, he plunged through it, pressing toward the inner edge of the walkway. A pillar loomed up, black and stem, before him, and he sheltered against it, panting, waiting.


  He hadn’t long to wait. The swirling fog tossed for a moment in its erratic eddies and gusts, then parted, admitting a dark, swirling form. Yes, the cut of this villain was right, the rapacious flap of that cloak and the triangular surge of the head.


  Aereas leapt outward, one arm lashing out to circle the neck and the other leaping in to hold a staying blade inches from the pulsing vessels there. But the creature was slick, formless.


  The head seemed to dissolve away into air, and there came a thrash and a turning of the cape. The tiefling was wheeling on him. Aereas swept outward with his dagger. He caught a bit of flesh and ripped a long shallow line along it. Even as the blade flung free of the wound, Aereas knew it had struck nothing vital, had made his foe merely angry, not hurt.


  Another dagger darted through the fog, flashing at the end of an impossibly long, impossibly curved arm and sinking into Aereas’s calf. There was a bite to that blade as though it were alive, and a heat that spread outward from the gouge.


  Yanking back the stabbed leg, Aereas pulled the weightless-seeming man toward him and thrust again with the dagger. This time there came a quick, sharp, caustic spray, and the knife punched through a thick wall of muscle to slide easily into the stuff beyond.


  A sudden flash, a smell of brimstone, a noise that Aereas could not hear for the terrific cracking boom of his own head hitting the flagstones…


  Then there was only the roar of the fountain and the cold jitter of his hand peeling back from the bloodied dagger that still stood out of his opponent’s flesh. The man—the creature—lay next to him in slick, panting prostration, too flat to be Jandau, too muscular too… fishy.


  “Krim,” groaned Aereas. He let his head drop again to the flags it had hit a moment before. “Krim, why’d you follow me?”


  The manta ray flapped slowly in the shallow air beside him, as though just hovering above the silty bottom of the sea.


  “I’ve been looking for Jandau,” panted the creature through his mouth hole. The thin sound of his voice echoed eerily from the slick stones beneath him. “Thought you might know where… he was. Since you pushed him.”


  The sudden stab of guilt in Aereas’s gut became a more acute pain than the sting he’d gotten from the manta’s barbed tail. As much as Aereas had felt betrayed by the tiefling, Krim must have felt a greater betrayal when the young human pushed his master and friend Jandau over the cliff into some horrible world below.


  “I don’t know,” replied Aereas. “But perhaps if we worked together, instead of sticking knives and things into each other…” Aereas tried to laugh, though his humor was not joined by the languidly floating mage. He also tried to get up, but found that his leg had gone numb from the knee down. “You poisoned me?”


  The reptilian reply held bitter mockery. “You stabbed through my wing?”


  Aereas gritted his teeth. This was wonderful. If they did not get help soon, they might both die.


  That’s when the angel appeared. He had a golden and beatific face and two tattered wings that stood out from his shoulders in the moiling mists that surrounded them. He looked down on the fallen creatures. A slim, not unkind smile came to his lips.


  “Aereas, I presume.”
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  Aereas lay beneath a great dark arch of ceiling, which hovered in static menace above him like the alternating legs of a giant spider.


  Why such architectural forms had been assumed to be more holy than clean, flat plaster, Aereas could not possibly guess. Why the robed ascetics would turn this lightless and dank place into an infirmary, complete with mildewed cots, was even farther beyond him. But such considerations fled his mind at the next biting jab of the needle.


  “Is this really… necessary?” Aereas hissed through clenched teeth.


  The long-haired friar looked up from the curved cactus needle he was sending into one side of Aereas’s leg wound. The man’s face was lean, sepulchral. It had that bemused and amazed aspect of a knowingly superior alien, gazing at a knowingly inferior human. “I know it is hard to be brave.”


  The words that came to Aereas’s mind were perhaps not brave, but were certainly colorful. Apparently not a mind reader, the man turned back to his work and continued the curved path of the needle.


  “At least you don’t have to worry about infection,” Krim muttered. He lay supine—a most unnatural and unwilling position for him. Another hirsute member of the sect, this one a bespectacled little man who must have taken a vow of uncleanliness, avidly and quickly passed a similar needle through the ray’s flesh.


  “You, neither of you, would have to worry about any of this had you banded together from the beginning.” This admonition came from the black-attired angel, who sat in a decidedly mean chair of old, scarred wood, a refugee of the school that adjoined the cloister. Like a lean adolescent, assured of his own wry brilliance, the deva tipped the chair back against the musty wall. His battered wings were braced like arrogant arms behind his head. Even so, something about his rigid posture said that the angel had no idea he looked so rakish.


  Aereas glanced over at the creature. The deva’s golden face was shadowed by the dark infirmary, though his eyes had that unnatural night-glow of a cat’s. “We haven’t banded together yet,” Aereas replied with irritation.


  That remark seemed to stun the winged man, whose too-bright eyes fixed on Aereas and thrust into him like fingers. Aereas glanced away, though the angel was speaking again. “I will never understand you. And never, for me, is a very long time.”


  “We only just met,” replied Aereas, though he would not look at the man. “As far as I can tell, your ‘never’ is about five minutes long.”


  The angel’s head shook slowly, almost sadly. “No, not you—Aereas Whitesun, nephew to Artus Whitesun, cousin to Nina Whitesun. But you—meaning mortal creatures.”


  Aereas nodded. “Ah, then I guess we’ve had our first agreement. You never will understand us, any more than a man with no ears could understand a symphony.”


  Symphonies, it appeared, were things the angel thought he did understand. He nodded, seemed to consider, then said, “What I do not understand is why, when Krim here has only partial truth and you only partial truth and I only partial truth about how and where to find these missing creatures—this Nina and Jandau—why we would not band together so that our truth is complete.”


  “He’s got a point,” replied Krim, who then gasped and shuddered with a particularly painful jab.


  “You think between the three of us, we’ve got complete truth?” Aereas asked with a derisive laugh. He wondered briefly why he felt such resentment toward this golden creature. Perhaps the deva was simply going to serve as a long-needed punching bag for Aereas’s frustrations. It didn’t matter. Whatever the reason, he went on. “Even if you threw my uncle into the bargain, we’d not even have the first slice of truth between us.”


  The angel nodded knowingly. “Your times are so short, your minds so small.”


  That was enough. Aereas sat up, yanking the half-sewn wound away from the trembling hands of the friar, who watched him in wide-eyed calm.


  “You’ll pull out the—” the holy man began.


  Aereas had already risen to walk stiffly on the leg, struggling not to let the pain show. He halted in front of the leaning angel and thrust an accusing finger at him. “You want to understand us mortals?” Aereas said in an edged voice. “You want to understand mortal truth? Well now’s a good time to start.


  “The first truth for mortals is that none of us wants to die, but all of us are going to. It’s right in the name, mortals—the dying ones. If you don’t understand that bit, you won’t understand the rest of it. Here you are, probably some three hundred years old—”


  “Five hundred seventy-three,” interrupted the angel placidly.


  “—and you haven’t yet figured out something that a three-year old human is starting to understand. You see, as soon as we can even think, our brains are wrapping themselves around that One Truth, that one offensive, undeniable, irrevocable Truth. The rest of our existence grows up in the shadow of a dead leaning tree, which will at one point in the not-unimaginable future fall and crush all that had grown up beneath it.


  “Take, for instance, this task before us,” Aereas continued in one great rush, feeling amazement and admiration as his tangled thoughts of the last weeks unraveled in this long, strong, elegant cord. “A task that amounts to two mortals trying to rescue two other mortals, which really comes down to two people who are going to die rescuing two other people who are going to die. Rescue them from what? Why, from dying! Does that mean they won’t die? No, it just means they won’t die today. At best, we’re talking about delaying the inevitable death sentence laid on our friends. Now, how does that particular truth strike you, Mister Immortal?”


  The question was harsh, virulent. Only the slightest pause followed it, into which the angel could not have launched any response before Aereas was speaking again. “And why? Why not merely stand now and fall sooner rather than later? Because there is something precious and sacred about this rearguard action. It’s an active retreat that’s been repeated valiantly and ceaselessly from the beginning of mortal time. It just seems wrong to give up. It seems invalid and invalorous. More importantly, it is indecent to simply lie down and be overrun.”


  The sewing had stopped for Krim, too. The manta curled his muscular form over so that he could watch this tirade from his former companion. There was wonder and delight in that heady gaze as Aereas continued.


  “Instead, we rage against it and sing out defiance through bloodied teeth. Somehow, in our pointless battle, we find moments for compassion and passion and love. Yes, love. What other reason would a mortal creature have for descending into the Abyss or Gehenna to rescue another mortal soul sentenced to return in time to that very place, except that that soul is—”


  “His beloved,” interrupted the angel, glassy eyed with amazed comprehension.


  Aereas raised a hand in reflex, as though to slap the golden face. He stayed the swing, his fingers quivering over his trembling leg and the seeping wound. “His beloved,” Aereas agreed, “whose very existence is what makes him fight rather than lie down, is what makes him absurdly threaten an immortal creature so beyond him in strength and power and knowledge and years. Love is what makes him hold a hand up to strike an immortal being who will not even feel the blow, but will strike back with lightning fingers rather than fingers of flesh—”


  “I will not strike back.”


  Aereas slapped the angel. The blow stung his hand, though it showed no effect on the golden flesh of the deva. It did, however, turn the head toward those braced wings. “If you immortals have so much time, you’d think you could spend some of it listening to mad mortals rather than always interrupting!”


  The rave was over, spent, like the sudden pelting downpour that is done in moments. Aereas’s hand was back by his side, no longer cocked, and his eyes, once wide with threat and rage, were now wide with disbelief and pain. He hobbled backward a step and fell when his wounded leg gave beneath him.


  The cot he struck seemed to come alive, as though inspired by his vengeful words. It folded and leapt up around him, slapping him with yellow canvas not unlike the angel’s golden hand. He struck the floor entangled in his inanimate attacker and was swarmed by the two long-haired ascetics.


  Over Aereas’s struggles and the rattling cot and the muttered reassurances of the priests, the question-mark curl of Krim, the manta ray, spoke to the angel. “Well, feel like you’ve learned enough about mortals?”


  The angel did not seem to hear at first, gazing in bleak confusion at the thrashing young man and the attentive priests trying to aid him. Then he said, “I agree. We should get Aereas’s uncle in on this, too.”


  Six


  Wheel and Woe
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  They had nothing to do but wait there upon the cracked, dry mud-flats as the ground swell mounted up toward them.


  Jandau, an old hand at the planes, was little surprised that the moving mountain seemed ever larger without drawing at all closer. Nina, who had once been amazed by such things, seemed incapable of amazement anymore, or perhaps constantly amazed, cut mercilessly through with its knife edge of euphoria. Jandau couldn’t decide which.


  The wave approached until the company felt the ground drop slowly away beneath them in the trough before the flood. Jandau suspected there was a green tint spreading from his jawline upward. Only a bright-eyed, red-cheeked excitement showed on Nina’s face. The four of them slowly settled to the base of the trough, and the moths that Jandau felt fluttering upward through his stomach now reversed their course as the land beneath them began to lift.


  The Pig, lounging for some time on his back, rose to his feet. They all leaned toward the upward sloping belly of the wave.


  The ground creaked and cracked with bending. All around them, edges of hard-baked clay shards elbowed together and shattered, sending up small missiles of earth. The wave moved slowly, yes, but standing upon it, leaning into its rising force, the four felt the earth move with the quiet, alarming power of a staved ship gradually keeling over.


  There came an unwelcome clap on Jandau’s shoulders, and the voice of the Pig. You think this is bad. Look up top!


  There, nestled in the curling top of the wave, he made out something moving in the brown dust-cloud. This something was enormous and long, like another great worm.


  In time, he realized that was exactly what it was—a worm twice the size of those they had slain. It lay in the wave, encased lengthwise, its spiked flesh just visible beneath the shadowed earthen curl. The worm rolled around its axis like a huge pill-bug before a smooth, slow broom.


  Unlike the worms they had slain, though, this one’s hide was not smooth and mucousy, but covered in long barbs, each the length and girth of a young lodgepole pine. Between these barbs, the scabby flesh of the creature was visible, tumbling passively along and slowly pulsing with breath, with life.


  What is it? Jandau sent.


  The Pig smiled with gratification and nodded toward the great worm. That is the fortress of Salis Thik.


  That? thought Jandau with incredulity.


  The Pig nodded again. That beast scours all the lands between the chasm walls. For ten thousand years, it ruled here by rolling within this wave, sweeping one way and gobbling up everything in its path, then striking the for wall and rebounding to sweep the other way and gobble up anything that remained.


  It eats with its flesh, spiking and absorbing all that it contacts. The wave is made by the rolling worm so that it can feed. For ten centuries, nothing could stand against it.


  That is, until Salis Thik learned the secret. When it gobbled him up, he just made it his home. Now he rules all the land between the chasm walls.


  Jandau laughed bitterly, the pulses of air bringing with them the sting of bile. He spat, and thought to himself, I’ve heard of warlords having worms, but not worms having warlords.


  Apparently the thought had not been shielded well enough. The Pig laughed, too, and Gubba sent Jandau reproving looks. As long as the apemen were already inside his head, he figured he might as well ask another question. What will keep us from getting… gobbled up by its flesh?


  The answer came too immediately. The grace and mercy of Salis Thik. Jandau realized this was a litany the Pig took considerable pride in.


  With that, the Pig dropped to one knee. Nina also assumed this position of supplication. Gubba was next. The tiefling, staring like a narrow reed in the face of a storm, would have been standing, gaping, had the Pig not yanked him down beside the rest. Pray, now, tiefling. Pray that in his mercy, Salis Thik will grant us audience. The tone of these thoughts was stripped of all caprice and malice, and Jandau found himself praying.


  O mighty Salis Thik, ruler of this land, conqueror of the worm, Jandau extemporized. Early on, he had learned the survival trait of groveling. He watched, momentarily mesmerized, as the wall of earth rushed up before him, near vertical now. The spiky worm hung impossibly huge and dark overhead, rolling, rolling, blotting out the ubiquitous orange sky. Its shadow enveloped him and seemed to break the spell.


  Jandau’s mind was chanting again. O merciful and gracious Salis Thik, hear my prayer, my petition for audience…. In thinking those words, he realized he heard also the rumbling, chanting, groaning minds of the two bar-lgura, pleading piteously for approval, acceptance, admittance. Gone were the cocksure thoughts and postures.


  What about Nina’s prayers?


  Jandau lifted his eyes and saw her, ahead of the rest of them. She’d gotten up and stood on her feet before the near-vertical face of the wave. The rolling worm was just above her, black and terrific in its crackling spikes and tremendous motion.


  Yet, in all the clamor, he saw her hands rise toward a spike that rushed down to skewer her, and heard her small, excited voice against the voiceless roar of the worm. “Here you are.”


  The spike rushed through her, spitting her from crown to foot, and Jandau turned his eyes away in terror. Even so, he saw her head swell wide around the transfixing spike and ooze like a stabbed leather egg.


  She was borne under the wheel, and the worm was on him, the spears tearing through him in four places, and bearing him under.


  The dust clouds and roar were replaced by a fluid sloshing and a muffled moan. Jandau tumbled once, twice on the mushy, feverish ground before wedging his foot in to stand… and pitching over backward again. His shoulder rammed hard into the soft, white ground and wrenched him around to roll some more. He would have tumbled again, except that a sharp hook ripped through his cape and dragged him after it, downhill, through the viscid muck.


  At least he wasn’t rolling any longer. Neither was he wounded. The spikes that had transfixed him were gone. Instead of chalky orange soil, the ground beneath him was white and slick.


  He knew, then, that he was inside the rolling worm.


  Jandau and Nina were being dragged on their backs across the floor of the worm’s great wet gullet, which rotated at a measured pace. The hook caught in the tiefling’s cape kept him from being borne up the wall, where his sludgy wake now went. It rose up, an orange smear on the side of the stomach, and then onto the ceiling.


  Something nudged his dragging arm: a discolored lump of flesh with wispy hairs poking from it. In five breaths, the tumor rose up the wall and onto the ceiling. In another five, it had arced clear across the high vault overhead and come smoothly down the opposite wall to brush jostlingly past his arm again and continue on.


  Don’t look so surprised, came the thoughts of the Pig. He stared down at Jandau. The bar-lgura was standing up, walking casually over the turning ground. Once you get your worm legs, you can walk on your own, without the hooks.


  Jandau arched his neck and saw that the hook snagged in his cape was being dragged by a great reptilian brute, which trudged stiffly and doggedly against the roll of the worm and pulled the tiefling along behind.


  Jandau struggled for purchase on the slimy retreating floor but couldn’t get any slack on his cape. At last, he reached to his neck and released the black garment, then tumbled once as he gained his feet. Without looking back, the lizard-thing moved off down the length of the worm.


  Jandau almost fell again as he sorted out what he saw before him. The huge chamber, larger than any throne room or cathedral he’d ever seen, was peopled with all manner of fiendish critters. Most of them marched backward before an advancing sledge of white bone drawn by six more of the lizard creatures. On that sledge, arrayed in opulent splendor, sat a monster that could be none other than Salis Thik.


  The creature looked like an enormous raven, his long, tapered beak appearing strong enough to spike heads rather than eggs. His two black eyes were set so wide and unblinking on his head that there must have been a slim blind spot between them. Black wings fanned out along his sides like ermine rather than oily feathers, and a raiment of gold and red draped his shoulders.


  To either side of his bone throne, strewn with fine, soft pillows, reclined a harem or a court—a collection of monsters much like those gathered before the sledge, except that these creatures were clean and dry. Indeed, a broad, flapping canopy hovered over the warlord’s head, shielding him from the flop-filth that occasionally dropped from the rolling ceiling to strike the petitioners.


  You’re lucky it’s an audience day. Otherwise, we might’ve just killed you on the spot and been saved some trouble, Gubba thought, nudging Jandau toward the great sledge on its broad runners of bone. ’Course, if it’d been a hunt day, it’d been him that got the worms killed and not me. I shouldn’a let those worms off the leashes.


  I thought the Pi—Pignantine said the worm scoured this land clean. Where did all these petitioners come from?


  Gubba stared dully at him for a moment but automatically kept up his dogged stride. Underground, some of them. Most, though, from the lands on either end of the gorge. It’s the only passable route. Everybody who can’t fly for two solid days has got to pass through here. And if they can’t fly, either the fortress’ll roll over them or the sandworms’ll root them up. He paused, his simian face again growing dour. I shouldn’a let them worms off the leashes.


  Come on, broke in the mind of the Pig. Warlord Salis Thik is always eager to meet visitors from other planes.


  The old malice had returned, both in the words and in the summary jab that propelled Jandau toward the throne.


  But next moment, the tiefling had forgotten it; his attention was pulled away by Nina, who strode transversely across the rumbling belly of the beast and up onto the sledge.


  At first, no one moved to stop her. The moment she stepped among the lounging harem, though, the creatures flung themselves back in terror. The guards converged, mantis-men with short swords in their upper hands and spears in their lower pair. They charged the sledge as Nina plunged onward toward the squawking, recoiling crow at its center.


  Jandau also charged forward, wanting to help Nina in whatever she had planned. The bar-lgura were right behind him and would have had him in their grasping claws if he’d still worn the cape.


  Ahead, Nina grabbed the crow’s robes and was staring into his eyes. Courtiers tumbled in panic from the sides of the sledge, and mantis-men swarmed the thing like ants on a beetle.


  She can’t do that! thought the Pig frantically.


  She’s doing it! shot back Jandau.


  You can’t help her, came the insistent reply.


  One last step upon the gastric flesh, and Jandau launched himself for the near-empty sledge. In air, he struck something as hard and crusty as a brick wall, then toppled back to the slime and was instantly dragged away from the broad bone runners.


  The Pig’s thoughts were forceful, explanatory. No, I meant you can’t do that. The royal sledge is warded. Only the warlord knows the key, and only he grants admission.


  Then why does Nina have him by the neck? wondered Jandau to himself.


  The first mantis-man to reach her stuck a spear in her side and yanked her back, but the stunned warlord gained his feet and was cawing fiercely at the aggressive bug. Others converged, taking Nina’s four limbs in their twenty and dragging her away from the trembling black bird. They pulled her to the front of the sledge, where they held her.


  Visibly gathering himself, the crow rose to his full height and walked toward Nina. His beak was tucked, his head turned so that one eye bored into her, and in a small, dark voice that somehow carried above the rumble of the worm, he spoke a rasping question.


  He is asking her how she defeated his wards, the Pig thought to Jandau, whom he yanked to his feet and forced to walk before him.


  No one needed to translate Nina’s response. Her eyes were opened wide in wonder, and her mouth was crooked in an incredulous smile. She said softly, honestly, “You are beautiful.”


  Those three words touched off a chattering rage among the courtiers. Even the supplicants, who watched the scandal in quiet submission from their backward-marching ranks, were murmuring with astonishment.


  When the bird spoke again, his voice was the scrape and crack of a crow’s, but his words were a dialect of Common. “Answer me or be slain. How did you defeat the wards?”


  Nina stared long at the creature. The madness seemed to fade from her eyes, which no longer stood out starkly from her face.


  Jandau caught his breath, thinking—hoping for a moment—that her sanity had returned, and they had some prayer of escaping this turning, churning worm stomach. But then she spoke again.


  “Let me fight for you.”


  That caused an explosion of crow-speak from the warlord.


  The mantis-men moved in a great rush like one creature of a thousand legs. Nina was yanked up off her feet and smoothly borne on their pitching backs from the sledge.


  There, the group was met by more insect-things, which had appeared from some side chamber of the worm gut. They used the twisted sticks in their claws to drive a hog-sized grub before them, a creature that appeared to be flesh-of-flesh to the worm.


  The larva, thought Pignantine in distress. His tight grip on Jandau’s arm grew tighter still.


  What is it? asked Jandau urgently.


  The spawn of this great worm. Warlord Salis lets none of them grow to maturity, but he keeps them in this stage to use for torture. A creature absorbed into them is slowly digested over a week’s time.


  Careful to keep their scaly, inhuman pincers away from the slime-covered shell of the beast, the mantis-men compelled Nina down toward it.


  She did not resist. She did not recoil when her flesh made contact with the larva. She only gazed at the crow, who stood archly upon his sledge and watched what should have been her torture, her demise.


  Then she sank easily through the gelatinous skin of the thing until all but her head was gone. Only one mantis-man held her now, by the nub of her hair, before letting go. She slipped fully within the grub and disappeared.


  Like a tongue freshly cut from a screaming mouth, the grub began pitching and rolling in its shuddering digestion.


  Seven


  Voices
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  “It’s a soul sextant,” Artus said with patient awe, as though he were explaining it to Aereas, the angel Phaeton, and the devilfish Krim in the same breath that he was explaining it to himself.


  What he held before him looked more like a wooden wind chime than any sort of sextant Aereas had seen. The blond bits of driftwood were the same color as the rafters had been before the years and millions of spider feet had been at them. Each segment was oddly curved, strangely rounded.


  As Aereas approached the sextant, closer but not so close that, had it been a living and venomous thing, it could have slain him (any creation of Artus’s could have been both living and venomous), he saw hair-thin, flat ridges of wood along which the man’s knife must have moved. Each slender, patient stripe was separated from its neighbors by the slimmest of lines, each ran in sinuous parallel to the lines beside it.


  When Artus had carved the thing, he had tested each length by dropping it on the floor. Every last piece had rung with a pure tone.


  This was no random shaping of wood by tossing ocean waves. The sextant had a fine, purposeful articulation. The segments had a glyphlike association. The bits of wood were not held together by strings or wires or pegs, but by their own sympathetic shapes and frictions.


  “It doesn’t look like a sextant,” Aereas observed for all of them. “Where’s the eyepiece?” He pointed to the jointed thing—long, complex, and unsettling. The carefully carved and precisely joined bits of wood resembled a skeletal hand, flat and phalanged, wiggling with its own volition. “What do you sight along?”


  Artus did not answer at first. When the old man’s eyes turned from the strange marvel before him, there came a gust of air and a subsequent deflation. “Haven’t you seen enough of the planes now to know that the dark of it is not what you see, but what you don’t see? Appearances mean nothing—a café that is a god, a thief who seems a king—”


  “A covert operative,” offered Krim with a raspy purr from his bent, intent form, “that seems a custodian?”


  “Yes.” The answer was immediate. Then came the somewhat chagrined, “Yes.” He inhaled, preparing the speech that Aereas knew lurked behind that breath.


  “Everywhere else, it’s eyes that tell us the truth, ears that tell us what society thinks, and tongues to let us taste victory or defeat. But, no, not here.


  “Here, the truth comes from the ears; what society thinks is what is true. Surround yourselves by those who believe what you believe, and you are right. There is no truth beyond that.


  “So, too, the tongue is not for tasting victory but for telling it. Here in the planes, speaking one’s thoughts into a hearing ear makes them true.”


  This pretty speech had differing effects on its hearers. Aereas heard it all and understood it with the same comprehension as a man understands the mesh and grind of gears to be the necessary language of the machine doing its work. He knew Artus could not have made the soul sextant work, or even explained it to them, had he not known and said those things. Aereas nodded dutifully, letting Artus know he’d been heard, so he could move on to the sextant itself.


  Krim, meanwhile, was smiling with his lipless mouth, a knife slice in overcooked fish.


  The angel Phaeton had none of the suffering patience of his comrades. “Rationalization from a breed not only capable of such but addicted to it, it seems to me.”


  Artus looked at Phaeton from beneath his eyebrows, then glanced in brief flits toward Aereas and Krim. “You’ve proved my point,” he said rapidly.


  Apparently satisfied, the old man lifted the wavering thing before him and said, “Now, to the sextant. It doesn’t need an eyepiece because it’s the ears that bring us truth. The device is really as much a divining rod and a tuning fork as it is a sextant. It’s a piece of magic, of course, though the design of it has less magic than music, which is the art of sympathy. These blocks of wood are carved, according to shape and density and volume, to resonate sympathetically to two voices. The voice of the seeker”—here Artus pointed toward Aereas, who turned a shade of white—“and that of the sought.” There was no gesture for Nina; they all knew whom he meant. “The sextant will draw the shortest possible line between our boy, here, and our girl, out wherever she is. We follow that line right to her, through one of the countless portals in the City of Doors.”


  Krim seemed impressed. “So, instead of taking sightings on the horizon and a star, you are taking hearings on two voices?”


  “There are no small benefits to doing one’s spy work out of a music shop,” chimed in a new voice.


  The others turned to see the white-whiskered gnome Boffo rising pudgily up the creaking stairs that led to the attic. Before him was a great silver tray laden with teacups, a wispy kettle with a tea-chain hanging from it, and small plates bearing tiny cakes. “I didn’t know what devas or mantas ate, though I knew this would be good enough for uncles and nephews and gnomes.”


  Boffo made it up the stairs. With a look of relief, he maneuvered beneath the rafters and set the tray down on a stout crate. No sooner had the silver left his hand than he was filling cups and lifting saucers and plates to those clustered around. Without argument, and even with thanks, they all accepted these offerings, but only ever-hungry Aereas began to eat and sip.


  Around the crumbly and very good cake, he spoke. “But what if Nina’s not saying anything? What if she’s injured or asleep or gagged?”


  “Or dead,” supplied Phaeton, his bright tone showing that he had no comprehension of what he had said.


  The dark look on Artus’s face, however, made pointedly obvious the angel’s gaff. “She’s not dead.”


  It was the first but certainly not the last time the oblivious angel would earn a rebuke from one of his companions.


  Artus seemed to realize this, for he did not belabor his ill humor. His features slid back into their customary attitude of calm assurance. “It is a good question, Aereas, and despite our winged friend’s bluntness, her death is all that would keep the wood from resonating. The eyes may well be the windows to the soul, but the voice is the aroma wafting from soul’s kitchen. The voice projects outward the resonances of the living self. As long as she lives, there will come at least a faint echo from her.”


  “Speaking of kitchens,” Boffo interrupted, lifting a confectionery square toward his lips, “mine has been hot and busy this last hour making this stuff. You’d better eat up. It’ll be a long trip.”


  Artus nodded and took up a square from the tray. As the gnome waddled among the group standing there, Artus said, “We’ll have to do more than pack our bellies with cakes. There are rucksacks to be made ready, and trail provisions, and arms and armaments—”


  “Well ahead of you,” Boffo replied with a smile.


  He was currently occupied with standing on tiptoes to push a bit of cake toward the angel’s protesting mouth. Despite Phaeton’s shying and arm waving, the gnome somehow slipped past his guard and lofted a hunk of sugar-bread between the creature’s teeth. Without so much as a grunt or a dusting off of hands, Boffo turned, folded his arms over his chest, and said, “I’ve packed them already. Even the food. Even made sure everybody had some kind of musical instrument in his pack. The road gets mighty long without a bit of melody.”


  “Then what’s to stop us?” It was Aereas who spoke, his cake already out of sight. “Let’s begin. I’m speaking, so when does it start ringing?”


  Artus swallowed a large hunk of cake, then lifted the soul sextant by a block carved to the contours of a palm. He swung the device, and slim wooden tines at the far end of it rapped against a rafter edge. “Speak now,” he said in excited hush.


  The wooden contraption buzzed gently in his hand.


  
    

  


  
     “In Halliel fair, beneath the trees,
 before the world had learned of hate,
 there lived Nunieve who, from the seas,
 had risen pure with eyes of gold,
 and walked the garden with a gait
 of love….” 
  


  
    

  


  Artus’s face turned a mild red as he watched the device. “No, not poetry. Call to her. Let your voice speak to her across worlds and worlds.”


  Aereas nodded. In the midst of his recitation, he shifted seamlessly into words for Nina. “I know you are angry with me. I know you think I betrayed Jandau and you and all of us. But it wasn’t that way. If you’ll just let me find you, let us find you… Your father’s here, too. He’s coming along. And Krim. And Boffo. And a deva named Phaeton—”


  A staying hand on Aereas’s shoulder made him pause long enough to hear his uncle’s warning. “Best leave out the deva. She’s likely in one of the Lower Planes.”


  Aereas continued, “Anyway, we’re all looking for you.”


  Artus fumbled the gently trembling device into his nephew’s hand. “Here, take it. Hold the handle. Your voice will be stronger that way.”


  “Until I can explain in person, let me just say I’m sorry.” He glanced up at his companions, feeling them intrude upon these intimate confessions. “I’m sorry and I lo—”


  The words were jolted away by a sudden strong pulse in the object, as though it were a praying mantis awakening from insectile sleep. The wooden sextant writhed and struggled to break free of his hold.


  He did not allow it to. “Oh, you hear me!” Then to Artus, “She hears me. She’s alive!” Then to Nina again, “Hold on, wherever you are, Cousin. We’re coming to find you. Right now. Tonight. Hold on.”


  He made a waving gesture to the others. As one, they piled down the attic ladder following Boffo, who led them toward an impressive array of rucksacks sitting in khaki attention on the kitchen table. Wordlessly, they slid their arms into straps and fastened sword belts and daggers and crossbows to their waists and shoulders—except for Krim, who had neither.


  They were wordless except for Aereas, who jabbered on to Nina as though he were yet a boy and she yet a girl and this tumbled hell in which they were caught was yet the tidal wilds of a Caonan peninsula. Artus helped him shoulder a pack, and then the youth plunged toward the gnome-sized back door, stooped through, and was outside as the others crawled after.


  He paused for a moment in the street, still talking. His fingers were tight but attentive on the mechanism as he felt its tug. This hesitation, as it turned out, was beneficial. Phaeton of the tattered wings found the gnome door impossible to negotiate and had to go out through the man-sized one at the front of the shop. Boffo, meanwhile, followed him to blow out the hurricane lanterns and, jangling keys in hand, make sure his shop was well locked—and no kettle was yet boiling. There was no telling how long they would be gone.


  These final preparations were completed just as Aereas strode purposefully off down a twisted cobbled way. His feet trailed him like those of a man with a large dog on a leash.


  “… I don’t know, can’t know, how far you have fallen, but whatever hell you’re in, I’m coming to bring you back. We’ve plummeted through the Abyss, we’ve fought our way across Gehenna, we’ve overcome gods and dead gods, and even the Higgins brothers.” He laughed, though he kept on speaking. His mind was entering the same perambulatory state that already occupied his legs. Like the steps of his feet, each word of his lips was calculated to keep him from pitching forward onto his face. “And you were right.


  “It’s not that we are away from Caonan, that we’ve left our own world behind. Our world is one facet of this whole spinning jeweled wonder. We haven’t left our world, only moved to a different facet of the diamond; it’s the same diamond.


  “And maybe that’s the truth not only for the lands beneath our feet—whatever lands are beneath your feet right now—but also for us, for you and me. We haven’t lost that friendship we had in the caves beneath your father’s cabin or in the stands of pines on the height or in the fishing creek or any of that. We may have moved off of that facet, but the diamond remains. The diamond still shines.


  “Oh, I wish I could look through that diamond like a lens and see you…” Those words led to other words and thoughts. To see her again. To hear her, not just to feel the tremble of her voice, but actually to hear her.


  There was a heady rush in his feet and mouth and mind, the three whirring side by side but not in concert. They were gears spinning in missed association, shearing the very air between their tearing teeth.


  Aereas felt light-headed, breathless. He had been in this same state when he’d seen Nina before.


  There she was again, behind the leaning corner of a midget public house. Its two upper stories jutted outward, the lower at shoulder level and the higher in reach of a raised hand. Beyond that canted corner, in the ale-colored light of an alley lantern, he’d glimpsed her dark-skinned, keen-eyed face, turning away.


  He went after her. The words stopped in his throat and the thoughts in his mind. The divining fork went slack in his hand. He rounded a corner and turned up an alley, its courses of cobbles almost like shallow stair treads as it climbed a hill into an iron-gated cemetery.


  In the shadowy lee of that great, arched gate walked Nina, lithe and calm. She clutched something to her chest and seemed unaware of his slap-footed approach.


  “Nina!” Aereas called out, or thought he did.


  She did not turn, and her steps did not quicken. But it was she, it had to be. The slender neck rose to a lean, elegant head, beautiful despite the bristle of hair across the crown of it.


  “Stop. It’s me! I found you!” he cried. This time he knew his voice had been loud. It echoed back to him from among the tilting gravestones and creaking iron.


  She was among the monuments. Her feet were unhurried on the gravel path. Coils of razorvine lay along the trail like tattered black bunting. Two more steps, and Aereas was upon her. He seized her thin, muscular arm and spun her about.


  “Can’t you hear me?”


  He knew immediately she couldn’t, this old woman with her loose and liver-spotted skin. Her eyes stared out, light blue beneath milky cataracts. Her ears were so full of tufted hair they had likely not heard a thing for years. She was not startled or angry, but she stared toward him with silent and implacable amazement. Not only Aereas, but all the others who clustered up behind him, heard in the silence the small repeated sound of the babe she nursed.


  It was now Aereas who was whirled around by a clasping hand. A slight jolt, a slight sting; he had been slapped.


  “Voices, Aereas,” Artus said, “not faces. Get ahold of yourself. Your eyes won’t tell you the truth here, but your ears, your heart, will.”


  The same motion that had spun Aereas around thrust him back down through the arched gate of the cemetery. The divining fork, striking an iron bar as Aereas passed, came to life again in his hands.


  “It is your voice that will let me—let us—find you,” Aereas was saying even before he knew he was speaking. “So speak back to me if you can so that I can hear you, so I can find you.” The wood quickened again in his fingertips, squirmed, and arched toward a dark grove that sided the cemetery. Aereas followed it.


  The trees here were ancient and twisted. They had thrived despite the black soot that caked their holes and boughs, the axes that came periodically for firewood, and the boyish knives with initials to immortalize. The trees stood out against the acidic air, which sifted in red-black poison through their harsh leaves. Beneath them Aereas went, and out the other side of the meandering grove. From the pessimism of wood they emerged again into the pessimism of brick and stone.


  The others could hardly keep up. The heady fever had returned, and Aereas felt he was nearing her. The wooden mantis riled in his grip, growing more agitated, more powerful.


  “Soon, oh, soon. I will find you soon,” came his breathless voice, and he pelted on.


  So intense were those words, those hopes, that when he rounded a bleak razorvined bower, he did not see the alley thugs. Neither did they see him. They were crouched ardently in a circle, their dice and teeth shining in the lantern light.


  Aereas blundered in. He actually stepped on the dice, as though they were no more than hunks of gravel, and kicked over the lantern, muttering all the while, “… no danger I wouldn’t brave to find—”


  Before they could lurch up and grab him, Aereas had rushed past the last of them, heedlessly knocking the thug back from where he sat on his heels. Aereas plunged into the black space before which they had crouched, and into which the soul sextant had beckoned him.


  The rushing cool night of Sigil was replaced in that instant by a hot verdancy that smelled of humus.


  Enormous green-skinned trees stood on all sides, the vines hanging between them glowing in the midday shade. Leaves the size of hands and heads and bodies, and the color and smooth shape of green beetle shells, filled the canopy high above, and a second canopy higher yet.


  A jungle. The heat and buzz of life told that much. There was an ever-present sound of water coursing through stalks and dripping from fern ends, coiling in snake bodies, pooling in rotting concavities.


  But there was fire here, too. She was here. Nina. It was only five steps—and five words synchronized with those steps—that brought him to where she lay.


  She was naked, her body striped in parallel jags of red like a tiger’s stripes. Though striped and naked and beautiful in unconsciousness, she was not the tiger.


  The tiger was a literal one. The huge, tail-twitching cat prowled toward her, its foremost claw painted red like the fingernails of some harlot. Clearly, the beast was playing with its food before it ate.


  But it was Nina. It had to be. Her black hair had grown back, and she bore the same horse-head birthmark where her right collarbone met her shoulder. Yes, it was she.


  Aereas strode forward, sword out now. The soul sextant fell nervelessly to the black earth.


  This beast, the tiger, ignored the shiny curved metal that Aereas raised above his head. Either it had seen no such fang before, or was fearless of it. The tiger leapt.


  Had Aereas not been panting and a bit dizzy, he might have had time to be terrified. But even with time and wits, he would have stood against that fifty-stone beast and died before he would let it through to Nina.


  Aereas’s sword sliced down, striking the great leaping cat a slanting blow on one narrow shoulder.


  The beast struck him. The silken force of the thing was profound. It hit with the weight of the earth itself.


  There was a moment of strange intimacy. Aereas was pressed up against a furry chest, embraced in iron-band forelegs, and clutched with claws that would in moments rend his guts. The sword jutted up stupidly between them like some battle mast from which the standard had been struck.


  Then he was on the ground, on his back. Air burst from his lungs in a groan.


  The cat turned. It set one ponderous forepaw onto Aereas’s throat. The claws seemed to sink through windpipe and spine both until they divoted the earth. Then teeth sunk into his stomach. They were sharp, but not sharp enough, gouging and goring rather than spearing, slicing.


  Aereas let out a roar. He could feel the jab of teeth piercing the tense shell of his stomach muscles.


  He whacked at the thing’s head with his sword. The blade rang against the cat’s rocklike brainpan, but the flesh over the bone shifted, velvet over a pillow. Aereas thrashed. It was not what he wanted to, but what he had to do. He whuffed as he felt his back strike the ground again. Then the beast’s meat-hook teeth lifted him into the air.


  There was a different sort of light-headedness now—a fierce and frantic feeling that was translated through Aereas’s arms in a flurry of sword blows. Only once did the blade seem to cut, and then it merely notched an ear of the beast.


  It was enough, though. The cat lifted its gore-dripping head and spit Aereas’s own blood at him. Then the cat sank again to slice through the mound of flesh its teeth had pulled up before.


  The sword was hammering still on the thing as it chomped down. Oddly, stupidly, Aereas wondered if Boffo and Artus and the others had gotten delayed on some street corner.


  In shuddering wonderment, Aereas found himself sliding the sword tip between the closing jaws of the tiger, as though the blade were tackle to pry against the block of his bulging gut. In the red miasma of pain, that seemed the very thing to do.


  He levered down with the blade, but it cut into his own skin, and he jerked convulsively. The blade kept on, perversely intent on burrowing through flesh. Aereas jerked again, too late to stop it.


  He was amazed as the red horn grew from the center of the tiger’s head, a slim sharp horn the otherworldly cat must produce to finish its kill. The thin, curved thing seemed even metallic, already running with blood as though it had sliced through the beast’s brain on its way out.


  Suddenly, the velvet fur was heavy on him. The teeth dislodged. The huge, harsh, wet tongue lolled beside Aereas’s once-crushed neck, poised like the tongue of a house cat.


  Aereas struggled yet against the beast, but his sword was jammed in its palate. He turned nerveless fingers to the task of rolling the suffocating thing off him.


  The forest was cold, out from under that hot, heavy fur.


  Aereas felt light. He staggered to his feet in the stifling air. His toes could not hold on to the ground.


  He floated to where Nina lay naked, wounded. It was the work of a moment to strip his bloody tunic from his shoulders and place it over her. Then the natural impulse of jittering legs brought him slumping down beside her. He embraced her as the cat had embraced him, and whispered, “It’s all right, Cousin. Aereas is here.”


  Eight


  Emergencies
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  Jandau yanked against the mantis-men that held him. Their knobby limbs were rigid as the creatures sidled slowly down the worm’s rolling gut. “What have you done to her?” the tiefling shrieked.


  The raven-thing turned its beak away from Jandau, bringing one of those depthless ink-drop eyes to bear on him. Though the creature’s stiff orange beak could not have smiled, the fiend lord wore an expression of indulgent delight in Jandau’s impotent rage. The raven did not speak at first, gazing hungrily at the veins standing out in Jandau’s neck, worms pulsing beneath smooth white ground.


  “I do so hate to converse in Common,” the creature rasped. “So oozy a language, the sort of language that comes from soft wet mouths and tasty pink tongues.”


  So saying, he hopped with the slow, mocking movement of a crow toward a helpless bit of carrion. Jandau closed his mouth at the implied threat. Salis Thik stared toward the hidden, wormlike tongue. He paused within striking distance of Jandau’s clamped teeth.


  The tiefling mind-sent, You’ll have to knock my teeth out one by one before getting to my tongue.


  “Perhaps. As to what I have done with your friend, the true question is, what has the worm done with her? Or what will it do? These larvae are very hungry. On a steady diet, they can grow from this tiny size you see before you to creatures the size of the one in which we ride—all in the space of three weeks. That takes a lot of eating.


  “Luckily for these crawlers”—he reached out with one taloned foot and pinched the soft side of the hog-sized creature rolling before him; the flesh retained the marks, like a pinched tomato—“they have twelve stomachs, located outside their bodies, so they can digest it all.”


  “Outside their—” Jandau began. The question ended involuntarily as his throat shut off the rising of his stomach.


  “Portals. Yes, the food passes through a portal in their gullet to a series of twelve stomachs located, oh, somewhere off in worm heaven. Once the food is broken down, as is happening now to your comrade, it passes through another portal and comes back here to nourish the larva. I conjecture that it is one great, shared alimentary tract from which all the larvae draw sustenance, but the dozen or so explorers I’ve sent into the stomachs have not returned.”


  That’s it, then, thought Jandau. She’s gone. Attitude could not bring her back from that great line of stomachs. Not attitude or madness, and that is all she has these days.


  “You smell so… powerful,” came a voice from the worm. No, not from the worm, from the mucousy hide.


  As Jandau and Salis Thik both turned in confusion toward the larva, they saw a face resolve itself out of the milky wall of flesh. Slowly, Nina pressed herself outward.


  First her head cleared. Worm flesh streamed thickly from her nose and mouth as she began to speak. “Let me fight for you. I can win for you….” Then came slim, strong shoulders, a torso, hips, legs. She looked like some slime-coated lizard being born into a rumbling cave. “You need a new warrior….”


  “How did—” began the crow. His protests quickly devolved into the croaking language of his kind.


  Jandau broke free from the statue-stiff bug claws that held him. He rushed up to the slimy woman and embraced her. His arms lasted only moments around her, though, the gelatinous gunk on her body stinging, making him go numb.


  It was just as well. She pulled loose and pushed past Jandau. She was intent on Salis Thik, who backed fearfully away from her. Encased in the white digestive fluids, and moving in slow and wide-eyed reverence toward the back-stepping bird, Nina looked more ghostly than solid. For a moment, Jandau wondered if she were mere protoplasm, a vengeful soul returned from her untimely death.


  For but a moment. The beaked fiend bungled into a pair of guards who had rushed up to protect him, but there was enough pause for Nina to reach Salis Thik. She lay hold on one frantic wing.


  “Protect me!” squawked the birdman. “Kill them both!”


  A sudden red light entered Nina’s eyes. She shouted through the clinging muck, “Yes!”


  Even as the mantis-men pushed between her and the flapping fiend lord, Nina’s hands went to the daggers at her belt. Blades flashed out.


  One bit into a mantis-man’s eye. Nina scraped the metal point along the inner socket of chitin, found the soft-fleshed optic nerve, and drove the dagger into the creature’s shelled brain.


  The other blade lodged itself in the shoulder of the second guard. There came a sinewy crack as the limb fell to the rolling floor, still clutching its sword. Before one of the creature’s other arms could retrieve the weapon, Nina’s dagger had flashed into the other shoulders on that side. Two more limbs popped loose. The creature listed on its three remaining legs, then crashed wetly to the floor.


  Nina calmly connected the three air slits along its pulsing, breathing abdomen. With a gush of air that sounded like an all-too-human sigh, the sack deflated, and the insect-man began his slow suffocation.


  Nina lowered herself to one knee before the terrified raven-fiend, who stared, beak agape, at the fierce, narrow woman. She said, “I have slain them. You are safe. No others shall harm you while I guard your side.”


  He nodded dumbly, his black quills standing out from his neck in a perverse ruffle. “I believe you are right about that. I believe you are right, indeed.”
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  “Whoa, whoa, now, gents. Why you in such a hurry to get yourselves killed by the tiger now, eh?”


  Artus, Phaeton, Boffo, and Krim halted at the sound of the voice, and they took a moment to study the dice rollers, who blocked the alley where Aereas had disappeared.


  The speaker was a scabby thing, a faun by the looks of his red skin, horned head, black goatee, and furred haunches. But even that rapacious species might have been reluctant to claim this devil. One of his eyes was missing, and the round socket was not even covered with a patch. In that vacant space, three white dice sat in a languid jumble. There was room for another pair, a pair the creature held in his two-fingered left hand.


  The three missing digits had apparently been wagered and lost just this evening. In the middle of the alley lay a bloody chopping block with fresh hatchet-gouges on it. There were no severed fingers lying near it, but perhaps they were what the rats in the corner fought over. On one side of the cut marks, nails had been driven to separate the saved fingers from the damned. Not that the two that remained were guaranteed to be safe. They would perhaps still fall victim to the very dice they prepared to toss.


  His compatriots were no more impressive. One was a drink-dissipated tiefling, a skinny man whose white face was pocked with small red sores. His impossibly thin hands wrapped around a half-empty amber bottle. Another of the rogues was some kind of sentient badger, with the diamond-shaped head, beady eyes, white jags of fur, and round, waddly body of the species. Were he not standing upright, wearing a small bow-tie, and wielding a hatchet, he could have been taken for one of his wild kin.


  There was a barnyard reek to all the creatures—whiskey, unwashed haunches, coppery blood, and the metallic stench of flies moving in jag-edged flight about their heads.


  Artus took this all in in a moment. They faced a seedy ruffian band who’d as soon challenge them to a dice match as fight them openly. Not that Artus expected to lose in either match-up. “The man who came through here a moment ago—where did he go?”


  The scabby faun yawned dramatically and stretched, the swollen muscles of his face pulling near-closed over the dice in his eye socket, “I ain’t seen no man come through here. How about you, Shrike?”


  Shrike, the drunken tiefling, tried to respond, but a series of small belches got in his way. He only shook his head.


  “Not a man, Narry,” fired back the badger. Its voice was an irritating combination of gnashing teeth and mean, nasal tones. “But maybe a little boy.”


  “Where is he?” Artus repeated. He advanced menacingly, short sword drawn and ready.


  Though the three scoundrels had done nothing to answer Artus’s question, they had revealed plenty about who they were and how they would fight. Only the badger would make trouble; his pelt twitched over a body that was one curved, taut muscle. Narry, the faun, would stay clear of a fight but be in up to his elbows in anything short of it. Shrike wouldn’t know, during or after a fight, what was taking place.


  The faun slowly rose to his feet.


  Boffo edged up beside Artus and tried to look tough.


  Narry lifted his hands in keen-eyed appeasement. “I thought I told you. He went through there, for the tiger.”


  Artus was not interested in word games. He pushed past the faun toward the unnatural black emptiness that hung like a velvet curtain beyond.


  In a flash, the muscle was there, arched and menacing. The badger’s teeth bared, each the size and shape of a bear claw. Before Artus could respond, another arched muscle emerged between him and the rodent, sinuous like ink spreading through water.


  Krim flowed past Artus and, with one tail-whip, rose before the badger. The manta was more cobra than fish. His mouth—a six-inch slit on his dorsal surface—spread in a show of small pearlescent teeth with needlelike tips.


  “It seems we have ourselves an impasse,” said Narry mildly. He picked his own teeth with a wood sliver that he had pulled from the ramshackle wall behind him.


  There came a presence, looming up in tan light. Phaeton’s tattered wings spread outward to block the alleyway. Despite the clear threat of his posture, he merely inhaled. “What is an impasse?”


  The innocence in his tone must have seemed sarcasm to the scoundrels, though Artus had been in the deva’s company long enough to know what was coming.


  “Now, there is no call—” Artus began quietly, not turning from the two fierce creatures poised before him.


  But it was too late. Though nothing moved and no sound came, all eyes in that alley suddenly turned to the tiefling Shrike, who lay in precisely the same posture as before, except that now his skin was gone.


  “Not gone,” said Phaeton. “Inside.”


  The organs, exposed and stretched like strange-colored puddings set beside each other, pulsed for a moment. Blood actually moved through those splayed maroon veins, and then the whole thing gave out a shudder and was still. A shudder, but no sigh. The lungs had no mouth through which to empty their air.


  “How can you—” Artus blurted, moving back toward the angel. The old man’s splayed hand was thrust out to strike the deva’s chest. This, too, was too late.


  The shriek of badger and manta split the air, and the two tumbled in a terrifying wheel that was all muscle and claw and fang.


  The faun, meanwhile, had dropped his splinter in favor of the sword at his hip and lunged toward Artus’s exposed side. The blade rang on metal. The tip lurched upward, inches from the man’s neck.


  Boffo the gnome had engaged the scamp. Despite the liability of his stature, Boffo’s quickness kept him in the fight, his short sword no sooner deflecting the faun’s swing than it broke free and rushed up toward the creature’s neck. En route, it struck the two dice that tumbled from the creature’s straining eye socket. Narry had no prayer of stopping the gnome’s sword.


  The tip never found flesh. In one incandescent flash, the faun was gone. A clap of thunder sounded as air rushed to fill the place where his body had been. A smoldering, black, greasy nub floated for a moment where a heart had pumped. Then it dropped to the ground, trailing its foul gray smoke like some putrid comet.


  Krim had similarly found himself battling only acrid air. He rolled to a stop; the motion of his gills, flared and pulsing, showed that the battle had been more than he had bargained for.


  All that happened very quickly. In a flash and a puff of smoke, in the time before Artus’s splayed hand could contact the angel’s breast, it was over.


  “What are you doing?” shouted Artus, at last delivering the intended push to the angel’s chest.


  Phaeton looked stunned, almost angry—a dangerous state to evoke in any deva. “Your nephew…” he began. “Shouldn’t we go through—”


  Boffo and Krim had turned bleary, fearful eyes toward the encounter, wondering how far Artus would push the angel. Clearly another foot. Artus’s open palm struck the creature again, and he barked, “What was that? Turning people inside out! Striking them with lightning?”


  Phaeton goggled at the white-haired man. “You were going to kill them, anyway.”


  “No,” replied Artus with fierce immediacy. “No. We were going to get past them, and if that had to involve killing them, then it would be justified, and then only after a fair fight.”


  “They were clearly evil,” Phaeton said.


  “Really? And what told you so? The drink in the hand of the one? The species of the other? The injury of the third? Can you judge moral decrepitude by such outward signs?”


  “They were gambling in the alley, mutilating their own bodies, drinking… and they challenged us,” Phaeton observed. With each of these charges, his face seemed to pale, as though he knew they could not be considered crimes.


  “Gambling and self-mutilation and drinking may well be vulgar, but they are not evil. You have given them a death sentence for such vices as these?”


  Phaeton’s flesh had lost all color. The inflation of his statuesque figure had disappeared utterly. His battered wings were tucked behind him. “They were trying to kill you, and Krim, and Boffo.”


  “Yes, and we would have stopped them with these,” Artus said, lifting his sword. “But these can stop a man without flashing his body away in brimstone or making his heart flail outside his chest. These can wound without killing, can maim, can convince.”


  Artus turned his back now on the angel. The hand that had shoved the creature backward into diminishment now waved once dismissively in empty air. “It must be a deva thing. You’ve got no fear of death since it’s not what’s planned for you. You’ve got no fear of it, so you’ve got no understanding of it, either.”


  Phaeton watched the man’s back as Artus moved toward the curtain of blackness at the end of the alley. “You have never killed, then?” called out Phaeton after him. “Is that what you are saying?”


  Artus did not respond. He merely shook his head and motioned Krim and Boffo to his side. The three had nearly reached the portal.


  “If these three should not have been killed,” Phaeton continued as he shuffled after them, “why should anyone ever be killed?”


  Artus had not sheathed his sword. He nodded to Boffo’s blade. “Keep it out. By all accounts, there’s a tiger in there.”


  Boffo grimaced solemnly and wiped his sweaty hand on his jerkin to get a better grip on the hilt.


  “I’ve got some spells ready,” Krim said. His fishy voice sounded strained, and his sandpaper hide showed a number of small red rents where the badger had gotten through his guard. “I should’ve had them ready before. Seems there’s lots of tigers out tonight.”


  Artus shot him a grim smile. He was stepping into the darkness as he heard the angel’s piteous cry. “How is it a tiger is evil—deserving to die, then? Your swords—”


  Then the sound was gone, like a shout lost to the ears of a diver as he cleaves into water.


  A moment’s shimmering, and a wave of wet heat washed over the three. Artus’s knees nearly buckled, as if the weight of the air in his lungs were too much to bear. Boffo, too, gasped. Krim seemed all the more buoyed by the thick vapors.


  The manta rose up above their heads into a deep black canopy of nighttime leaves. His muscular wings spread just beneath the lowest drooping fronds of the jungle.


  The gnome and the human, meantime, turned back-to-back, and both surveyed the thousand thick green vines and stalks.


  The angel came through next. His body looked bone white against the verdancy around him. He, too, turned, looking and sniffing. Protests hovered about his lips, but he did not speak them. The divine creature’s misgivings were locked away behind perfect teeth.


  “There it is,” said Artus, pointing with his sword tip toward the tawny beast across the small clearing.


  The cat was huge, from its blood-mantled head to its stilled, cold paws. Sword at the ready, Artus approached cautiously. When he came within paces of the creature, his guard lowered.


  “Someone struck with a sword here,” he said, pointing to the ruptured crown of the tiger’s head. “You can see right through his skull and out his mouth.”


  “Aereas’s work?” Boffo asked.


  “He was never very good with carving,” Artus said. He laughed slightly.


  Phaeton stared, aghast, at the man. “You upbraid me for killing alleymen refuse, but laugh at the death of this creature?”


  Artus sighed. “Yes. Yes I do. Go figure.”


  “Look! The soul sextant,” Krim said. He gestured with his tail toward the item. Boffo stooped to pick it up. The manta continued, “And someone was lying here. I see the impression of two elbows in the earth.”


  Artus strode to him. “Indeed. Two right elbows. Some two people were lying here.”


  Krim sniffed. “I smell blood. A good bit of it. I don’t think whoever was here left on their own legs.”


  Boffo said, “These tracks would say you are right about that. Looks like human bare feet—a whole company of folk.”


  “Keep swords out,” Artus said, glancing quickly at the tight-lipped angel. “There might be more dice rollers ahead.”


  



  
    ♦ Ransacked Memories ♦
  


  
    

  


  I don’t like the looks of this chain gang. Not at all. These aren’t the faces of public enemies and traitors to the state. These are faces I recognize, no matter how ransacked my memories are.


  The winged one—an angel. Yes, I know him, but his name has been clipped from my mind. Strange. In my last clear picture of him, he’s dressed in an alligator suit, as though he were going to an All Souls masquerade.


  The short, white-whiskered one, too, I know. His name is gone as well. The Lady again. She’s sliced out all the names to use them in the death sentencing.


  There is a third, whom I do not recognize, but the fourth, the long-haired fourth—no set of knives would be sharp enough to cut that name away.


  Nina.


  Nine


  Among the Wilds
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  The daylit forest moved past in a gentle blur of green. The sultry press of air that had once borne Aereas down toward the ground now seemed a balm, a healing hand upon the loose, pouching lacerations in his gut.


  There were creatures moving through this jungle, not just around him but beneath the pallet on which he lay. He felt their footsteps, their feet padding on the black humus. There was a quiet rhythm to the tread, one rhythm among many.


  This jungle had a pulse—more than the discreet pattern of feet on soil. It was a sinuous and continuous sound, like water, like a river. There was water here, to be sure. It gurgled in streamlets and dripped from trees and bled out of the very air in cool, filmy coatings. But this was not the sound of water.


  The song was so low, so smooth and natural, that at first it seemed the murmur of Life itself. It was a jungle song, composed of and by a million organisms and organs in quiet chorus.


  But it was more than that. The creatures that moved beneath him were singing as they bore him along. The song was not merely the unaware thrum of nature, but the volitional sound of resonant voices.


  Aereas realized only then that he, too, was singing. Perhaps his tones had begun in moans of pain, but now he was truly singing. His voice was one of many, moving among the garden of sound like one enormous whale sliding in a school of others. The tones moved with that same slow oscillation. The pitch sometimes sank into a long trough, only to rise again and peak. Sometimes the pitch emerged, huge and magnificent, above the fluid of their song to breach and fall back into it with tremendous imperturbable grace. That was the way the song sounded, like whales swimming. And Aereas sung with them.


  So, too, did Nina. She lay beside him as they moved through the rustling growth. They were together on a litter of living vines, and from the vines hung grapes, pendulous and promising. The pallet was held aloft by—Aereas rolled his head to the side to look over the edge—human savages, tall, amber-skinned beauties that strode through the daytime forest with the same natural grace of dolphins through kelp. Even those who bore the pallet upon their bronzed shoulders walked easily, swiftly, with near-silent footfalls on the stick-strewn earth. Save for loincloths, they were as naked as was Aereas himself, as was Nina beside him.


  They were not truly humans. There was something feline about their bodies, about their sleek muscles and their padding tread. The few faces Aereas could see among the creatures were human, yes, but small-nosed, broad-cheeked, wide-eyed. They looked wise with catlike curiosity.


  Their skin was hairless, but it was marked with the subtle stripes of tabbies, ocelots, grimalkins. At first, Aereas thought these markings were warpaint, perhaps tattoos, but he sensed that these creatures were not the sort to stick needles beneath their skin. They were natural, as natural as snakes—as smooth, silent, serene, and wise as snakes, too.


  Aereas turned toward Nina to speak, but found he could not. His mouth was full of singing. Hers, too. She could not have responded, anyway. She did not turn toward him, merely lay at his side and stared straight forward through the brush. He did not reach out to embrace her. It seemed wrong to disturb the melodic air between them. Oh, to be beside her again—that dark flesh of hers, her small nose, wide cheekbones, and profound eyes.


  These were her people. She had come from them. Somehow she had returned to the same folk from which she had sprung.


  Those eyes…. Lavender? This could not be Nina.


  That realization came with strange ease. He should have been devastated but was not. Perhaps it was the song, which left no room for such things as raw despair.


  It was not she. Those were not Nina’s eyes. In all other respects it was she, even to the birthmark on her shoulder, even to the lips pursed in silent thought. But not the eyes.


  The other similarities became a thin mask when he looked into those great lavender eyes and saw that beneath the same flesh lay another person, another creature.


  He looked away. If only he had not looked there, it would still be Nina beside him. But the passive act of seeing had somehow irrevocably changed her inner self forever.


  The sultry air gently stung Aereas’s eyes. Through greenery and blurring tears, the forest passed.


  The litter stopped. Aereas gasped, strangely startled by the sudden silence of feet, voices, and song. As they lowered the litter to the forest floor, Aereas dragged the last tear away from his eye and gazed about at the jungle.


  Green trees, with holes too, wide around to be circled by ten men with arms stretched, rose straight up from the black earth like enormous cornstalks, four-hundred feet or more, before branching out into a broad, thick canopy. Through those leaves—which looked minute and locustlike, but any one of which could have completely covered Aereas—sunlight came slanting in a network of gold rays.


  Aereas craned his neck and strained his eyes to see past this thick canopy, hoping to glimpse blue sky beyond—blue for the first time in over a month. Instead, he saw the green trunks continue upward, still thick, for another four hundred feet to branch yet again into a second canopy. He knew then, that there would be no sky to see in this place. Merely by looking at the immobile and magnificent thrust of stalks down into the ground, he knew that that second canopy, eight hundred feet up, was not the last. Perhaps there was no topmost branching canopy of these trees that seemed to rise forever through all time and space.


  Hero has himself a mind, came one chuckling voice in Aereas’s head.


  How else would he have thought to kill Shikarra? another mind answered.


  Aereas glanced around, trying to discern whose thoughts he was hearing.


  One of the sleek warrior-people bent smilingly toward Aereas. The tall, lean man had silver-and-black striped flesh that gave him the shimmering appearance of an eel. He offered Aereas a hand. It is not one in ten thousand ghara-girls who are rescued from the Tiger. And now Hero has rescued two of them. Her family thanks you.


  Clamping his teeth together, Aereas clasped the man’s slim, strong hand and rose to his feet. He concentrated, struggling to send his thoughts to them. Who are you people? What place is this?


  His mind filled with laughter, not derision but music, the natural ebullient sound of dark, sleek creatures in dark, contented places.


  Hero has himself a mind but no memory! Oh, poor Hero! How many times shall he rescue this same girl? More mental laughter followed this statement.


  Aereas would not be denied his answer. Who are you? Where am I?


  The man who had helped him to his feet smiled patiently down on Aereas—down, for the man was easily eight feet tall. Hero asked the same things last time and got the same reply. There is no name for us or for this place. Why have a name for all that is? Names are needed only for all that is not.


  Aereas shook his head to clear it of mirthful, curious voices. Answer me! Who are you, and where are we?


  We are we, the tall man replied patiently. There was a smiling blue light in his eyes. And we are here. Yes, here we are! More laughter. Do not worry yourself with such things. It is the celebration time now, for your bravery is a sign of great blessing for us, and redemption of a girl once ghara, just as it was when you came before.


  Came before. Those words had an unsettling familiarity to Aereas. He’d heard similar things from Boffo when he’d first arrived in the music shop, when Boffo had mistaken him for a youthful version of his uncle.


  I’ve been here before? Aereas wondered.


  The tall creature slapped him on the back. Oh, Hero, why do you play such games with us? Is not the celebration enough amusement for you? See how we all are weaving garlands for you? See how the fireflies gather?


  Aereas’s eyes followed the sweeping gesture of the man’s arm, and saw that of which he spoke. Every green tree-trunk around them was circled with spiraling catwalks, clinging huts, platforms, and swings. So huge were the holes, that Aereas had taken all these details to be merely vines, boils, or carbuncles clinging to them. But, no, they were parts of a village, a city, constructed upon the soaring, rising stems of enormous trees.


  Not constructed. They were vines, boils, and carbuncles, which the people had somehow shaped through some natural magic into railed walkways and glorious arches and spacious quarters. None of these features seemed to be hollowed out or hammered down or sliced or spiked or anything else. They seemed merely to have grown that way—felicitous, facilitatory, harmonic.


  The people with no name were singing again. They tugged Aereas toward the stair-stepped spiral vine that began at the bottom of the nearest tree. He expected to fall over from injury and exhaustion, but the song held him steady, and the pain was gone. The woman he had rescued—what did they call her, a ghara-girl?—ascended directly in front of him. Her loin-clothed hips swayed easily up the long, winding stairs. Tenacious tendrils on one side of the vine clung to the stalk; those on the other flared out into a net that would catch any who might fall. Aereas shrugged, unsure what to do other than follow. And so he did.


  They climbed, singing. It was not much like climbing, though. The movement of their thousand feet in procession was like the movement of a centipede’s legs as it rises with quick and coiling ease up a vine.


  The centipede was colorful. Scarves of red, blue, gold, and green appeared in their hands—not scarves but vast velvet petals from flowers whose buds must have been larger and heavier than the folk themselves. These petals moved in a rhythmic fan dance around the brown folk as they rose, their feet finding sure purchase on the worn and accustomed bark of the vine. The brown-striped heads and ivory breech-cloths were merely the chitin and skeleton of the centipede.


  They had risen quite a height, not that Aereas had the slightest worry that any of them could fall. These graceful creatures, with their sleek tiger bodies, were too surefooted for that. Besides, the song formed an unbreakable cord that laced them together and to the tree. The music was a swift-flowing waterway whose constant courses bore Aereas steadily along. He could no sooner fall than he could leap clear of a raging river.


  Aereas was swept along in that delicious stream. He’d risen some hundred feet before he noted the ground swaying so far below, so wide and splendid and black. He had reached two hundred feet before he noted the orange petal in one of his hands, and the green petal in the other. Both waved in rhythmic sympathy with the parade dance in which he was caught.


  Ah, this was how to move, how to climb, to sing, walk, live.


  Those loin-clothed hips of the ghara-girl above him moved in steady mesmerism as she led him to the top. That sway had ceased to mean what it had meant when he began the climb; he could not even remember what—whom—they had meant.


  Now, there was only one meaning to that steady movement of muscles beneath smooth brown flesh, those bare feet on sculpted vine: Dance. The triangular sinews that slid in kaleidoscope upon those slender shoulders, the slow, smooth, unselfconscious wave of that loincloth, a lazy pennant or flag: Dance.


  The ghara-girl was not merely a participant in the Dance. She was its locus, the ephemeral dancing, singing ghost of smoke above an eternal flame. Yet she was solid, tangible. Hers was the song of hot, languid, inviting cadence; the clear, quiet violin of distant crickets and frogs. She was the Dance.


  There was something else, too, about her; something of beauty and promise; of hot and heedless paradises where a man could be lost forever. Not happily lost, for that would mean the man would know he was lost, but merely lost and asleep and unaware of his loss.


  With her, he would be like a pet monkey. He would have a thousand bright, beautiful rooms in which to romp, and grapes and dates and figs and bananas at all and every hour.


  Though his breath was beginning to sag with the exertion of the climb and the song, Aereas knew he could and would ascend forever behind those swaying hips.


  They had reached the first canopy, which spread outward in broad beauty, a kelp bed on a gentle sea. Upon those massive branches, which curved weightlessly out over dark emptiness, were well-worn paths that moved with all the beauty of those in any planned garden, but without the plan.


  Garden was the right term, too. In addition to the verdant foliage of the gargantuan tree itself, aerial plants draped themselves across the boughs. Beneath them hung strange white roots like old-man’s hair, but above they were lush with flowers and fruits. These plants were tended by more of the happy brown creatures, whose tall, lean frames remained unbent by the hip nets in which they bore the rubescent fruit.


  The lateral spread of branches also held what Aereas soon realized were houses. Some of the dwellings were merely cup-shaped grape bowers where creatures reclined or ate. Some were pendulous hives woven from the white roots of various stalks, hanging cocoonlike beneath the branches. Yet others were mere networks of vines upon which folk moved over sheer emptiness with the casual, languid tread of spiders.


  The parade continued upward, joined by many young brown folk with flapping petals. Others greeted the march with smiles and nods.


  The procession spiraled still, sang still. The vine of their passage gave onto countless natural niches, worn away in the tree bole, drilled by what must have been great woodpeckers, or eaten into the wood by coiling worms. In these spaces of dry blond wood were more homes, open to air and friend and foe alike. They were airy and warm, clean and bright, with the look of way stations or patios, not private abodes. The brown creatures within rose and smiled and watched, or stepped out with natural grace to join the coiling throng.


  Aereas peered with great interest into the first of these dwellings. But as the tenth and the hundredth followed, he saw little but the forest slowly descending into darkness beneath him and the hips slowly rising into brightness above.


  There were two more layers, at least, and it seemed a third above them, and perhaps a fourth. Already, the ground below was lost in murk and darkness, like the bed of the sea, deep and alien. Aereas wondered how the trees could grow forever tall, how the light could grow forever brighter and more beautiful. It was wonder in its pure sense—awe, not doubt, rapture, not suspicion.


  They reached the next layer and began to spread out along the wide, flat boughs. The song still chanted, now in the heady bliss of weary happiness.


  Aereas had thought he was the only one who was out of breath. But when he wandered out along a wide path to a great upsweeping section of enormous flowers and fell joyfully singing among the nectar-laden blooms, a breathless body fell in beside him.


  The ghara-girl. She was singing, too. The high, light notes of her voice verged on sleep.


  Despite their exertions and the warm air, their flesh was dry and cool as it touched. Just as Aereas had found the beautiful petals in his hands without having picked them up, he now found her cradled against him, the petals gone. There could not have been anything more natural than the softness of her, the close, soft beauty.


  Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the marching song had become a spiritual. The spiritual became a lullaby; the lullaby gave way to the festive rustling hush of voices and laughter, of breezes moving among flowers and leaves.


  The brown folk came to Aereas and the ghara-girl, bringing fruits of all sorts, sweet and tart and mellow. Aereas ate. The ghara-girl, too. Perhaps they were restoratives to bring back breath after the long climb. Perhaps they were healing balms, for the gouges were gone from his gut, and the slashes from the woman’s arm.


  He’d forgotten he didn’t know her name, forgotten any impulse to find out such a thing from her. Nor could he remember why he had come to this place without a name, or why he would ever leave it.


  None of that mattered. The sky above, in its apparently infinite regression toward absolute brilliance, was darkening with dusk. Already, the leaves were the color of the ghara-girl’s beautiful flesh.
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  “It’s no good,” said Boffo. His bulbous nose was pale in the harsh light of Phaeton’s globe of fire. “Maybe in daylight, but with this darkness, I couldn’t track them a step farther.”


  Artus’s brow creased. He glanced sharply at Krim, then at the angel. “Neither of you has any tracking magic?”


  “This is not my domain,” replied Phaeton evenly. “I am no chigger-infested huntsman of the Beastlands.” As though to punctuate this observation, he slapped some small creature that had lighted on his shoulder.


  Krim seemed to shrug, wings riffling in the dark air. “Never lost anybody before,” he said flatly.


  The bald glare of Phaeton’s light softened, fading toward darkness.


  Artus huffed. “Then, let’s get comfortable, lads. Angel, you take first watch.”


  Ten


  To Rule in Hell
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  Dry desolation surrounded them. The craggy rock cliff they had just scaled had left its dust and grit jammed in their nail beds. Even so, Jandau felt as though he were swimming—or, more truly, drowning.


  He looked to Nina. She stood atop a toothy jag of the precipice and stared out into the wide rift below. She was why he was drowning.


  Ever since he’d set eyes on this bold brown woman, who seemed to go for hours at a time without blinking and was always breathing great lungfuls of air like a northern barbarian, something in him had responded. At first, it had been something considerably lower than this heady dizziness. At first, he had looked at her with the sharp eye and gut and groin of the entrepreneur, knowing that here lay a choice opportunity—business or otherwise—that should not be passed up. Since those days, though, the sense had migrated, moving up from groin and gut to heart and simultaneously shifting from sharp eyes to dull mind.


  Jandau was enough of a tiefling cynic not to believe in love. But he did, however, believe in mesmerism, in confusion. Somehow, he’d fallen victim to both.


  As had the contingent of mantis-men and grub-creatures and clawed crab-things consigned by Salis Thik to accompany her on this suicide mission.


  That’s what it was. Despite Nina’s noble speeches and clear, unblinking gaze, she’d been sent out here to die, taking Jandau and the critters with her. Salis Thik, for all his flapping and skittering, was a competent fiend lord. He’d agreed to let this strange-eyed slip of a girl fight for him only because he knew she would be as surely—and more safely—executed in the city lair of his rival than in his own rolling-grub fortress.


  It must have been her portal powers that so impressed him. She’d easily slid through the protective wards on his sledge and pushed her way out of that twelve-chambered ever-gut of the larva. She’d stomped right toward him, her own trembling and adoring arms dripping with the ghastly gastric pulp of her late captor. Why not send her out to die? The portal-bellied beasts couldn’t hold her, and nothing else seemed likely to, not even the insect guards whose clutch-mates now stood arrayed behind her after their long climb.


  Perhaps these were the reasons she’d been sent out. As Jandau looked at her and watched the slow, huge roll of the tumbling worm’s ground-swell in the rift below, however, he knew it was not.


  It was her madness that scared Salis Thik, not her power to step, without key or word or even will, through any portal. It was not the fact that she was a skeleton key of the planes, and did not even know it herself. It was her insanity, which lit her piercing eyes and made those slim, supple limbs stronger than a thri-kreen’s carapace or an ogre’s arms.


  She was mad. A divine—or perhaps demonic—madness. It brought fury to her eyes, beauty to her already lovely features. More than bloodlust, more than power hunger, this was the madness of a mortal creature who had forgotten mortality. Or perhaps she had decided she would like to be dead and so sought every opportunity to achieve that aim. Unlike Salis Thik, Nina either had nothing more to lose, or sought the fastest means to lose it all. That made her dangerous.


  Dangerous enough to walk into a city of fiends and kill its potentate and escape alive? Jandau doubted it. She could open any magical gate in the planes, yes, but her flesh was yet flesh. Her blood would leap from her limbs if coaxed out by a sharp blade. She was even now getting sunburned in this bleak desert.


  Still, she’d single-handedly slain the hunting worms of Salis Thik, infiltrated his fortress, escaped the gut of his grub, and killed his personal guard. Instead of death for all of it, she’d been put in charge of a strike force.


  Perhaps her madness was a power all its own.


  “Pignantine, Gubba,” Nina said quietly. Her bright eyes were fixed on the wave of earth rolling languidly below them. “You know this place. How far to the city of Bastif?”


  The two bar-lgura shuffled toward her, their orange orangutan faces grave. Theirs was a solitary species. To have been ordered about by a crow-man must have been bad enough; to be in the employ of a young woman with black-bristled hair and the edge of lunacy in her voice must have galled them near to vomiting.


  It was the Pig who answered. Not far. Three leagues, perhaps.


  Nina turned around. She walked swiftly away from the precipice and her lieutenants. Though she could not have intended it, this motion forced them to shuffle hurriedly, unhappily, after her. Her eyes probed the blank slit of the horizon. “Why can’t we see it, if it’s so close?”


  The gates are close, replied the Pig. The city is far away.


  “I see,” said Nina, without pause or humor.


  Jandau did not, nor should anyone. It was the madness again.


  By that, I mean the gates are magical, are portals, and the city lies elsewhere, somehow beyond it all, the Pig explained when Nina failed to be tripped up by his description.


  “I said, ‘I see,’ ” Nina replied. She was walking already, directly away from the suicide squad.


  Jandau got to his feet and brushed the orange-yellow dust from the edges of his black cape. Half a day ago, the thing had been slick with slime; now it was bone dry. It still bore the puckered hole where the hook had gone through. Jandau shook his head and spat in disgust. Nothing galled him more than a disheveled cape. He reluctantly set out after Nina.


  This was no longer merely an entrepreneurial opportunity to be exploited. This was a mystery woman. Her feet sent up small clouds of dust, footprints trailing her in air. A grim smile cut across Jandau’s narrow face. This would certainly not be the last time he would heel up to her like a dog.


  Sung Chiang’s finder’s fee had better be worth this, he thought. He spared a glance at the glinting bracelets the god had set around his wrists. It wasn’t just the fee Jandau wanted. It was the assurance that those magic bracers wouldn’t tighten and cut his hands from his arms. He knew that if he ever decided not to return Nina to the god—Nina and Aereas and Artus and the book—the bracelets would constrict, and he would be crippled forever. Already, those slim magical bands felt tighter.


  Ahead, Nina strode toward a dot on the bleak knife-edge horizon. Her troops followed. They moved in silence, the twenty-some of them, each trailing puffs of dust from his or her or its assortment of legs.


  A hundred paces later, the dot resolved into a strange, airy tangle on the sheer line. Three hundred paces, and there was a blob of soft stuff at the base of the hard, stone tangle. Though Jandau could not yet make out its features, he knew it was a guard creature. Five hundred steps, and the stone tangle was now a set of five peaked arches arranged around a central space that held only wind and dust.


  The guard, a great spider of a thing, stood at the nearest side of the arch. Its hair-prickled abdomen was peppered with the ubiquitous sand, as though it had been lying lax before the intruders had appeared on the horizon.


  One of Bastif’s gate guards, the Pig volunteered without having to be asked. Vicious, venomous. That abdomen is filled with acid. The beast’ll sting you and pump, the acid into your belly to digest you from the inside out, while you’re still alive, and then it’ll suck your skin empty. It likes its food still warm. It’s got a thousand eyes, and each can see a hundred miles.


  A million eyes, Gubba interjected.


  Those thoughts fell away in the dry air and floated back with the dust over the brink of Salis Thik’s rift. Nina said nothing.


  We’re gonna die, Gubba elaborated.


  To that, Nina nodded. The simple, curt gesture meant nothing to any of the fiends, but it carried worlds of depraved emotion and dark decision to Jandau.


  “Look,” whispered the tiefling, speaking to Nina for the first time since they had begun their long, hard climb up the rocky face of the rift. “We’re away from Salis Thik. We can send these beasts away—I don’t think we’d get a fight from them. And then we’ll find a way out of here. But I don’t think that the gate to a metropolis of fiends is the best escape route.”


  Nina kept walking, deaf to his protests.


  Jandau laid a hand on her arm and spun her about. She halted. He was amazed at the ease of the action, somehow thinking she had in the last hours—days?—become stronger, heavier. He no longer made the pretense of whispering. “Look. I don’t know why you’re doing this. That last fall, it knocked the wind out of me and maybe the sense out of you. Or maybe it’s the poison in your leg, or your lover pushing us—pushing me—over that cliff—”


  “ ‘We’re gonna die,’ ” she said plainly, blankly, with exactly the bluff tone of Gubba but none of the fear.


  “I don’t care what the reason is,” Jandau continued. “But nothing good lies over there. Nothing.”


  A smile came to her lips. “ ‘We’re gonna die.’ ”


  She pulled away with her old inexorable strength and began marching again. Her unwilling cohort of fiends was dragged along in her wake.


  The spider seemed somehow to smile, too. Its black-rod legs shifted before its abdomen in a small shuddering dance.


  Jandau gazed after Nina, who shrank in walking against the distant bulk of the spider. Sung Chiang had better have a fortune laid up….


  Jandau hurried to catch up to Nina. The other beasts trailed behind, strangely silent given that they were a company of chaos. They, too, had something to lose.


  As did the spider. Its legs had ceased their fidgets, and it stood. It was the living, pulsing embodiment of the leggy arches that rose in a ring behind it. There were no guards at the other arches, only this one, but the spider seemed more than a match for any comers. It watched the company, its faceted eyes poised like onyx gems on its steel strongbox head.


  Jandau had the distinct impression the spider was trying to stare Nina back. Nina was doing the same to it.


  Come no farther, spoke the spider into their minds.


  The twenty-some fiends behind Nina willingly complied. Their commander did not.


  The minions of the Outler are not allowed within the city, the spider clarified.


  Jaw-clenched and rageful, Nina came on.


  The creature’s mandibles parted like oily scissors clogged with snipped hair. It spoke through the air to them. “Stay, Brown One, or be slain in your steps.”


  “I have come to kill your master,” Nina replied. She was fully a stone’s throw from her comrades and less than that from the many-legged beast. “Take me to him, and you shall live.”


  Something white lashed out from the beast, something white and coiling and moving like smoke. It flung itself upon the wind and tore outward, suddenly becoming a net that congealed out of the air just above Nina. She walked right into the web without flinching, without pause.


  Jandau watched, aghast. The glutinous fibers clenched around Nina in thick strands. She tumbled onto her face, her hands clutched against her chest and her legs jittering in their former walking movement. Were it not for the web around her, dragging her toward the waiting claws, she would have been marching still.


  Apparently, she thought she was. A marching song came from her, paced to the stride of her feet.


  
    

  


  
     “We’re marching to Xiam,
 Beautiful, beautiful Xiam.
 We’re marching onward to Xiam,
 The beautiful city of god.”
  


  
    

  


  The bracers pinched. Jandau let out a gasp and started toward her. It was pointless. His narrow feet planted in the dusty clay, and he watched Nina being dragged slowly away.


  The fiends watched both of them, amazed chagrin clear on their faces. Their eyes were incredulous to see the little tyrant so easily felled.


  
    

  


  
     “We’re crossing the Djoarham,
 The roaring and milky-white Djoarham.
 We’re rowing o’er the Djoarham,
 To land at the city of god.” 
  


  
    

  


  A singer, came the spider’s spiteful thought. All the better for the lord’s passion play.


  Those last three words sent a gasp among the tanar’ri. They involuntarily began to back away, leaving Jandau standing alone.


  Nina was almost in the clutches of the guard creature. Its web had become a jutey ball beside it as it drew her inward. Lucky for her she sings. Otherwise… I’ve not tasted human in years.


  Jandau felt a hand on his shoulder and startled. It was the Pig, his tiny eyes wide and watchful in his orange face. Let’s get back. There’s nothing you can do now.


  
    

  


  
     “Oh, take me to Xiam,
 Beautiful, beautiful Xiam.
 Oh, take me onward to Xiam,
 The beautiful city of god.” 
  


  
    

  


  “Passion play…” muttered Jandau, more to himself than the bar-lgura.


  It’s worse than death, sent the Pig. She’d be better off to be eaten.


  Then, into their whispering minds came the thought, insidious and intimate, You’re right. She would be.


  Still singing, Nina was in the claws of the creature.


  The spider’s ten-foot-long black legs shuffled Nina beneath it with strange, nimble speed. The creature arched upward. Its great hoary abdomen lifted from the ground, impossibly huge and bulbous above the singing form.


  A white wet barb jutted with sudden violence from the puckered end of that obscene abdomen, then sank swiftly past the wrappings and through the flesh of Nina’s stomach.


  Her song stopped abruptly. There came no scream, no groan. The spider quivered slightly on its staked legs. Its pendulous abdomen began pumping. The black, hairy flesh riled in waves downward from its thorax, and Nina’s belly began to expand with acid.


  Jandau found himself suddenly much nearer. His feet had moved beneath him without his wanting them to. His throat was filled with a scream that should have come from Nina.


  He watched the swelling of her stomach. It looked as though some enormity had been conceived in her and was growing to term in breaths, in heartbeats.


  The organ pumped, the spider legs shivered in vile ecstacy, the onyx eyes clouded above the hissing breaths of the thing’s mouth.


  Jandau was there, sword in hand, raised, angling toward that horrible head.


  Suddenly it was gone in a jetting spray of yellow. The head had dissolved in a sulfuric cloud, which drifted away from the stilled spider body to reveal a thorax in cross-section. White muscles stood out in black-shelled flesh; what must have once been hearts spilled blood upon the ground.


  All this was revealed in the moment before Jandau’s blade sliced into empty air and sunk through the meaty blob of the beast’s midsection.


  Nina was rising. Her stomach was no longer distended with the spider’s acid, though her rent tunic showed a bloodless gouge where the stinger had pumped its juices. The first moments as she stood there, she vomited more yellow bile and red blood from her lips. The cloud of acid had jetted between those same lips, thrust out by a stomach pumped too full. That took only moments. Then she was upright again, waving cheerily for the others to join them at the gate.


  They lingered, red-brown clumps in the strange orange distance.


  She shouted, raw-throated, “Move! We’ve a fiend lord to kill!” A blood-mist came from her mouth.


  Perhaps those words would not have been enough to bring them scuttling toward the rigid, headless mass of legs she had slain. But the acid she had belched, dragonlike, from her stomach, had convinced them.


  As they neared, Nina set hands on hips and watched them. She sung with a throaty growl:


  
    

  


  
     “We’re marching to Xiam,
 Beautiful, beautiful Xiam.
 We’re marching onward to Xiam,
 The beautiful city of god.” 
  


  Eleven


  Ghara-Girls
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  “Off to bed with you, Artus,” came the gnome’s voice in the night. His words were punctuated by the slap of skin on skin, and he went on to say, “I’ll be as holey as cheese once these bugs get through eating me.”


  “It’s all right, Boffo,” came Artus’s weary voice. Neither could see the other’s face—black, solid coalescences in the stifling night. “I can’t sleep, and one of us ought to.”


  Boffo snorted as he crawled beside his old friend. He turned on a knee and sat next to him, back to one of the smooth-skinned living towers that filled this wood. “You think sleeping’s what I’ve been doing? Hardly. Lying there, scratching and slapping’s more like it, wishing I had something like keeping watch to occupy the dull stretches between spider bites.”


  “I can’t sleep either,” Artus repeated emptily. The words served to dismiss Boffo’s complaints. “I’ve been here before and know why we’re here now.”


  Boffo was silent for a time. “If you tell me slow enough, maybe we can both last till dawn,” he said at last, then hissed and slapped again. “Don’t tell me these buggers aren’t bothering you. It’d help my morale considerably if you’d fidget from chiggers every once in a while.”


  “If this is the Beastlands,” Artus continued, “and though its been fifteen or sixteen years since I’ve been here, I think it is, then we’re probably here for a ghara-girl.”


  “I thought we were here because the soul sextant led us to Nina,” Boffo offered, to show he was listening.


  Artus turned toward him; the man’s voice was direct, confiding in misty remembrance. “Yes, it was the sextant. But the sextant brought us here because it found someone with Nina’s voice, not Nina herself, and—”


  “Hold on,” interrupted Boffo. “I said I couldn’t sleep, but I ain’t awake enough to figure out a story I’m getting only the half of. Start at the beginning.”
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  The brown-skinned chieftain lofted the three-year-old girl and held her dangling naked before him. He peered around the forest clearing at the tribe gathered there. His frown deepened.


  Despite the stormy torrent of shrieks from the child’s mother—a tabby-fleshed creature like himself—the chieftain gazed with patient and silent scrutiny at the little girl. In like manner, the huntsmen, who pinned the mother’s arms back and hooked brown insteps around her ankles to keep her from bolting, watched the chieftain’s eyes: twin mirrors that would reflect the child’s soul.


  At least you have not painted her, the chieftain thought calmly.


  The mother could not have heard. Her body writhed in anguish, as though she were nailed hand and foot to a tree. Her lips were flecked with foam. Her black hair hung in a dirty cloud about her shoulders. Give me my girl. Give me!


  She may not be your girl, replied the chieftain placidly. You know that.


  She’s no changeling. She is of me… of us….


  The man’s lips pursed. He moved his thumb laterally along the child’s small shoulder. Beneath it appeared a small birthmark, leaf shaped, with the stem down toward the armpit and the tip up toward the ear.


  When did her stripes begin to fade?


  They haven’t faded! the mother thought shrilly. They have always been light.


  But it wasn’t to her the chieftain had spoken. Another woman moved out from behind the knot of arms and legs to lay a thin, long hand on the mother’s shoulder. The touch that accompanied her words was soft and familiar, consoling as well as accusing. They have faded for the last three months.


  She lies!


  Now the woman spoke to the mother. Would I want to take her away if she were yours? We both know she is changeling, both know she is not your daughter. If you kept her here, she would kill you and me and all of us.


  No! The cry was not so much a denial as it was an animal growl, reasonless and total.


  Look. See what she has done to you, to us? the chieftain responded. Would you ever scream at me this way and risk death if it were not for her?


  He turned, child still held aloft before him. The girl’s large eyes were rimmed with tears, and her fingers grew dusty blue from the pressure of his hands beneath her arms.


  See, even this birthmark, this black flame upon her shoulder, shows she is of the fire. She is not one of us. She is not infused with the four elements; she is a child of fire, of one element only. If she remained among us, she would unbalance us, would bring us to destruction and death. She belongs to the Tiger. Unless the Tiger is merciful, or the forest sends one to save her, she cannot return to us. She is ghara.


  The naming of the child was the chanting of an old sacred word of power. The woman quieted, wilting as if dead against her captors as they drew her back into the forest.


  The chieftain gently lowered the girl to stand before him. He turned her around, facing her away from the trees among which his people stood, brown and silent as earth. He turned her to face the dark spaces beneath the great green boles.


  He lifted his head to cry out, a sudden rage and terror forcing the words up from him.


  “She is ghara!”


  The pronouncement did not cease. Its echo among the slick-skinned trees became a dull, unreasoning roar in the mouths of the others. They charged her, the ghara-girl. Their hands cracked green branches from trees and yanked thorny vines from the ground in a sudden and strange savagery whose marks would remain for years in the torn wood and soil.


  The first to reach the child was a young woman who held a rotten log in her looped arms. Its underbelly rained wriggling worms as she jabbed it into the girl’s back.


  The child—too young to have anticipated the attack but too old to ignore it—let out a yip as the rot-softened stub of the tree struck fistlike on her back. She began to run.


  The others followed, bringing their sticks and vines to bear when the girl tried to turn and run back toward her mother. None of the pursuers swung to slay; it was taboo to kill ghara, to steal from the Tiger his hunt. But their harrying was enough, their whipping vines and prodding branches. They left little red marks on her back. From her throat, they won a long keening scream. That would surely bring the Tiger.


  The chase lasted as long as the fury and fear did. One by one, the folk peeled off to let others, the younger and more angry, drive the evil child from them. But for some, these passions did not die even when breath and flesh failed. Their brows were spotted with sweat and red with rushing blood when they fell panting, the hatred still in them.


  See? See how driving her out does not even exorcise those passions that would slay us all? they would say to each other.


  The child had no time to think about such things. She could only run.


  No more followed, but she ran until she could run no more. When she fell down, Mother ground was cool.


  This was odd ground. It was red. It had round shoulders, not the brown crumbs of the earth near her home. The trees were odd. They had rough skin, but hard like bone. They looked old.


  She hadn’t been here before. She wasn’t in the other place anymore. The other place had all the people. Here there was only her.


  Ghara. That was her. She belonged to the Tiger. Here was his place. Here must have a name. Fearful things had names.


  She was a fearful thing. She was ghara. She belonged to the Tiger. Fearful things belonged to the Tiger. Things with names.


  She got up. Her arm hurt. Her leg hurt. Her head hurt. Her chest didn’t hurt. The sticks should be on trees. They should not be on her arm and leg and head.


  She belonged to the Tiger. He would come. He would put her with other gharas. She would play with other ghara-girls.


  Where is that Tiger? She walked.


  The ground was dead. She knew a deadman. They put him in the ground. His shoulder was cold. The ground was cold. It was full of deadmen.


  She was fire. Her shoulder had a black fire. Her shoulder was warm. It didn’t hurt. Her arm and leg and head were hot. She was on fire. Fire was fearful. She was ghara. They would not put her in the ground. She would make the ground hot.


  She belonged to the Tiger. She was fire.


  Where is that Tiger?


  She climbed. Fire was up there. It made her hair warm. Fire was too far up. It hid from her. It hid from fearful things. It was gone. It was dark. The deadmen woke up.


  Her skin warmed her. Her chest didn’t hurt.


  She climbed. She slept.


  The fire was above. Her shoulder was hot. Her head was hot. Her chest hurt.


  She was fire. They wouldn’t put her in the ground. She would make her own hair warm. She was fire. She belonged to the Tiger.


  She was not in the tree. She did not climb down. The ground was cold. Her leg was cold. It belonged to the ground. They would put her leg in the ground.


  The Tiger came. He was hot. He was striped. He was fire. He made his own hair hot. She belonged to the Tiger. They were both fearful things.


  She touched the Tiger. His tongue was rough and hot. He licked her fingers. Her fingers were red. His tongue was red.


  He put his claws on her leg. They were not hot. They were not heavy. His tongue was red. His growl was hot. His breath was sweet. She touched his hot shoulder.


  A bird flew onto the Tiger. The Tiger growled. His shoulder was hot. The bird held on. It made blood. The bird’s tail was wood. Its head was in the Tiger’s shoulder.


  Another bird flew onto him. It was a heavy bird. Its tail was wood. It made blood. The Tiger growled. Another bird came. The Tiger left.


  A man came. His face was white like a mushroom. He had thin fur. It was loose and wrinkled. He held more birds. Their beaks were stone. Their bodies were long. Their tails were wood. They had feathered tails. He held a bent branch. He put a bird on the branch. It flew after the Tiger.


  Another bird flew. And another bird. He had no more birds. They didn’t fly back. The man lifted her. He carried her away. He was hot. He was fearful. She belonged to him.
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  “At least that’s what I imagine she’d gone through. By her dehydration, I figured she’d been without water for two days. By the shape of her broken leg, I figured she’d fallen from a tree,” Artus finished as the first gray dawn filtered down around his white-rimmed head.


  “I’d been closing up a breech the tanar’ri had knocked through to the centennial thistlefield here—barring a magical door to keep the fiends out of the Beastlands—when I’d heard the high, soft sound of sobbing. I found Nina there, and the Tiger of course. I shot all my arrows at the thing before it fled, and then I made another portal to bring her out with me.”


  “So that’s why we’re here,” Boffo said quietly, nodding his head. “This is where Nina’s from.”


  “I even called her ‘Ghara’ at first. That was the only word I could get out of her. After a while, I realized she’d been saying the word as a curse, not as a name. Later, after I’d done some reading about the Beastlands and the creation of ghara-girls, I changed her name to Ninavereth.”


  “You think she might be here?” Boffo asked.


  “I don’t know. This jungle doesn’t look anything like the illustration page where she and Jandau fell. That looked more like something from the Abyss. Still, if that door I closed up has come open in the last sixteen years, maybe she did escape the Abyss and has come this far.”


  Boffo brightened. He pointed to the soul sextant. “She has to be here. The fork led us here.”


  Artus shook his head ruefully. “Maybe, and maybe not. It could be that the fork has led us to another ghara-girl, another child of fire and the Tiger. It’s said that ghara-children tend to be identical in appearance. All the fire children have that same flame-shaped birthmark, the same features, the same hair color, the same height… the same voice.”


  “But a girl-child wouldn’t have Nina’s grown-up voice,” protested Boffo.


  Artus groaned as he got to his feet. He dusted the soil from his pants. “That’s just the thing. Some ghara-girls are hidden well enough with tattoos and pigments that their true natures aren’t revealed for some time. Some ghara-girls are recognized only after adolescence, and are cast out then.”


  “Either way”—the speaker was Krim, whose muscular frame rippled gently as he rose from the ground to float in the air—“whether it’s Nina or not, the sextant led Aereas to someone being menaced by the Tiger. Even if we don’t find Nina, we should find Aereas.”


  Artus lifted his rucksack from the ground and slung it over one shoulder. “Let’s hope. In the Outer Planes, there’s more ways to be lost than just in body.”


  Twelve


  The Play’s the Thing
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  Jandau was accustomed to strange landscapes, strange cities, but this one was unlike any other he had seen. It was strangely comforting, strangely familiar, strangely terrifying.


  The city seemed to have been blasted apart by some fragmenting, dismantling bomb. Between whole structures—tudor-style houses and stonework porticoes and trellised gardens—there was darkness. And the darkness was filled with curtains, shadowy wooden struts and ropes over blocks, great iron bolts and nuts, black paint, canvas frameworks… the stuff of stagecraft.


  What he had first taken to be whole structures were not whole at all, but large, painted canvas sets with holes where windows were to be and doors that led only to the ubiquitous blackness of the aisles between.


  Turning about, he could see the exterior of a cobbler’s shop, complete with the exaggerated painted iron outline of a huge hobnailed boot; the interior of a drawing room, with red velvet wall dressings and curtains that pooled on the floor; and a sunken grotto that was neither sunken nor a grotto, as it was open on three sides and was made of plaster instead of stone. They were fragments, dream scenes that had congealed for a moment out of darkness, only to dissolve the next moment into air.


  In the very air above, Jandau could sense a black-painted ceiling. All that was visible in the darkness, though, were the tag-tails of raised curtains and the thin, uneven courses of rank upon rank of lofted backdrops.


  Jandau’s first impression had been that these separate, black-limned sets had once been part of a grand city, shattered like a mirror. Now, though, he saw that the sets could not have stood in the same city—grass hut beside palatial mansion—any more than they could have existed in the same county, the same mind.


  The citizens of this place were equally unnerving. They came in two breeds: bright-faced, sharp-eyed humans and humanoids who moved through the glare and gleam of the sets, and dark-faced things that stood in dumb attention in the shadows or labored with dull, extraordinary might to drag sets past each other, or hauled painted canvases into the near-impenetrable blackness above.


  Those within the sets were dressed in all manner of clothes, from fine satin to torn sackcloth. All their garments, though, displayed the tragicomic amplification of the stage. Their voices, too—what could be heard of them in the general din of a thousand simultaneous plays—were exaggerated. Conversation sounded unconversationally loud; whispers were anything but discreet.


  As to the creatures in the darkness, there was no telling what species they were. Every last one had the silent, patient bulk of underworld monsters—cold-blooded, unblinking… infinitely still until triggered, but then moving with silent, implacable force and speed.


  Strangely familiar. Strangely terrifying. Jandau had wandered such spaces, among such people, many times before, but this place and these people were the worst.


  Gubba Gubba and Pignantine, for all the hale orange glow of their orangutan expressions, looked green-gilled.


  Nina let out a brief bark of a laugh.


  The Pig nudged her and nervously pointed. The darksome creatures around them turned their glazed eyes toward the band. No reason to attract their attention, sent the ape.


  Whose? responded Nina, smiling as she squinted into the deeps.


  Theirs. The Bastis. That’s where Bastif gets its name: City of the Bastis.


  Those mole-men, you mean? she asked.


  She was walking again, for the first time since they’d passed beneath the unguarded city gate, unlocked by her portal power, to find themselves in a jagged strait of black-painted planks between floating sets. There was no gateway in sight here on the inside, only the fragments of a city spread out infinitely in all directions beneath the black sky.


  You fear attracting the attention of these dumb, blind things? Nina pressed.


  The Pig’s response was a hissed thought as he knuckled up beside her to keep pace. You remember what the spider-thing said about the passion play? About how they would make you part of it?


  I have my own passion play going, she replied curtly.


  The others were listening—it was clear in the silence of their minds and their short-chopped following steps.


  They passed between a pair of sets, one that showed the bright interior of a manor-house kitchen and another that displayed a dimly lit wine cellar with an ominous iron incinerator on one side. The creatures in the sets chattered loudly, projecting oblivious lines in oblivious voices. They took no more note of Nina and her marching band than they would have of an audience. But between sets, the darksome beasts—some looked like orcs, their small eyes flaming above their up-jutting fangs—did.


  But this isn’t a play, continued the Pig. He nudged up near Nina to stay well out of the reach of the orcs in the shadows. It’s an execution device.


  That brought her up short. The black-painted planks beneath their feet rattled with the slowing and stopping of Nina’s troops. An execution device—? Who’re the plays for?


  The Pig shrugged. Some say it’s the Bastis that watch the plays, make prisoners and slaves live their lives and die their deaths for them. Vicarious vitality. The passion play means execution for enemies of the Overlord, and bread and circuses for his friends. Others say even the Bastis get drawn in and killed, and the only survivor is the Overlord.


  Shhh, interrupted Gubba Gubba. His face had begun to run with sweat. He looked like a melting orange candle. Do you wish to summon him?


  Pignantine’s hand flew to whap the back of his comrade’s head. Rusty strands of hair jutted out ahead of the creature’s slanted brow. Summon him? We’re already in his palace. What need to summon him?


  Aside from being Salis Thik’s archenemy, who is this… Overlord? Nina asked.


  No one knows. It’s said he’s a god, and one of the characters in these plays represents him. The whole thing—all the plays taken together—retell his life. But nobody knows which character is him.


  Does anyone here know the story being played out? Nina asked. She glanced back levelly past Jandau to the mantis-men milling behind him.


  After a moment, one of the six-legged creatures dragged its slow-breathing abdomen forward. It began to speak, its voice merely sibilant nonsense.


  The Pig translated: The plays tell the life of the Overlord, the life of the great King Prajaponi.
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  I saw him, Prajaponi, in the days before he was king, in the days before his brother, the jester-prince, brought him down.


  I saw the demigod encamped upon the Argentum—him, Prajaponi—moving from bivouac to bivouac to exhort young faces brightened by and leathern backs darkened by the fires.


  They looked up at his bedizened form. He was half revealed in firelight, half gloomed in starlight. And Prajaponi spoke, with a voice like the distant fierce roar of cavalry down a hillside. Those few words, but five each for each of his eight hundred men, were like draughts of rum. They burned and blessed and relieved and enlightened all in one small dose. The bivouacs would blaze no differently when he left those men, but there was a change among them—I saw it. It was a mood at once stronger and softer, like leather that has been well oiled to bend at elbows but turn back blades.


  Then, like a shadow creeping, came the ruined brother, not demigod, but semihuman. As Prajaponi had taken form from sparks of fire and rum and battle-fear, Lonnie the Dolt would rustle up out of the night like a raccoon from the underbrush, a skunk from the weeds.


  The heartened men were stunned by the twisted brother. They watched in amazement as the hunchback capered among the rattling flames. He tread barefoot on hot coals and said he was baking corns for breakfast. The men laughed. Then Lonnie pantomimed his brother’s bluster, his brother’s bold words and gestures. No one thought to laugh at that. But soon the Fool Royale, as all but his brother called him, was singing and clapping, and then the instruments came from the sacks—the flies, the pipes, the drums.


  Lonnie passed along, then, in his brother’s wake, down the chill, silent Argentum. Prajaponi brought among them courage, resolve, and lordly grace. Lonnie the Dolt brought laughter, joy, and music, the sweet fruits of his brother’s virtues. It has been said that the Silver Stream was full of laughter the night before it was filled with blood. I saw it.


  I saw King Prajaponi years later. His butcher’s work on the Argentum banks had won him the throne, demigod become a god. He sat ensconced there, a warrior’s frame out-sizing the politician’s seat. Still, the circlet sat well on his black shock of hair. It’s prongs shadowed a face like a great granite rock, with two firelit caves in the place of eyes.


  King Prajaponi chafed beneath the weight of furs and robes. King Prajaponi soaked and dissipated before the bowing flotsam of the court. Oh, for wilder, truer, colder streams than these, he must have thought.


  Until the cold, noble stream brought him—slowing, spinning, nearly stopping—a girl. No princess, she, nor even a lady. This was a young scullery slip who’d been given the job of polishing the plates and shields that hung high across the vault of the throne room. She had not come while the court was there, of course, being handed pail, rag, and orders in the wee hours. By the light of a single tallowed wick, she belted her skirts about her legs and climbed.


  Had the king not been prowling his gardens to outpace the devil party in his head, and had the slow, gentle rain not begun and so driven him into the cloister and then farther, into the throne room…


  He was startled by her. He called her down from the rafters, where she hung in cleaning like a bat. When he saw her dirt-grimed face and the beauty Nature had stored there, he kissed her. I saw.


  The Fool Royale saw them, too, where he sat in the corner, sipping slowly the drink that should not be drunk at all. Betrayal.


  Next, it was the wedding day of King Prajaponi. I and all the world saw him striding in measured tread, one step for each two of his dainty bride, down the aisle.


  But the bride was not the same girl. The scullery maid lingered behind an upstairs screen of carved wood, where she let no more than an eye show past the partition. But that eye was enough; it was an eye large enough to hold even the largest tear.


  I saw it when a scabby hand clamped over her mouth. The tear streaked downward in one swift motion as she fell upon her back. She could not scream for the hand, and dared not scream and disturb the solemn ceremony below—dared not, for the fiend face of her lover’s brother hung above her now, blood-swollen and tense.


  Next I saw King Prajaponi when he stood trembling in his bedchamber, naked to the waist. The queen fled past the round-bellied maid who stood in the doorway, thrust there by a scabby hand and a tongue like a knife, and the word “Adulterer! Adulterer!”


  Lonnie cried that word, once to destroy his own brother, once to forsake his own misbegotten son. I heard him cry it.


  I saw him, too, King Prajaponi, the day we all saw him, the day when the castle was burning. It was not besieged, not beset by fickle fortune. It was burning at the hand of the sire, and of Fate. Divine fire. Fire so hot that no man can quench it, so hot it can slay a god. The wifeless marriage bed went first in black coils into the sky, and then the royal apartments, with the king shut inside.


  The guard was at the dour, shouting, battering against its blockaded fastness. When their boots gave way to axes and the door gave way in turn, the warriors buckled inward. And they saw the king, mantled in flame, hair smoking and smoldering, as he leapt headfirst from the window.


  He was cometary, I remember, falling with an orange-red streak toward the ground. He struck earth among the scattering guards and paving stones. When the fire was out, they had to dig down between the vacant shoulders to find where Prajaponi’s head had gone, so that they might retrieve the blood-grim circlet embedded there.


  Still crusted with the death of the king, the diadem was lifted by the brother’s scabby hand and placed upon his own head, its prongs to overshadow his hump. “Fealty! Fealty!” he cried, once to the maid who yet bore his son, and once to the people whose lord he had brought down.


  But Lonnie was no god, nor demigod—no longer even semihuman for all his wicked deeds. As his brother had ascended to and through and past his throne, Lonnie had descended to and through and past the hells.


  They stoned him alive, his brother’s people did. Those to whom he cried “Adultery” and “Fealty” heard only “Treachery,” and paid him in kind.


  The swollen-bellied maid cast the first stone.


  I saw it all. I, Nina, who had been sent to kill King Prajaponi, the Overlord. I saw it all, enacted in a thousand plays on a thousand stage sets, and described in a thousand words from the insect-man’s maw. I saw it all.


  Thirteen


  A Mustering of Wildmen
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  High above the rain forest floor, nestled within a great-spreading red bloom, Aereas lay. He was entwined with a girl.


  Gasping, Artus staggered back toward the sheer edge of the bough. Phaeton of the useless wings caught him.


  “Nina?” the old man wondered aloud.


  The girl was in every way like Nina, even to the leaf-shaped birthmark on her shoulder. Worse, she was nearly naked, and in the arms of his nephew. Artus’s gasp made her stir, and when she opened her large lavender eyes, he knew it was not Nina. Surely his nephew would have known it, too.


  Artus briefly thanked the watchful angel, who had saved him from an eight-hundred-foot plummet, then glanced up at the wildman who had led them up the winding stairway to this spot. The tiger-striped man merely grinned and shrugged. Artus leaned toward the blossom and, with two knuckles, brusquely nudged Aereas awake.


  The young man roused slowly, stretching, drawing the sleep out of his eyes with balled fists. He yawned deeply, let out a contented sigh, opened his eyes, and murmured, “Good morning, Uncle.”


  “Get up!” There was a strange, impatient heat in Artus’s voice. He told himself it was the long, wearying climb and the dizzy heights and the urgency to find Nina… but that was a lie that didn’t fool even him. “Nina’s the one who’s supposed to be lost, not you. Now, get up!”


  Aereas stretched again. He flashed a fangy, catlike grin at Phaeton, who stood farther out along the branch, looking fascinated, quizzical, and disdainful all at once. Krim was there, too, hovering leaflike to one side of the bough, and Boffo, though the little gnome was back in a burl of the main bole, no doubt shivering uncontrollably because of the height.


  Aereas yawned and said, “But this is perhaps the nicest place I’ve ever been.”


  “You’ve been hoodwinked,” said Artus. As though he had forgotten the tremendous height, he leaned into the flower and tried to yank the slack, lanky youth out of it and out of the arms of the girl. Instead, he pulled himself forward and began again to slip.


  One of the forest people, the same tall hunter who had led Artus’s party upward, clutched the short, white-haired man in strong fingers and pulled him back from the brink of disaster. I told you, the rescuer thought evenly, you could not force him to leave with you. It must be his decision.


  “Stop flapping your bonebox,” Artus said in a huff as he dusted the creature’s slender hands from him. “You’ve mesmerized him, made him go barmy. He can’t decide for himself while you and this… this… tulip trollop have him under your spell.”


  Why must it be mesmerism? Because he’s stopped fighting? Because he has found a way to be one with the world around him rather than forever battling it and embattled by it? Could not this be the true state from which you have fallen?


  Think of our climb up here. Was is not terrifying for you? It was not for your nephew, who rose in half the time and half the effort and none of the danger that you endured. And why? Because he sang with us. Because his being was enjoined with ours, so that he, could no more fall from the tree in our midst than one leg could fall from a scaling centipede.


  And is that wrong? Is the immersion of the self in the community a loss of the self?


  Look at you, man, you and your friends here. You seek to bring your lost one back to you, but aren’t you already lost, yourselves? Each of you is a severed leg of a starfish, and you think to live on your own, to be free from each other. But each severed leg grows back four more so it can be a community again.


  Artus was staring blankly into the much higher eyes of the wildman. The savage spoke to him as though to a child, his face bemused and open and gently smiling, his eyes intent and implacable and kind. Artus almost lost himself in those kind eyes, much as his nephew had lost himself in the flower that those eyes so clearly resembled.


  His nephew. And his daughter.


  The spell was broken. Artus spoke again, now with his old assured calm. Even his body had stopped its nauseating sway on the impossibly high branch. “That is all true for you, here, in the Beastlands. This is your world, your universe, but it is not ours. Just as you turned this ghara-girl out to the Tiger because she was not one of you, so you must turn Aereas and the rest of us out to the Tiger. If you would sacrifice this girl to the beast to keep the rest of your people safe, you must know that we, too, will endanger you. We are born ghara. We must wrestle and slay the beast, not just once, but every day of our lives. My nephew—the rescuer of your ghara-girl—saved her because he is like her, a creature of battles and battlements, a tenacious, toothy, fearsome thing.


  “Yes, he sang with you. That is one talent we fighters have, too. In fact, the poor trembling gnome you’ve got nestled in the hole of your magnificent and immemorial tree is himself a maker of music and of music-makers. But singing is not all there is to our beings. Your trees are inspired to rise toward daylight, but would die without night in which to rest and suspire. So, too, my nephew would die if he only sang, but never again fought the darkness.”


  Artus paused. The wildman looked down at him, past his long, arched nose and the tawny flesh that clung to his muscles and bones. Artus was not finished.


  “And this young man is not the only one among us who has saved a ghara-girl. Nearly a score of years ago, it was I who saved a child of thine, a much younger child. I, too, climbed the hole of this tree. I, too, sung with you and feasted with you. You asked me to remain, but I knew that if the girl-child had no place among you, certainly I did not. So I adopted her, took her with me to raise as my own daughter.


  “Now she is lost again. We sought her when this young man, Aereas, who has been called my spirit and image, came looking and found your ghara.”


  The wildman nodded sagely and stroked his chin. The bemused look was still there, the eye-brightness, but they were no longer instructive and mildly chiding, only surprised, delighted. We thought he was you, so strongly is he your reflection.


  To that, Artus nodded in turn.


  We were to grant him two boons for saving our ghara-girls, the first time a score of years ago, and the second time yester eve. This young man is one spoken of as a forest warrior. Unless the forest sends one of her warriors to save our ghara-girls, they can never return. He has saved the girl, and in saving her has made her no longer ghara.


  It is two great boons that we owe. Now I see that we owe one of those boons to you.


  Aereas, who in ears and mind had heard all of this, stood up from the blossom. He assumed a place beside his uncle. The bliss was not gone from his face, but it was mixed with keen realization and stern resolve. He suddenly knew that this wildman had just recounted the story of Nina’s origin.


  For boon, I ask this, Aereas thought, his inner voice still holding something of the wild folks’ music, that you send your greatest huntsmen with us to rescue my cousin from wherever she is.


  Artus nodded. Let that be my boon, too. It is much to ask a tribe to send its greatest huntsmen into the Abyss.


  The beautiful brown of the man’s features faded at the mention of their destination. It is much to ask, indeed. But there are two forest warriors asking it, and our daughter who was lost to us has been returned. How can we refuse to return your daughter to you? He produced Aereas’s sword from a sheath of leaves he bore and handed the blade to him.


  For too long, only our ghara-girls have faced the evils of the worlds beyond, have battled the Tiger. Let now our hunters take up their portion of battle, and of glory.
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  Aereas sang alone as they marched outward, following the soul sextant. The others, feral painted men with their narrow spears taller than themselves, had begun singing, but the sound of it had befuddled the sensitive divining device. Artus quickly silenced them, and the device stopped its resonant chattering. Now it hummed in quiet harmony to the sole, thin tones of Aereas.


  Perhaps it was the same song they all would have sung. Perhaps not. The sound of it emerged slow and pulsing from him. It had the ceaseless throb of a spiritual.


  The sound led them just where Artus had thought it might, to the great thistlefields of the Beastlands.


  Like all living things in this verdant world, the centennial thistles had grown tall. Their stalks were as broad as those of the trees where the wildmen lived. They bristled with fiercely sharp barbs, many as long as the spears the men carried. In fact, Artus now noted, the slender, white spear shafts were apparently harvested by the wildmen from these very plants.


  They passed beneath and among the enormous thistle stalks, which reached their blooming lavender heads into the sky some five hundred feet up. If any thorn came loose from the stalk and fell straight down, the man caught by it would likely be staked to earth. As the party passed deeper into the field, they came upon clearings of short stubs, where spear stalks had plummeted to embed all but two feet of their shafts in the soil.


  Worse, yet, one of the wildman warriors supplied, noting the wary glances of the offworlders, if a fire catches among these stalks, the million seedpods in the lavender heads above will burst free and slice through anything between them and the ground—anything, including us—before each one gates to whatever corner of the planes is encoded in its seed germ.


  There was danger in that hike. The wildmen were clearly unnerved to be passing beneath these spears and spades with no song on their lips to unite them, to guide and protect them. The great metaphoric centipede was absent. Thready and young, Aereas’s voice was all they had. It led them in time through the gantlet and to the destination Artus had anticipated.


  The abyssal portal he’d closed those umpteen years back.


  He’d closed it well. Just as a skilled sailor could tie a knot that he himself could not easily untie, so Artus could seal a door beyond his skill of unsealing. The tumbledown arch formed by two sideways-growing centennial thistles shimmered with only the faintest of blue motes. It looked harmless enough, until Artus extended a stick into it. They all watched the green wood burst in a flash of flame and crumble to ash.


  Aereas stopped singing. He looked bleakly at the gate. “Kind of forbidding.”


  Artus nodded. The wildmen gathered in a dark, watchful picket behind him. “It was meant to keep all kinds of abyssal roaches from scuttling through. Problem is, the destructive magic works both ways.”


  “Do you remember the key?” Aereas asked. A small bead of sweat had started out from his cheek and streaked tearlike to his jawbone.


  “That’s just it. I didn’t provide one.”


  Boffo, who panted more than any of them in the oven-heat of the jungle, slapped another insect on his quickly reddening neck and said irritably, “I’d almost rather be shocked to death than bit to death. What about the boy?”


  Artus shot a stern glare at his longtime friend.


  “I’d rather be bitten to death, myself,” Aereas replied.


  “That’s not what he means,” said Artus flatly. “He means what about using you to open the door.”


  “Using me?” Aereas asked. There were plenty more beads of sweat standing out on brow and cheek, each ready for its race down his face.


  “Remember how I told you you’re a skeleton key?” Artus said softly. He placed his hand on the youth’s shoulder. “You and your cousin? It was a stupid idea, making the two of you into keys for all the Lady’s portals. Hiding you in plain sight.


  “Anybody looking for a key would seek an arcane word, or an object—something that could be stolen, controlled, or duplicated. By choosing two precious souls, unique in all of time and space, I knew the keys could never be duplicated, never be used without your consent. You see, I made you not merely skeleton keys, but guardians of the keys, on a grander scale than I have ever been. Only with your willingness can your power he used.”


  His voice had become apologetic, almost pathetic, though he did not drop his gaze from the growing anger in his nephew’s eyes. Artus continued, “That’s why I fled the planes with you two to begin with. To hide you away. You’re what the fiends were searching for—the skeleton keys. They kidnapped me, hoping they could torture me to reveal the location of the keys. You are the keys. You can walk through any portal, anywhere, at will.”


  Aereas’s face had gone red. Sweat beads stood out on his brow but no longer rushed downward. “How could you—?”


  “It was stupid. I’d never intended for you to come to harm. When they kidnapped me, I thought I’d die with the secret, thought you’d stay safe. I hadn’t planned on your coming after me. Failing to see that was also stupid. Of course you would follow. It was your nature. And your powers let you slip quite simply through my well-locked tobacco stand.”


  Aereas turned his face away and stared into the placid blue charges dancing innocuously in that portal. He was fuming, seething, a mood not uncommon to his cousin but certainly uncommon to him. How could Artus have done such a thing? Why hadn’t he explained this all sooner?


  “It’s dangerous information,” Artus said, as though he could read his nephew’s thoughts, “no less so in your hands than the hands of the fiends.”


  Aereas bit his lip and tasted blood. With an overwhelming impetuosity that he could easily imagine in Nina, he thrust his hand through the blue curtain. The motes of light swarmed, tingling, around his fingers, but there was no flash of blue incandescence, no melting away of flesh.


  “You wouldn’t tell me, but you tell all… all of these?” asked Aereas with quiet incredulity.


  “If we are to pass through this portal, we can do so only with your power, your aid.”


  Now the sweat descended across his face like a fierce rain. “I’m supposed to stand in this portal while you all file through? Half in the Beastlands and half in Hell?”


  There is a better way. It was one of the warriors, a bearded man with gray streaking through his wiry black hair. If we sing, all of us, we will be one. It is how we must do battle, so if we pass as one through the portal behind Aereas, we will be protected with him and ready to fight what lies beyond.


  Artus nodded, glancing at his nephew. “Are you ready for battle, Aereas?”


  The young man’s lips drew into a grim, straight line. “Right now, I could rip the Tiger’s heart out with my bare hands….” The final words became tonal, melodic; he was singing already. In a breath, the wildman warriors joined him. The sound of their voices was deep and balming and powerful. It seemed they immediately recognized the chanted song on the young man’s lips.


  It took no more than another breath for the others to add their voices. Phaeton’s was clear, like the tolling of a perfect bell, punctuating the earthier tones of the wildmen. Krim’s percussive rattle and hiss quickly found its way into the fabric of sound woven between them. Artus’s rough and ready baritone joined the wordless music, and Boffo’s voice, narrow and reedy, soon ceased when he drew a fife from his pack and began to play.


  There was a moment of accord, when the swell of sound had gone from voices to Voice, as when bagpipes reach full drone and the melody of them begins. Then Aereas stepped forward. Not stepped, but marched.


  He was in it, surrounded by, suffused by, the aching blue centipede of song.


  Fourteen


  Death Comes for the Overlord
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  And so ends the tragic tale of the fall of the Overlord at the hand of his own brother, the Fool Royale.


  All the while that the Pig had translated this story from the scissoring jaws of the mantis-man, Jandau had watched the sets around them. He’d matched locations to parts of the story, actors to characters. The scenes played themselves out in countless variations on the endless stages.


  The tiefling noted three separate woodland sets where men gathered about too-small fires in a too-dark night. Into one came Prajaponi, just as in the story. In another, a slow, steady rain began, and a wolf loped into the scene to stare into the warriors’ eyes. In the third, a fight broke out among the men.


  So it was, too, with the other scenes. The throne room, the wedding ceremony, the burning quarters… each was repeated in numerous iterations, each a different version of the same episode.


  Many scenes, most scenes, Jandau did not recognize at all: a mule and a villein, a flowering tree upon which bodies hung, some sort of baptism. There was something in that last scene, though, something about the baby curled into the arms of the white-robed and balding old priest….


  “His whole life,” Nina said, more to herself than the others. “Stoned him alive. Alive and well.”


  What? replied the Pig.


  “Find me the wedding scene. Find it. Find it just like the bug here told it. Go!”


  Though the command was spoken, not projected mentally, Nina’s contingent seemed to know what she wanted. They immediately broke into pairs and began hustling through the darkness between stage sets.


  Jandau came up beside her, his hand narrow on her blazing shoulder. “Nina. Enough is enough. This isn’t some fairy tale come to life. This is the theater of a monster. Gubba told me all the actors are compelled to perform, like puppets, and all of them die in the play.


  “Don’t you see? Despite all the sets and props and actors, this is not a stage, but an arena. These are blood sports. The only things that are real are the knives and poisons. By magic, or mind control, or something, the Overlord compels his enemies to play out his life—to their deaths. He reaches, somehow, back from the grave, to draw all his subjects in after him. He had to die, so now he’s consigned all the rest of us, citizens and intruders alike, to die too, to let him once again be a god.”


  “He didn’t have to die,” Nina replied flatly. She was marching in her own direction, toward a great distant luminosity. The sky there was filled with hoisted backdrops, their base poles lit from below and looking like lances in flight. “This isn’t a tragedy. This is a comedy.”


  Jandau paced her with his feet, though his words could not keep up.


  There! There it is, Nina! There, on the horizon! came the excited thought of Gubba.


  I see it, she returned to him, to all of them. Form up on me.


  As the troops heeded her order, homing in on her by weaving through the maze of sets, Jandau clutched her arm and muttered hurriedly, “Listen. I know you think you’ve somehow figured this thing out, that you’ve gotten the key for finding your way to the Overlord, and once you do that, to killing him. But it’s not going to work. This thing is a dead god, a fiend more powerful than any other you and I have met so far. He’s not going to allow us to—”


  The words were broken off by the frantic thought of the Pig. He’s drawing us in. There are only five of us left!


  “What!” shouted Jandau in alarm. He turned from Nina, who plunged yet onward. Seeing the confused look on Pignantine’s face, Jandau remembered to think the thought rather than say it. What?


  Gone! the Pig replied. Even Gubba. I can feel his mind being drawn away. All the weakest minds have gone. He’s been enlisted in the play. The Overlord’s got him.


  No sooner had these words sunk in than Jandau caught a flash of orange hair out of the corner of his eye. Into one of the innumerable campfire sets, Gubba had charged. His arms were splayed in an eight-foot span of rage, and his teeth were bared horribly. Even so, there was something small and hurt and frightened in his eyes. He almost gave voice to it, was almost able to send a squeal of shock and outrage past the stage bellow that filled his toothy mouth.


  But then there was a lance, its head red-hot from where its bearer had been playing with the fire. It dug deep into the simian’s thigh. Now, not even the stage bellow found room in the creature’s voice box; his raw anguish was voiced no longer on vocal folds but on the very walls of his throat. Then another spear bit into the beast, sliding through the muscular wall of the gut, piercing a kidney, and shoving the red-brown organ out the creature’s back. A third spear, and a fourth. The men were laughing now, one soldier prodding Gubba toward the too-small fire.


  Next moment, he was in it. Orange hairs turned yellow with flame. The soldiers stabbed him as he spun, not even the shriek emerging now but a mere silence of gusting air with nothing left to chime against.


  Jandau turned away as the apeman went down in the coals and the spears. In that brief turning flash of sight, he saw a mantis-man acting out a similar scene, being propelled into a one-sided combat in an open-air grotto.


  Oh, how he wanted to kill this Overlord, these monstrous actors. He had not known Gubba long, had not counted him even a companion, let alone a friend, and yet an unreasonable rage welled up inside Jandau. He took two plunging strides toward the nearest set, an attic space with a sewing closet and a small window, then bolted to a stop. No, this must have been what the others felt, this strange compulsion to fight and slay. This must be some part of the fiendish passion play the others had spoken of. He would not relent, could not.


  Jandau spun to find Nina, to make sure she had not been lured away. She was nowhere to be seen. All the weakest minds… Pignantine’s thought came racing back upon him, and with it blundered the Pig himself.


  She’s up ahead. I saw her, Pignantine blurted urgently.


  Jandau was following, legs making the decision his head couldn’t. What about the others?


  Dead, came Pignantine’s thought. Dead, I guess. Without Gubba, there’s no going back for me. It’s gonna be hard to find another one of him.


  They pushed on, past a vast, open-air courtyard to a manor house. The solid-looking structure was no more than a painting flexing slowly in some dark breeze. Jandau and the Pig came to a set of practice dummies, then a royal bath. On and on, past a panoply of other scenes and the jabber of those acting within them.


  I wish I could slit their throats! That’d stop their yapping, Pignantine thought. The apeman’s sword was already out. Killing Gubba Gubba. You can’t find a sidekick like him easy these days.


  Don’t give in to it, warned Jandau sharply. That’s what happened to the others. Something tells me these creatures can’t really affect us until we become part of a scene. As long as we stay clear, we stay alive.


  For the first time, Jandau found himself thankful he didn’t have to speak; this string of thoughts could not have meshed with his panting breaths.


  There! thought Pignantine. He thrust a gnarled forefinger ahead.


  At the top of a rise, in the black-planked darkness, stood a throne room set, thronging with guests in full regalia. The royal chamber was bedecked in white silks and banners. A wedding. The nobles stood awaiting the entrance of the bride and groom.


  On the near side of the open set, many black forms milled, creatures with the same stoop-shouldered, orclike bodies as those below. One figure stood out, slender, strident, and furious in graceful motion: Nina.


  That silent rushing became suddenly raucous as she plunged into the bright-clothed crowd. Among them she seemed diminished, narrow among bustles, bristly among great fat hives. Though apparently diminished in size, she was not in speed. She rushed among the throng, shoved them over, pushed them apart as a landing loon parts waves. The boiling tumult around her did nothing to slow her down. She angled through the masses, across the white-runnered aisle where the bride and groom would shortly walk, and waded in rushing bounds past the guests on the other side.


  They had slowed her some. By the time she was slipping, black and fleet, out the far door of the chamber and mounting the stairs beyond, Jandau and the Pig had only just reached the edge of the set.


  Their passage was not so easy. Jandau leapt over the first obstacle, a woman slowly and magnificently fainting from the terrible upset of the ceremonies. He ran full into her male companion, who, despite his powdered wig, was a veritable hull of muscle beneath the straining fabrics. He stooped and snorted, ramming Jandau back with the crown of his head. The narrow tiefling fell in a sprawl atop the yet-fainting woman.


  The Pig was no luckier. Instead of striking gauzy women or muscular men, he hit upon a stout stone pillar that rose among the crowd. He fell beside it, and guards were on them both immediately.


  If Nina heard the sound of this commotion behind her, she gave no sign, vaulting up the vacant stairs four at a time until, slightly winded, she reached the top landing. She pelted past a stunned guard and along a carpeted corridor to a narrow closet that she knew must be there.


  She flung back the dark-stained wood and found what she had hoped to find. The craven hunchback stooped there, his hand muzzling the beautiful, teary scullery maid. Nina had arrived in time; the hunchback’s belt only sagged on his hips, the trousers not yet drawn down.


  “Here you are,” Nina said rapidly as the guards started toward her from their posts. “I expected to find you here. In all this sprawl of battles and intrigues and death and rape, I knew there was but one task you would not leave to an actor. And, yes, Overlord Fool Royale, I knew that this was your land, not the land of your dead brother.”


  She paused long enough to kick backward and send the two guards to the floor. The girl did her job, too, kneeing the fool in a place that would keep him from rising.


  “Theater,” Nina said. Her rolled eyes took in the whole of this domain as well as showing her disdain. “This is not the sort of land that would be formed by a man who lights himself on fire and leaps from a tower. Theaters are for acting fools, not despairing kings. And besides, this place has the scum-smell of a lesser man than Prajaponi, a man of closets and squalid corners rather than castles and thrones.


  “The passion play is over. Your brother’s tragedy and your comedy have become tragedy for you both.”


  As he struggled again to rise from the whimpering woman, Nina skewered him from hindpart to head as though she were spitting a hog for baking. Her long blade did not stop until it cracked open the prince’s skull. Only then did his hand come loose from the woman’s mouth.


  The stored scream of the young maiden became a long siren wail. Nina’s victorious shout rose up with it.


  “The Overlord is dead. His curtain has fallen at last!”


  Then, the blackness was gone, and all the false walls and canvas flies and block and tackle and bolts—all of it.


  There was a moment of brilliant flash when the multitude was pressed for an instant shoulder to shoulder, their costumes gone so that, aside from Nina and her scattered squad, it was flesh upon flesh upon flesh. Then the shoulders of the horde cracked the tight-constricted stone archways that led into the Overlord’s puppet city, and they were all flung outward onto the sharp orange mud-flats of the Abyss.


  They landed in dusty tumbles of flesh and filth and dirt, as many dead as were alive. Even so, the living numbered in the thousands.


  As always, one creature landed on her feet.


  She was smiling. “You who once served the Overlord, know he is dead. I have slain him. Now you serve Salis Thik and his general, me!”


  There was silence to that. None spoke upon that desolate plain, none to say yea or nay.


  Fifteen


  The Turn of the Worm
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  Aereas’s feet moved beneath him with a measured surety, finding ground with each pulse of the song. At the head of the wildmen, he marched into the portal and toward a battle against fiends.


  It was more a stately parade or a ritual dance than a march. The legs of the company moved not together but in a rippling wave. Aereas passed into the swirling blue of the portal, which popped and crackled against his skin. These sounds were small next to the song. Artus, behind him, stepped into the motes before Aereas was out of them, and then Krim and the first of the wildmen.


  Suddenly, Aereas emerged. His voice was alone again, cutting in thin fury against a harsh, stinging orange wind. Artus followed, adding baritone; Krim came with his hiss; and the first melodious voice of the wildmen emerged next.


  The song swelled behind Aereas as he moved out along the cracked clay of the landscape. He strode toward the horizon, which cut thin and brown between orange land and orange sky. As the warriors filed out, the sound of them became the angry cry of a pipe organ with all stops pulled. The company of forty moved with the noise of a legion, of six thousand.


  Then came a new sound, a new melody atop all the others. It was Artus, singing in strident descant. Though he sang no words, the sense of his battle plans came through to them all:


  
    

  


  
     The turning worm of Salis Thik:
 the world edge before us is a wave,
 a great toiling wave of earth.
 Within its turning crest lies
 a huge rolling worm. The beast,
 from stoma to anus, is as long
 as a legion in a line, and it
 moves unstoppable between the walls
 of granite in this ravine.
 It’s stomach’s power is a
 portal spell, so stay with Aereas
 and sing, and live. But before that
 rending maw, we’ll have a worse
 battle for us. 
  


  
    

  


  They all knew what he meant without his thinking it or singing it. Even had they not, they would have known when they saw two gray-black coils that drifted toward them from the cresting wave. One swept downward across the concave belly of earth, and the other swept upward, breaking free of the oppressive roll of ground to mount into the sky. These two lines moved much more quickly than the rolling worm itself, and in moments had resolved into charging insectile beasts below and soaring batlike beasts above.


  The roaches I spoke of, came Artus’s harsh descant in the song.


  The tempo of the music increased with the tempo of lungs and hearts and legs—or perhaps it was the other way around. With new speed came new fury, new rage.


  Aereas drew the sword from his waist. He had always wondered what battle would be like, to stare into the dragon’s teeth and push on down its throat. He had always feared he would turn and run or fall trembling. But there was mad music in this march, a death better than a thousand lives. He felt hungry, angry, righteous. His head buzzed with the shout of his singing, and yet he did not feel out of breath or faint. He felt empowered. The sweat was gone, the red swelling, the wounded indignation. Now there was only the steel in his hand and the song rising from his throat like a creature of thought, of air, being born from him.


  The ranks closed. Aereas could see their claws now, black and sleek above rodlike legs, which moved dustless over the cracked soil. The roaches had ebony shells that looked thicker than any armor Aereas had seen. From beneath these shells peeked the iridescent tips of lacy wings. The insectile glory of the ink-eyed warriors was diminished only by the shadow of the black flock of batlike creatures above.


  They, too, were beautiful. Their membranous wings glowed reddish gray where the light shone through them. Veins stood out in purple networks of relief across brown bones and cabled muscles. Even their bodies were beautiful, more the angular attenuation of black storks than of bats, with long beaked heads that could spike a man through.


  Oh, this would be a wondrous battle.


  The song rose to a peak as the lines converged. Steel and white thistle-thorn met curved claws and shelled mouths. Aereas reached a foe, singing a note that was nearly a laugh. His blade struck down between those inky eyes and split the thing’s shell to white muscle and gray brain beneath. He rose, foot planted in the warm white cleft as he mounted the still-hurtling back of the dead beast.


  His ooze-covered foot came down on black carapace, and Aereas slid, singing all the while, onto the head of the next roach. He felt its jaws bite into his gut for a moment, and the song burst out of him in a momentary whuff.


  The sudden terror of clear insect wings and cracking shells and white muscles and pitching bat-crane things—which shrieked above and darted man-length beaks down to spit one, two, five wildmen warriors as he thrashed upon the black mandibles—the screaming horror of it all was suddenly in his ears and filling his eyes.


  The soul sextant dropped from his grasp, and he laid about with his sword. He shrieked, in contrast to the song. His blade cracked and skipped ineffectually along the shells. Another clamping bite, and there was blood in his mouth, his own red blood. It almost glowed in sputtered spray on his hand and the shell beneath.


  He dropped, hand coming away from the shell but leaving its bloody outline there. The ground rose to smash him, and he kicked loose of the head, which he now saw was severed, its milk-blood mixing with his own to form a sick pink.


  Sing! The imperative came into his head. Artus yanked him to his feet and bellowed the whole time with the searing music.


  Aereas spat out blood and sang. He sang despite the choking blood and vomit. In moments, his voice caught hold again of the song. He was up, the terror and nausea sloughing from him like old stiff clothes. His sword was spinning again.


  The music around him was louder than ever, though it came from fewer throats.


  Dimly, as. Aereas’s sword swept upward in a graceful circle and cleaved a spread wing from the black body it upheld, he noted some of the fallen. Some wildmen lay beneath the trampling rush of hairy rod-legs; others hung from the slim, gulping throats of the heron things. But there were just as many fiendish dead, as many fountains of white roach-blood and gray-blue bat-blood. Their shrieks struck sharp fluttering blows at the song, but could not penetrate it or drive it off.


  Aereas smelled a mordant white smoke and saw shells burst in a fan outward from Krim, whose magical blast had just stripped three roaches to bare muscular masses. Aereas felt the heavy thuds of crane-creatures coming to earth, felled by the swift, awful blows of Phaeton. But mostly it was his own sword, carving in grim beauty the air before him, a sculptor’s strokes shaving ancient defiant rock into supple flesh and pooling blood.


  Then it was done; not the song, but the battle. Then there was only the rushing choir that pushed on past the line of dead, mounded into a flesh bulwark on the cracked ground. The shattered clay behind them was a quagmire of white and tan and gray-blue mud, some of which clung to the ankles of the twenty-some wildmen who charged tirelessly onward toward the up-rushing wave.


  They needn’t have charged to meet it. It came with terrific and silent force to meet them, bearing them up on its sucked-in belly. They saw the worm now. It turned, magnificent and horrifying, beneath the curling ground at the head of the wave. Despite the song in their throats, the sight was terrifying. How so vast and living a thing could move with such inevitable momentum toward them, raising them up to its implacable, tumbling bulk…


  Aereas felt it, too—the terror. Its pang brought a piquant tone to the song, something mournful in its insistence like a minor mode injected into a ceaseless and unstoppable march. He felt the terror, but did not let it grasp him. He could not let it squeeze the music from his bleeding gut.


  He gained the lead, and the warriors followed. Their steps were growing shorter despite their labors as the hill arced up before them. For a moment, they were poised upon it like cats clinging to the sheer vertical of a curtain, and then it was not even the yank of earth that overwhelmed them but the rolling, slimy, pustulant worm itself.


  Just as they had spent a moment engulfed in the blue whorls of magic in the portal that had brought them here, now they spent a singing heartbeat imbedded in thick, rolling flesh and goo in the outer skin of the worm. The music there was mushy, slow. It almost foundered from death march to dirge. But, next moment, they were within the mucous cave and running up its rolling wall.


  Another line was there, another line of shiny roaches, feathered serpents, mantis-men, and other grotesqueries of the Abyss.


  There was no more time than that to tell genus or species. The blades and spears descended to dissect the beasts and scatter their limbs in tumbling conglomerations on the floor. The body parts themselves, many still kicking or twitching or blinking as the worm tumbled them, formed a third army in the gruesome melee.


  The song. The song. Aereas had almost forgotten it in his revulsion. Only its sputtered notes kept down the dry punches his stomach was making into his throat.


  The song. It rose from him in stark purity, like the keening of a banshee or the skirl of the pipes, a sound that held little of music and everything of righteous warfare and near-drunken rage. The song became a second weapon to Aereas. It deafened those his sword could not behead.


  They fell fast now, their insect joints snapping and crackling along with the pluming explosions of spells cast in that desperate hour. Though Krim’s rattling incantations leveled lines of toiling creatures, the magical blasts of the enemy could barely penetrate the song. Lightning strikes belched outward from spinning fiend hands and claws, only to be squelched and shattered by the cloud of music around the invaders.


  Not that the wildmen weren’t dying. The company was down to some dozen, and one of those fell for each two of the creatures they slew. The numbers were against them. There would be no finishing this death song of theirs.


  But what of Nina? Where was she? Hadn’t the soul sextant led them here? There was no sign of her in the rain of bodies, in the terrible bloody tumble. This fight was worth nothing if they could not find her.


  Then Aereas saw the fiend lord who commanded these teeming multitudes. Now the numbers were with them. The young warrior almost laughed, but he would not stop the singing.


  This could be none other than Salis Thik—a crow-man whose black, squawking beak was shrieking desperate orders to his men, whose lightless eyes were rimmed in white terror. He was the bird swallowed by the worm, and that’s what had nearly made Aereas laugh. He turned that laugh into a wailing cry, a rising counterpoint to the grit-toothed anger of the pulsing song.


  Aereas bashed past the guards that ringed the crow. He sung out his cry, his own blood spraying in a cloud before him like fire from the mouth of a dragon. That red cloud had just spattered the cawing beak of the fiend lord when Aereas saw his cousin’s face flashing in the creature’s black-bead eyes.


  For a moment, it was not the Raven but the Sparrow before him.


  Then Aereas’s pink-tinged blade sliced into the ebony flesh between the upper and lower beaks. The top of Salis Thik’s head whirled off, like a broad-billed cap sailing for a peg on a wall.


  There came a pause, not in the music but in the resistance to it. Suddenly, the fiends were fleeing from the attackers.


  The wildmen and their company pursued, though they had little need to. Even as they ran, the roaches and cockatrices and other fiendish minions began to dissolve into the acidic gut of the turning worm. The monsters shrieked as they pushed on, their bodies dissipating beneath them and leaving their wake in the acids.


  The wildmen did not sink, did not dissolve. For a moment, Aereas had the hubris to think it was his portal power that kept them safe, but then he realized it was not him, but the song. It was the song that buoyed them up as the fiends sank in shuddering, gibbering piles of shell and meat and bone within the turning, rolling fortress.


  Out! It was Artus’s mind that sent the imperative among them. The wildmen moved with the downward roll of the beast.


  No! thought Aereas. The interjection came in rhythm with the song—a wary, weary song of mourning lament. She was not here. He somehow knew that now. The Raven, Salis Thik, was dead, yes, but she was not here. There remained one task to do. No! We cannot escape its turning. We must kill the worm.


  There came no argument from any of them, only a new resolve in the music. Aereas glanced in both directions down the tumbling slug, trying to remember where he had seen the smooth ridge of the creature’s head. The beast might be nothing more than a long, squirming alimentary canal, but it still must have had the crudest of brains. There, to the left.


  He waved an arm overhead as he rushed that way along the spinning, dimming gut wall. The five remaining warriors—and Artus, Phaeton, Boffo, and Krim—had already begun moving that way before he had motioned.


  No foes remained to fight, though the very roll of the worm seemed to have quickened. The half-dissolved corpses of fiends were at best impediments to their charge and at worst tumbling or plummeting deadfalls, which calved from the ceiling of the turning worm to crash down among them. One more wildman was taken by just such a missile, smashed instantly beneath the profound, horrible weight of dead scales and white, oozy muscle.


  So, it was a tight band that reached the forward section of the worm. There, the gullet of the beast passed beneath a huge opaque lump, where the brain would be.


  With the song yet full on their lips, they plunged their weapons into the lump, and Krim sent a scorching lightning blast. The wet flesh coiled and lashed, and the turning quickened so that the company was swept from its feet.


  Even so, the song remained in their throats, and they rose for another attack on the now-streaming organ. They were flipped over again, but the third time their blades sank into the flesh, the turning slowed, and the rumble eased.


  It was some weary minutes later before the worm had ground to a halt; moments more passed as a hoarsely singing Aereas led his companions through the dark and mucky wall and out of the now-still belly of the wave. The worm hung, a fixed mountain, on the orange and waterless plain.


  She had not been there. No. They had slain and been slain, and now only the original five of them, and a mere four wildmen, stood out upon the plains.


  Not enough fighters to face the fiend hordes approaching on the horizon.


  Sixteen


  Raven Ascendant
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  Nina stood there, much as she had stood upon the clifftop of the ravine. She wore the same defiant and silent gaze, assumed the same position, as though frozen in midstride with one leg forward on a clay rise and the other straight and behind her. She leaned with terrific static motion toward the dead worm.


  They had known when they reached the cliff face that it was dead. It did not spew smoke like other fallen fortresses or show daylight through its riven wall. They knew it was dead because it had ceased its perennial motion. The wave had stopped.


  Jandau watched her now, as always. The sight of her awoke in him a fascinated sympathy. It was some sort of sharing of head and heart.


  He could not have truthfully said he loved her, but he surely loved the sight of her: tan and sinewy, bold and unflinching; mad, yes, but with the madness of poet-generals and queens. The orange sand, heavy with the stink of dead things and with the falling light of dusk, was in her hair, borne upon a restless wind. It was as though her very spirit moved in fretting about her still form.


  “Where is he?” The question came from a withered old creature whose naked flesh seemed a tight-fitting leather jacket for his bones. He had a profusion of teeth in his skull, and even now was drawing a thick hair rhythmically, ritually, between them. “You said we was followers of Salis Thik through you, but I don’t see no Salis Thik.” The fiend’s tone was mild enough, but there was the acid edge of mutiny in his words. And the others were listening.


  Nina did not even turn, her nubby hair yet sifting the ceaseless sands. “You see me, don’t you? Let that be enough.”


  “I’m afraid that wouldn’t be—”


  Neither did she turn now, not her head, anyway, but her bladeless hand snapped out with exactly the same motion a child’s thumb uses to pop the head from a dandelion. That is what happened to the skull-man’s head. As it jumped from his near-bloodless shoulders, his eyes seemed to see his collarbone pass underneath for one surprised moment before the skull hit ground behind him like a half-smashed melon. The body did not go down, as though it were a dandelion stalk.


  That little display was gore enough even for this blood-thirsty crowd, and they moved backward quickly.


  Nina spoke to them. Her voice tolled oracular, her words spoken not only to listening ears but directly to the black-marked pages of history.


  “You who seek Salis Thik will not find him here. The worm has been slain, and our fiend lord is not among the dead. But do not cease to seek him. I say it again, he is not dead.


  “Salis Thik lives. His power and presence are no longer confined to the black plumes and pinions of dying flesh, but now reside on the ceaseless wind, the wind that has been here longer and stronger than the land itself, that has shaped the land more than this single rolling worm. For it is the wind, the breath of spirit, that carves the ravine walls that once contained the worm.


  “The creature rolls no more, and its master, Salis Thik, is no longer contained in any walls, in any mean flesh or royal edict or army general. No, Salis Thik is here, among us. Do you feel the shifting of him, the gentle brush of wings as he passes you by?”


  The fiends around her, a force in the hundreds, stood in stiff, still silence, like barren winter stalks standing separate in a fallow field. They visibly shivered as the sands danced fitfully among them, turning, embracing, ever present.


  Even Jandau felt a chill. He looked for a moment from Nina to the still and slimy wall of the dead worm, which overshadowed them all. He did not know if Nina truly believed what she was saying or if it was the madness, or if, worst of all, she was intentionally spinning a lie that was as thin and subtle and strong and opaque as the best silk. That’s what it was, a silky myth spun from this unspinning worm.


  There was a smile on her face as she continued, a lightless smile that stopped at her nose and did not touch her wide, bold, piercing eyes. “Can you feel it? He says to me that the worm has been slain so that all the ravine, all the Abyss shall become our fortress. He says to me that you will march behind me and ahead of him to the fortresses of fiends and the palaces of gods and bring to them the hope of joining us, of fighting beside us to bring down the Upper Planes around our ears, to bring their inhabitants here so that their white flesh may be flayed by the refining wind of Salis Thik.”


  The first stirrings of something other than fearful belief came among them with those words. It came with the promise of Upper Planes falling, of devas being scoured by this furious wind as they themselves were being scoured by it.


  Whether she had heard the small gasps of desire that responded to those words or had felt the pulse of desire in her own sympathetic heart, Nina turned her words that way.


  “For that is our prize, my warriors. The heavens. We shall bring them down in raining fire. We shall bring their cascade to ground like tumbled lightning. We shall bring down all the heavens and their indolent, self-righteous gods. Oh, they shall learn the searing fires of the Abyss, they shall learn servitude and humility. By our strength of arms and our ascendant lord, Salis Thik, the Spirit Raven, we will launch into the highest heavens and bring them low.


  “And, how? And, how? We will capture Sigil from the Lady, from her manipulations and her machinations. From Sigil, we will have entrance to all the planes. Sigil, choke-point of the worlds—”


  Her speech had not stopped, not even paused, but the slow, heavy hurrah that greeted this proclamation deadened the words in the air around them. As quickly as the cry rose, it diminished again, and the listeners strained to hear her.


  “—for the last decades, last centuries. But why make these petty wars upon each other? Why battle shadows in the illusory city of the Overlord? Why battle rolling worms and grubs? Why fight when there will be only fiends’ blood to gain by it? Fight with me, with Salis Thik, and you will be drinking the blood of devas!”


  To that, the response was immediate, florid, powerful. It swept over and out with a terrific force. Nina made a grand hand-sweep upward, a gesture that lifted the tone of the cry in those various throats.


  “Tonight, the army of Salis Thik shall feast on the corpse of this worm and eat away the fortress that once ate away this whole ravine. In each bite, in each swallow, we will take into us the power of the Ascending Raven, so that there will be none who might stand before us in this land or any other, so that our very flesh will quicken with the power of our battlelord!”


  Such an invitation, to eat of the carcass of a giant worm, should have brought refusals, denials, perhaps even anger. But not even Jandau paused or flagged, shoulder to shoulder with the others as he climbed the concave belly of the wave and set his fingers to the blubber-flesh of the worm and tore off chunks and slid them, gelatinous and cool, into his own mouth.
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  How he had found his winding way down the enormous tree city of the wildmen, Aereas did not know. He had been humming all the while, and perhaps it was the song that had guided him. There was no fear in that descent, despite the darkness of the jungle at night and the dying glow of the fairy lights above, where his uncle and companions slept. He did not know how he had descended safely. His feet had been upon the humus before he had even seen it in the darkness. But he knew why.


  He belonged to the Tiger. Let night take him. Let monstrous violence take him.


  They had been to the Abyss that day and returned with nothing to show. Nothing but the empty air where thirty-six wildman warriors had once stood, the empty hand that had once held the soul sextant. They had killed many fiends, yes, and even a fiend lord, but what was that to the mourning mothers and daughters this blackest night? Nothing. Less than nothing.


  Never had the fiend lord—Uncle had called him Salis Thik—threatened this land of verdancy. Never had the people engaged even the least of his minions and thereby become wise to his ways and tough to his attacks. No, they had nothing to do with the man. Yet today, they had fallen willingly, valiantly, to the fiendish rush.


  For Aereas. That was why that empty air stood where there should have been thirty-six men. They had said it was because of the ghara-girls, some boon Aereas had won by rescuing this one and Artus had won by rescuing Nina. But in truth, it was because of Aereas and the soul sextant.


  Good riddance to that unreliable thing. It had led Aereas first to this sultry jungle, to find not Nina but her semblance. Then it had led him into the Abyss, to find not Jandau the Sparrow but his semblance, Salis Thik the Raven. What could be more worthless than that resonant wind chime, which led to everywhere except where Nina was?


  If she still was, at all.


  What could be more worthless? Aereas knew the answer without having to speak it to himself. It was the reason he consigned himself now to the Tiger.


  Just as during the battle song he felt no fear or regret or repulsion, so now in his hummed night-music he felt none of these. The stirrings among the thick undergrowth did not startle him. The cries of brachiating simians and nocturnal birds and amphibians did not rile him. Let him step into their waiting fangs. Let him fall to earth in a tendonless jumble of bone and flesh when their venoms took him apart from the inside out. But, best of all, let the Tiger take him, the next feline heir to the jungle lord he had slain.


  Aereas had never expected to miss Sigil. At least that place specialized in means of self-destruction—specialized and advertized and realized dissolution in a thousand small ways.


  That’s what this was, Aereas knew. It was self-destruction. It was the final opening of the hand to let that Foe against which he had scrapped and fought all his life at last take him down.


  How long he wandered in that blackness, he could not have said, though his voice was growing hoarse with the song. The march became dirge became chant. In the capricious way of unguided steps, his feet brought him at last to the faintly shimmering blue portal that led to the Abyss.


  Aereas laughed raggedly to himself. For anyone else, that gateway would have meant death, though for him, who sought an end to this endless ache, the portal was no more than a door. He sighed. The humming song was gone from his lips. His eyes lifted futilely toward the vault of thistles high above, which he could hear hanging in weighty stillness but could not see in the darkness of night.


  He wondered if he had unknowingly slain the last Tiger, or if the new Tiger too greatly feared the man to attack him. Well, the Abyss held tigers of all stripes who would be more than willing to complete the task….


  The scintillating blue enveloped him again. Its magic hissed against his skin, and he walked through. When he emerged from the other side, he found that it was night in the Abyss, too.


  The stilled wave of the worm stood closer upon the cracked landscape. Its curling bulk of earth was huge, towering against the blue-black sky. Beneath the overhanging curve of the wave, a hundred yellow lights glinted like shark’s teeth in a long, straight smile. Among those fires moved dark forms, none visible in entirety, but everywhere there came a glimpse of wing or scale or claw.


  A sound, too, came from that distant encampment—a sawing rumble that became in his ears the dull roar of eating and laughing and conversing, as though some victory banquet were going on beneath the dead worm corpse.


  Who would celebrate that fall? What abyssal creatures would feast beside the dead thing? Scavengers, probably; rivals, most certainly. The cockroaches would have been glad to eat so huge and soft a carcass.


  Aereas had no desire to see this revelry more clearly. Nor did he want to return to the wet heat of the jungle. And so, with the warm tingle of the portal at his back, hanging invisible in clear air, Aereas sat down upon the baked clay, folded his legs before him, and rested his chin on his hands. Perhaps there would be a scorpion along fairly soon, or the Abyss’s improvements upon the jackal or hyena.


  But no. As the distant celebration played itself out, Aereas’s only company was dark thoughts and speculations. Soon the chewing and swallowing had subsided, and the laughter and talking had grown quieter as well. The sound of it was forlorn, this filthy band of fiends feasting on death and then settling sullenly beside mean little fires, seeking sleep before the merciless sun rose.


  Where in this vast wasteland, large enough to support these man-sized maggots, could his Nina be? And was she even here, even yet alive in this horrible meat grinder called the planes?


  Dawn was coming. Not pink tinged, as the dawns in Caonan, but indigo, as though the sky had been bruised by some ancient blow from which it had never recovered.


  “No tigers here, either,” Aereas said absently. He sighed and rose, not even dusting the powdery earth from his trousers, and turned to the portal. One step took him through, from heat into heat and wet, from the hushed hiss of sands to the veritable shout of bugs and reptiles and birds in the black, nighttime forest. So loud, so cacophonous this world was that he almost did not hear her voice speaking into his mind.


  I had feared this was where you had gone.


  He did not startle, hoping for worse—hoping for the Tiger rather than the ghara-girl.


  I had feared you would pass through and not return.


  He made her out now: curve-hipped in the darkness like yet another jungle bloom, or snake, or crooked branch. But even that slim glimmer across her bare side and tied loin-cloth reminded him how much she looked like Nina.


  I am glad my fears were needless.


  He nodded, did not speak or think a response. Instead, he strode toward her with the bent-necked determination of a man striding against a wind. He expected her to give way, to withdraw into the fronds that lined the path, but she did not.


  Suddenly he was running full into her. She was soft and hot, an avatar of the steamy forest itself. Though the motion of his stride had carried him into her, stopping that motion did not separate them. Her hand rested lightly on his hip, and through the darkness her teeth glistened with the reflected blue of the portal.


  Why are you so sad?


  Her mind even sounded like Nina’s. It had only been her eyes that had betrayed the difference. In this darkness, she could have been Nina. By touch, by sound—even by smell, that clean warm fragrance of young skin—she was Nina.


  Why are you so sad? the question repeated.


  Nina, came the response, unbidden, to his mind. And he continued with it. Another ghara-girl, like you. My uncle’s adopted daughter. She’s missing.


  There came a gentle tremble in the girl’s hand. She drew it slowly away from him, as though through it his grief had transferred to her. No thought came to bridge the sudden distance between them. Aereas found his hand moving out across the darkness to comfort her… yes, her, though it was his grief.


  His hand found not her hand but her bare side, and drew her to him. His lips were on hers before he knew what he was doing. The kiss even bore the tingling taste of that one brief kiss he had had from Nina. Her hand, small and dark and strong like Nina’s, curved around his hip and drew him inward, and he was kissing her again. What had lurked in him as grief and rage now came boiling forth as another passion altogether.


  They were down upon the peat. Aereas’s shirt slid from his shoulders. His bared flesh greeted the hot night air with a rush of sensation, and he lowered himself atop her.


  Ah, to forget the grief in this one regretful moment. Ah, to forget the grief.


  Part II
Found


  Seventeen


  Angels Coughing
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  “This here, my friend,” said Aereas, holding aloft a glass filled with mordant amber liquid, “this is the totality of mortality.”


  The truth of his words struck him with the force of a hurled rock. He must have had too much, already. In that prismatic glass, he glimpsed not only the narrowed golden dubiousness of Phaeton’s face, but also the whole of the dark, filthy tavern, and of smoky Sigil, telescoped inward in lurid compaction. But this vision paled in comparison with the brief, bold, stinging colors that came when the whiskey struck the back of his throat and produced the inevitable exhalation, smoke from the fire below.


  Phaeton watched Aereas. The young man’s all-too-accustomed hand pounded on the lacquered bar top. Then the flat-bottomed glass come down hammerlike beside his hand. The angel lifted his small glass to his lips, sniffed once effetely, and sipped the smallest portion. He tasted it on his lips and tongue, and swallowed, his expression not changing.


  “So, how does it taste? How does it feel?” Aereas asked.


  “Poisonous, and poisonous.”


  Aereas nodded. A much too large smile spread across his features. “My point exactly. Poison. Distilled regret. Decanted loss. Sour-mashed misery. And yet why do we want it, why do we drink it? Perhaps because it is the strongest taste of mortal life we can get. It’s poison, yes, and we know that it works more quickly and stunningly than our sips of the great universal poison, which in the end makes us numb and then sick and then dead. It’s like swallowing a lifetime of dread in one moment and then exhaling through the awfulness of it and living anyway.”


  Phaeton nodded. He clearly neither understood nor cared to understand. His own glass settled now upon the counter, the liquor sagging in oily lines where his lips had been.


  “Another,” Aereas said to the barkeep, an ettin, whose two heads apparently were less-than-happy business partners in this hole-in-the-wall. As the creature lifted a bottle toward Aereas’s empty glass, the young man flipped two silvers across the bar and said, “One for each of you.” The heads grimaced at that. They’d heard the comment every previous business day and would likely hear it every day for the rest of their lives.


  Aereas didn’t seem to notice. He lifted the glass and finished it off again. He was becoming drunk, becoming a drunk. Perhaps he should have been too young for this, chronologically speaking, since by his best reckoning he was only now nearing his twentieth birthday. But he felt thirty-five, if not forty.


  Nina was dead, as far as he and Artus were concerned. Their last two attempts to find her had ended as emptily as their march with the wildmen, and with as much cost in lives and hopes and innocence. Their repeated entreaties for an audience with the Lady had met with a different kind of failure, a silence so profound that it seemed their petitions had left their lips only to be drawn immediately and violently downward through the floor toward some endlessly deep and dark place where they would echo in silence forever.


  None of their pleas reached those nodding bureaucratic heads, none were translated into the pen movements the bureaucratic fingers were ever making to scribe indelible black lines on parchment. Or if they were, they would then be crumpled or burned, or folded into some aerial device for an after-hours desk war. If any of their words had reached the Lady, they had died there. She embodied the tolerant silence that had become the gods’ official response to all human affairs.


  Whether the Abyss had slain Nina or not, the tedious silence had. Uncle Artus, soaked in despair like a rag in blood, had had enough. One day he had said hurried and apologetic good-byes, hefted a sloppily packed bag from his bed, and disappeared through the closet portal. That left only Boffo and Phaeton and Aereas. Krim was gone again, too. He’d joined in only one other expedition to find the Sparrow, then disappeared into the lurid dusk of Sigil.


  I could be worse things than a drunk, Aereas told himself. Some folk who’d lost as much as he had lost became much worse things than self-destructive rummies. For some folk, the organ of hope did not burst inward in acidic spray but outward, blanketing and slaying those around.


  Nina would be like that, if she were still alive. Her anger would leave hundreds of thousands dead.


  There are worse things to be than a drunk, Aereas thought again as he glanced with sly appraisal toward the deva at his shoulder, the fallen angel. By his own admission, Phaeton had arrived in Sigil to save Nina and Aereas, save them from what was never clear to any of them. Not only had Nina eluded the angel’s grasp time and again, but Aereas was slipping through his fingers with each bitter swallow of the bitter drink.


  “I do not like the taste of this poison,” Phaeton said. He turned his eyes away from Aereas’s ceaseless glare, and a small riffle of movement shuddered through his wings. “It does not surprise me you so strongly equate drink with mortality. I do not like the taste of either.”


  Aereas blinked, the first time in long moments. He smilingly looked over the bar to the inevitable stack of half-full bottles, displayed trophylike on long, low shelves of dark wood. “Don’t take it so hard. So you didn’t save us as Leonan asked you to do. So what? It’d have been like stopping the bleeding of a decapitated man. The damage had already been done. So what’s the harm in a little anesthesia, aye?” With that, the again-full glass was empty.


  “It’s all fine as long as the headless man can afford to buy the toxins.”


  Aereas held a hand flat out before him, palm down, and it was rock-steady. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll sleep this off and be carving toothpicks into fifes in the morning.” Yes, life goes on, he added to himself, stunned and amazed that he had traded hopes of saving his love for half a bottle of whiskey and a job whittling instruments. The drink required the work, or at least, the pay. But otherwise, these twin diversions tore him in opposite directions.


  “I’m well enough now to return to Celestia,” Phaeton said. In proof, he spread his wings magnificently behind his golden shoulders. Yes, he was. In the near-year since they had returned from the Beastlands, the creature’s mangled and molting wings had slowly repaired themselves, and now there were only the too-white newer plumes to show where the bald spots had been. “I can fly again. With work, I can join the chorus in a few months.”


  “I’m glad for you,” said Aereas genuinely. Though the two of them had become an odd pair of friends in the last months—Aereas ever struggling to introduce the angel to the finer vulgarities of human mortality, and Phaeton ever struggling to awaken in Aereas an appreciation for the complex geometry of celestial musics—the angel’s moral eye had increasingly pained Aereas. It would be much easier to sink into oblivion without the ethicist always there to watch. “I really am glad for you, friend.”


  Perhaps that clapped hand on the shoulder would convey what flat words alone could not: guileless felicity. But whether or not Aereas was truly happy seemed to have no effect on Phaeton’s somber mood. “It’s where I belong, circling among flights, chorusing the music of the spheres. It’s what I understand. Hubris. That’s what made me think that if I could fly the ‘Euangelion’ I could grasp more… human musics. I was wrong.”


  “As I’ve pointed out plenty of times before, being wrong is—”


  “—the first, best step to being human,” finished Phaeton. And then with a strong, impulsive movement, the angel dashed the drink to the back of his throat and swallowed and let out the inevitable rasp of air. In that same violent arc, his hand dropped again, and the flat bottom of the glass hammered the bar top. His eyes, when they opened, were stunned and watery.


  Aereas laughed out loud and slapped the creature another approving blow on the back, which was fitting, since now Phaeton was leaning over the bar and coughing loudly.


  Into the harsh, unsettling sound of an angel coughing, she came. Aereas and Phaeton were not at first aware of her, though the rest of the room was: a young woman, brown and topless, huge with child, eyes as large and purple as violets. Her hair draped her pretty face in a smooth brown curtain, and her hands swayed slowly at her sides as she shuffled through the watchful crowd and the roiling smoke.


  She came directly to Aereas and laid a hand on his shoulder. Here you are. You must help me.


  Aereas spun about in his seat, seeing at first a pregnant Nina. Then not Nina. The eyes, always the eyes. The ghara-girl.


  Aereas and Phaeton bolted up from their chairs and goggled with wide eyes at the girl. She swayed on her feet, and their unaccustomed hands tried to sweep her up, one pair beneath her armpits and the other beneath her knees.


  She had to bat them off in order to remain standing. It is better for me to walk right now. Take me to where I can have this child.


  Aereas stupidly stammered, “You’re pr-pregnant? I mean, having a b-baby? Whose?” The questions came quickly from his lips, and just as quickly the answers, and then they were moving, out through the door into the rushing night of Sigil’s Market Ward.
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  “I’ve never done this before,” muttered Boffo to no one in particular.


  All those crowded into the tight attic space heard his mild protestations over the whimpering pain of the mother. She was arrayed on a pallet on the floor, pillows wedged between her back and a sloping rafter, lavender eyes rimmed in red.


  The gnome stood for one moment of terrified indecision. The pile of clean sheets in his one hand was enveloped by the steam of the great kettle he bore in his other. “Where am I supposed to put the sheets and boiling water?”


  Phaeton looked levelly at the little man, his eyes angelic despite their own red rims. “I haven’t done this before, either. Procreation is not something that… is necessary among us….” The words trailed off as the angel turned a haunted look back toward the woman.


  Aereas huddled by her side. His hands moved in furtive starts and stops on her shoulders, on her sides, wherever she seemed to be feeling pain. “I never even had… carnal knowledge… before this. And now I’m having a baby.”


  “She’s having the baby,” the gnome said as he set the kettle down by his side. Then he rolled the sheets and began to prop the woman’s legs with them. “I know at least that much.”


  “Carnal knowledge,” mused Phaeton aloud, “must be a potent thing.”


  The gnome’s white-haired head was shaking again, and he laughed quietly to himself. “Yes, but most ain’t quite so potent as the lad, here.”


  Phaeton nodded gravely. “I guess that’s what I’ve been trying to find out this whole time: find out about carnal knowledge, about mortal mind and matter and loss and salvation.”


  “You’re getting a crash-course tonight, then,” Aereas said through a rack of gritted teeth.


  A riffle of pain moved visibly down the woman’s body, and she clutched her abdomen and let out a muffled moan.


  “Keep your eyes on the target, Sureshot,” Boffo said.


  Aereas colored with this first use of what he knew would be a new nickname. That moniker contained not only bluff masculine appraisal of his virility, but also a veiled upbraiding. He was certainly no moral sureshot, not only failing to rescue his cousin, but conceiving a child with a jungle girl. The aim of Aereas’s life was proving anything but sure.


  “It’s all right. I’m here. You’re going to be all right,” Aereas said quietly. Then he realized two things: First, that his words meant nothing to her, for she spoke with her mind. And second, that he did not even know her name, if she had one. Focusing his mind, he thought, It’s all right. I’m here. I won’t leave you.


  Not now? she questioned, and her small brown hand fastened tightly on the ruddy flesh of his arm. It was as though she were some marsupial creature, tiny and helpless, clutching to him for dear life. Not now, not ever?


  It seemed that would have been a lot to ask. It seemed that Aereas could not have, within an hour, gone from public drunkenness and dissolution to devoted fatherhood. But he felt no hesitation. The answer that came readily and truthfully to his sending mind held in it a salvation greater than that of the woman and the child. It held Aereas’s own salvation.


  Never.


  Never? She seemed as surprised by the response as Aereas was assured of it.


  Yes. He nodded and smiled. To look at me, you might think I’d had plenty of life left, but that wasn’t the case. I was quickly whittling it down to nothing until just today, just an hour ago. You’ve saved me, you and the baby. The question is not whether I will stay with you, but whether you will stay with me.


  Yes, she responded. It seemed there would be more to follow, but a sudden gripping of pain across her belly squeezed off that thought and all others. In place of the warm presence of her mind, there was a cold, flat desperation, a brittleness.


  “You’re sure you don’t know any midwives?” Aereas asked Boffo.


  The little gnome looked as rattled as the soon-to-be father. “Why would a gnome music-shopkeeper know anything at all about midwives?”


  The intensity of the pain was deepening, seeming to press flatter the already-squashed mind of the woman. Aereas gazed at her fearfully, intently, gazed at those lavender eyes that even in their half-lidded state named this beautiful feral creature notNina, notNina. He looked at her with the same terror as the victim who sees his rescuer being borne down and unmade by the very act of her rescuing.


  What shall I call you? he blurted to her mind. The thought went out from him and sank into the matrix of her pain. He wondered if the thought had reached her at all, if there was anything within left to reach. What shall I call you?


  Call me? The answer returned with brash, impatient irritation.


  Before we name the baby, we should name you, Aereas pressed, delighted that she had pushed through the shroud of trembling torment.


  I’m… busy, she gasped out mentally. You think of something.


  Yes, he thought to himself. Yes, I should think of something. My name is Aereas.


  She nodded, and he knew then that she knew. I would be… satisfied with that.


  Laughter pushed at the front of his mind. No, you can’t have my name. The whole point of having a name is having your own, one unique to you.


  I’m busy, she repeated, and bore down, her hands balling into fists at her sides.


  “Is she supposed to be pushing yet?” Boffo asked the empty air. “I thought someone once told me they aren’t supposed to push at first.”


  “I didn’t think mortals could ever stop pushing,” Phaeton said flatly.


  “I’m not going to be the one who tells her to stop,” Aereas said.


  The pain slackened a moment. The woman’s knotted hands eased at her side, and she expelled a long breath. What was the name of… the woman you sought?


  Aereas stared at her from beneath sweat-rimmed brows before thinking that name again. Nina.


  The woman nodded again. Then anything but Nina.


  He laughed, aloud this time, and the pain came again. She was clearly pushing, clearly straining, one hand reaching out to pull her leg up toward her breast and the other clutching a rough-toothed rafter.


  How about Gwyn? Do you like the name Gwyn? he asked.


  Her lavender eyes were gone now beneath tight-closed lids, but she nodded, and through the pain thought, I want to hear it. Say it…. I want to hear it on your lips.


  Aereas patted her side, slick with sweat, “I’m here, Gwyn. I’m here.”


  “I think I see something,” the angel said with a sickly dread in his voice. “I think I see something.”


  “It’s more than something,” gasped the gnome. “I see the little fellow’s head.”


  And then, in a sudden red gush, the pushing and pain of the last hours was done, and the tiny blue creature, crazed with lines of red like antique porcelain, was in Boffo’s hands.


  “Or, I should have said, the little girl’s head.”


  Aereas was excitedly embracing the woman. He panted against her hot, slick neck, kissing her in his joy and relief. She looked past his head to the baby being lifted on stained sheets onto her belly.


  “Tara,” said Gwyn in a whispered voice unaccustomed to speaking. Let’s call her Tara.


  Aereas did not let go of her. He only happily nodded as his kisses kept falling on her neck.


  Phaeton looked on, amazed, intent, profoundly moved. This carnal knowledge, he knew, led quite often to the creation of new mortal life. What he had not realized was how it re-created that which was old. “You are a father now,” he said solemnly to Aereas. “You have to begin living all over again.”


  Aereas at last pulled his head up from Gwyn’s neck, and through tears said, “Same with you, Phaeton. It’s a big responsibility to be a godfather.”


  Eighteen


  Leonan
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  I stand upon the parapet of my own Castle Leonan, the zombie god I pulled from the Astral to make into my fortress, and wonder how much longer it will be my own. I stand here and feel in my grip the curved black horns of the last two onyx rhinos I slew to fit this castle-head with a crown of their magic spikes. These wish-giving spikes send my thoughts and desires down through the thick dome of the castle and make them the thoughts and desires of the whole fortress, of its terrified and rambling flesh. In the purple evening, the horns cast cage-shadows around me, across the dome of polished bone.


  Yes, I rule through these rhino horns. But I know those thousand dead rhinos and this one dead god may weigh insufficient in the balance against that one woman.


  She has terrorized the Abyss. Nina of the Blood Legions. Twelve legions—seventy-two thousand fiends—following one lunatic slip of a girl. She has the gods’ hands on her. Those hands infuse power into her. Those hands give her madness.


  It must be the hands, the madness, that bear her up on this crimson flood. All the petty battles of the Blood War (the feuds of stupid half-cousin monsters that half-remember some half-affront during the night of their conjoined hatching and have since kept that as their shining justification for wholesale slaughter) have not slain as many as the heels of this war-bitch.


  I’m not talking merely of the mindless manes and dretches who fall to rise again from the maggots that make them up, nor of the thousand varieties of winged, scaled, flesh-dripping, pustular pupae that occupy bodies between deaths like a climber occupies rungs on a ladder. No, I’m speaking of hezrou, balors, chasme, vrocks—petitioners who die now and forever when they die. She has slain them in their tens of thousands.


  Hell may soon become a lonely place.


  I break my hold upon the onyx rhino horns, remembering their hypnotic power; they can make even those impaled upon them dream of beautiful heavens as they die. Now is the time to keep a clear head, if these horns are to remain the horns of my citadel.


  Still no sign of her among the slow-sloping distant mountains of purple dusk. I would have thought her feet would send up a brown pennon in these cool winds. Surely the feet of twelve legions of fiends would.


  I look down from the crowning parapet, along the enormous slow curve of the bone brow, to the skull sockets far below. My guards are there. I see their bottle-green backs moving in hairy agitation beneath their wings. I have not seen them thus since we settled this skull. They were squirming maggots, then, and on their tiny feet they cleansed this skull like stooped human custodians scouring floors and walls for kings and gods. When their work was done and their food gone, I thanked them with a feast. I ate many of them. Sometimes I still feel their delicious coiling in my thorax, as though I am merely their body puppet, as this death-scented corpse is my body puppet….


  Ah, but I touch the horns again. Damn these antennae. They taste everything, moving of their own volition above my glorious eyes. I’ll not let them touch the horns again.


  I take to the air now. The buzz of my wings sharply resonates upon the purple air of sunset. I arc above the crown of rhinoceros bone and down over that smooth, horrifying curve of forehead to the sentries that teem in the eyeholes below. A hundred sentries with a thousand eyes—far better than the two eyes this thing once had.


  “Report!” I command without landing. The sibilance of my language makes the sound a hiss in my mouth-tube.


  It is Nrmn, my lieutenant. He has been with me from the beginning, from when we first recovered this shambling wreck of a corpse and made it a castle to be proud of. “Nothing, Grgbsh. That’s just it. There ought to be something by now.”


  I spray my disgust upon the wind in a spatter of tube-spittle. “I’m going around back.” Without another word, I zag out around the white jutting cheek and feel a wafting cave smell moan up from the torso.


  At first I thought such breaths would not, could not, carry any meaning from the yet-trapped soul of this god, whose body bears us along. Now I know they do. Godflesh does not die easily, nor godsouls sift away into ether. Leonan is still here, trapped in the very corpse it empowers.


  I can little imagine a worse fate than to trudge along on dead, rotting stalks of bone, directed by the whims of a fly-fiend. I can little imagine it, though those occasional moans bring me near to knowing. No bother. The sappers have almost finished clawing their way out of the lungs and gut, and after that there’ll be no suction to make such moans.


  But first this war-bitch. Our orders were very clear about her.


  I land on the shoulder joint, its cartilage now as hard as ivory, its bones grinding with each shuffling step of the fortress. Some small wafer of skin yet clings to the bone, and up from that desiccated flesh rise black hairs in a clump of curls. I so enjoy sitting here. It gives me a sense of what the beast must have looked like when alive, clothed fully in skin.


  There is a sudden presence beside me, rushing and fierce. A wasp. Its body is like a joining of hot stones instead of a soft pad. It is Lvrnrth, my general. I ignore him by looking out at the rolling puffs of dust our fortress leaves behind each clicking, shuddering step.


  He speaks, “Hail, Grgbsh. I have been scouting.”


  “And what have you found, General Lvrnrth?”


  The wasp’s mandibles work in small clickings even in the silence between his words. “I have found their camp. They are legions of legions, as we were told.”


  “Where, Lvrnrth, where?”


  His great black eyes, smooth and eerily monocular, seem to fix upon me, but I could never know. “Ahead, and to the left, Lord Grgbsh. You must turn the fortress now, that we may make our approach.”


  “I must do nothing, Lvrnrth. Leonan is mine, and I shall turn it when I decide.”


  Perhaps it is my harsh voice that unnerves him so. Perhaps it is this festering fortress. He had done all his fighting in aerial squadrons and is forever bristling at the slow plod of our land juggernaut.


  “Form up your squad, General Lvrnrth. Upon a single count, take out the eyes of the enemy pickets, then head straight to the war-bitch and hover out of sight and reach, awaiting my command.”


  Without so much as an acknowledging leg-scrape, he is off. I know his troops will do their duty. They will strike as a single lashing whip across the eyes of the lookouts, piercing their corneas and injecting black venom within. By the time the scouts are screaming and clutching, they will be forever blind. And in the next moment, Leonan will rise over the hilltop to menace them all.


  I will have to request wasp fliers with every foray of Castle Leonan. Putting up with their bald eyes and slanting intellects is not so trying as a loss of surprise would be.


  Soon. They will strike soon. Time to fly to the crown and turn this fortress toward the army. It would not do to miss the moment.


  I loft again, with some nostalgic reluctance releasing the hairs from my barbs and zagging up past the horns to the head. No sooner have I landed in the circular enclave of the horns than the corpse shifts its slow stride beneath me. I glance toward the eye sockets and see my own sentries, my Lieutenant Nrmn, scanning the nearing hilltop over which the wasps have just slipped in black-specked clouds.


  Then came the sound, huge and vulgar, enraged. He’s struck too soon. It is the way of wasps to strike too soon, and now it is left to Leonan and me to capture the moment.


  The fortress runs beneath me, leaning so that the horny crown thrusts out over empty air. Yellow-bone toes rake the earth in running. Were I a landbound thing, bereft of my bottle wings, I might fear a tumble. But there is something greater ahead to fear, something greater than a sheer drop to death.


  Nina, the war-bitch. Today she will fall, to Leonan and its lord, the mighty Grgbsh.


  The pounding of the dead-dry bones on the dusty plain is jarring, even here, above the snaking spine of the zombie fortress. Were it not for those distant screams, thin and cutting, the war-bitch could not anticipate our charge. The purple hills below and beyond cease their distant cloudlike shifting. They fall away beneath us with a speed that pulls at the sere flesh of the dead thing. It fills my fly-fleshed hair with the crackling tingle of joy.


  Five steps, seven. The edge of the world falls away. Twelve steps, twenty, and we stand upon the lip of the great chasm. From the brink, the lines of watchers have fallen back in eye-clutching agony. Beneath the brink, fiendish legions rise from crouching and gaze up with their million eyes upon Leonan. His two sockets stare back with equal eyes.


  We speak, I speak, glad for once that the decaying bag of breath within these ribs is not yet breached. My voice is like the grate of boulder on boulder. “I have come for the war-bitch, Nina. Grant her to me, or die.”


  The buzzing that follows below is like the countless batting of wings in a hive afire. No, they would not know my language, not all of them, but some of them—but one of them would. Otherwise, perhaps it is not the hands of gods that rest on this Nina, but their feet, the endless weight of their foul feet.


  There comes no response.


  “Surrender her or die.”


  No response, save the subtle turning of heads toward that far central place among the massed fiends. Past the scattered fires that humans will and must light even in the hottest of nights, there lies a certain fire with a certain ring of commanders about it. And one woman.


  It is all I need. They have shown her as surely as if every claw and finger and tentacle pointed the way.


  I am running. That is how it always feels when Leonan enters the fray. It is I who run, who fight, who vanquish. It is my legs up which the creatures teem in their puny, worthless multitudes, like mosquitoes that ever drain and never empty the rhino, but only make it itch. Faster, and the flaking dead flesh itself scratches the itches—putrid muscles come loose, tumble down heavy and hard enough to crush all those upon which they fall.


  I do not need that flesh. Even with the muscles gone and sometimes the bones themselves, there is some solid essence of godstuff that will not leave the air where the corpse has been. It is as though time and not space holds the eternal corpse together, and no matter what belly dissolves away this flesh of mine—this running, running, running—the quintessence remains for me to run on and with.


  They cast magic at me, destructive magic. It scintillates among my bones like thoughts through a shallow brain, flashing and ephemeral, impressive to the thinker but to all others thinner than thinnest air. Magic is the blood of gods; Leonan could not be harmed by it when he was alive, and certainly not now.


  I am almost upon her. My feet are sickles mowing down the red and roiling beasts. It seems I am regaining the flesh of my feet by molding bloody masses of fiend meat around my bones. The churned hot flesh rises between the pressing phalanges, blood pudding around the tines of a fork.


  I have almost reached her, but now there is something worse than the pelting hail of winged bodies and the pointless jabs of pointed things. Something worse, more painful, more dangerous. It brings me to a stop amid the crushed and dying beasts in my feet. It brings this rhino-crowned head of mine to turn down so that the clinging fly-bodies in the sockets hang black as fish eggs over empty air, over the tiny standing body of the war-bitch.


  A word. A name. It brought us to this halt and started the dark, darting bugs of memory and terror again in the rotting brain beneath the shell of skull.


  Leonan.


  Had she spoken rather than thought the name, I would not have heard, for she was indeed puny. But the thought of the name, recognition and resurrection of the identity to which that name belonged—that was gargantuan.


  Child? Child. One word, in interrogation and indication. Enough to send a wending whiff of acrid smoke through my brain and make me sit upon the skull and hear and not wrest away the will of this dead god.


  Leonan. You’ve come to join me. It is Nina, the war-bitch, sending these thoughts. Only now do I feel that the fiends have fallen away from my rotting legs like leaves from a blasted dead tree. The silence is loud with her thoughts. My legend has reached even unto the Astral, then. She seems pleased, impressed. Welcome.


  The dead darkness of the god’s mind is troubled, much like a lightless well is troubled by the unseen feet of water spiders. Where is Phaeton?


  A pause of unfamiliarity, and then she replies, If there was a Phaeton, his chariot has been burned away in the heat of abyssal warfare.


  He was to save you. The dead god’s thought is shocked and infinitely weary.


  I need no savior but me, though I am happy to see you, old friend. It has been nearly three years of war here in the Abyss. How long has it been in the Astral?


  I have been a fortress these two years, harnessed by a fiend god. Before that, I lay long in quiet death in some near-empty place, my soul sucked from the café in Sigil to invest this dead flesh. The waking was terrible. The living has been worse. Even now, my master, a fly-lord, compels me here to destroy you.


  The human woman seems to consider.


  “I am the one he means,” croak I through the cavern-hollows of the dead throat. “I have come to slay you, war-bitch.”


  Again, she seems to consider. Lift me up to this fly lord of yours, that I may take his measure.


  I wish it had not been a command. I wish that my fortress were not bending to comply, setting the fleshless phalanges before the scrappy slip and lifting her toward the rhino crown of Leonan. But it seems that this zombie cannot choose between my great hairy fly-sack of thoughts and her tiny rock of a mind.


  Impale her on the spikes, think I, and I spray a fog of delighted spittle when the hand grasps her and yanks her down. But there is something of her own wish in that movement, and when the curved and sharpened rhino tip punches through her tiny hand and splits the palm as though her finger-clefts extended down to the wrist, the sudden blood-conduit of wisher and horn and skull makes the other bone hand move. It is overhead. I leap up and buzz to jag, but those heat-annealed fingertips close upon my wing and rip it loose.


  I am falling, falling, like a roach, like a seed. It is terror to fall that way. How can they live, these wingless things, knowing if they ever creep higher than their own legs, they may plummet to the ground?


  I wonder if Leonan will remember me. I was a good warlord while I lasted. But it seems the war-bitch and he have a stronger tie.


  Madness. Perhaps it is madness.


  And with only one wing for buzzing, I fall upon the happily uplifted halberds of the fiends.


  



  
    ♦ Another Soul ♦
  


  
    

  


  The chain gang should hold a fifth. There was another soul involved in these heinous crimes, a godsoul that brought Nina to the very doorstep of Sigil. But would the Lady ever charge him with treason? Perhaps she has decided to handle Leonan’s case… personally.


  Nineteen


  Tara in the Garden
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  “Be careful, my lovely,” Aereas said, watching with hawkish delight and dread as Tara reached up to the gate of Boffo’s backyard fence. She lifted the latch.


  For a moment, Aereas found himself marveling at how big she had grown in her four years, her straight black hair reaching to a silken curve between her small shoulder blades. Then the gate was open, and he saw her silhouetted against a great spinning wooden wheel beyond. The bare foot that drew that wheel flashed now out of sight, and after it went the wheel and its flexing springs and the magnate atop the ricksha, a mere piling of silk upon brocade upon silk.


  Even as Aereas caught his daughter beneath the arms and lifted her up and back from the open gate, she was speaking. “How rich are you to ride in there?”


  The violent wheel was gone. Now the yet-open gate showed only the sluggish flap and float of multicolored robes and citizens with their endless variety of blank-staring faces.


  “Richer than your mother and me,” Aereas said, staring levelly at her. He looked back for a moment at Gwyn, who sat beside one of Boffo’s meticulously pruned rose trellises. She was beautiful in the dim, warm, fragrant light of that floral corner. Aereas turned back to his daughter, and his face took on a tight, toothless smile. “But one day we’ll all three go for a ride. How about that?”


  She nodded instead of speaking, odd for this precocious, talkative child.


  At four years old, Tara had become a young ghara-girl, the same as Gwyn in every regard, including the lavender eyes. The only difference between them was Tara’s propensity for talking, talking, talking; her mother was relatively closemouthed. Since Tara’s birth, Gwyn had learned to speak aloud, but little liked it. On occasion, she would instruct her daughter in spoken language, but she preferred silence to words. She shared her most intimate thoughts with her mate, Aereas, by means of telepathy.


  Yes, Tara was growing up quickly, and Gwyn as well, but it was Aereas who had done the most maturing since the birth of his child. The gangly young man of twenty was gone, replaced by a confident, muscular man of twenty-four. This man whittled twice the number of fifes that his predecessor did, and was also apprenticed to the blacksmith down the street.


  The small family of three still lived in Boffo’s house, having converted the dusty attic into a bedroom and a child’s room, and paying a respectable rent to their landlord. Boffo of course tried to turn the money down, in the same breath as forbidding them to seek lodgings elsewhere. In the end, they compromised, and Gwyn and Aereas and Tara stayed and made their rent payments once a quarter.


  But the changes were more than just an adult girth, a clear head, bold eyes, and a strong back that was ready and able to bear up burdens, whether material or no. There was also the more subtle shift of sentiments, the migration of impulses like water leaching up through dry ground.


  Aereas had found root. He may have technically been a prime, but he—and all who knew him—thought of himself as a planar. Sigil was his home, and for that fact to have come to pass, either the city or Aereas would have had to change considerably. The changes had happened mostly to the latter.


  Part of that percolation of passions and compassions had been the gradual growth of what at first was fierce protection of his silent and mysterious mate. In turn, protection deepened to concern that she not only be safe but also happy. Then came an aesthetic appreciation for the brown curve of her arm as she leaned it gently along Boffo’s backyard fence, for the subtle lifting of one side of her mouth in the moment before a smile came white and perfect to her face, for the way she would retire before him and, when he came to bed, there would always be his edge of the sheet folded back in a perfect triangle of invitation and expectation. For the slender vine to enliven the old dead post takes only time and the ever-dance of sunlight about both; this was the way for Aereas.


  “Richer doesn’t mean better, does it?” Tara asked. The question came from where she stood again beside the gatepost, staring out into the tramp of buyers and sellers and browsers beyond the gate.


  It was one of Gwyn’s lessons, one of the few maxims she believed strongly enough to speak aloud, which she now did. “That’s right. Just because we don’t have enough money to take rickshas everywhere doesn’t mean we aren’t just as good as the people who do. All it means is that our legs will be stronger from walking, and our eyes sharper for finding the shortest path through the city.”


  Again, the nod. Ever since Tara had grown tall enough to lift the backyard latch, she had opened a new world to herself. Aereas watched her with hope and fear as she began her forays out into that strange, spinning world. Those forays were not so grand in scope yet, no more than the dragged toe of a foot while one hand could still hold to the empty gate-latch.


  But new territories can be explored with more than feet. “Heard from Cousin Nina?”


  It was an old joke between them. Aereas had begun saying it to his daughter in the first days after she was born, so much did the child remind him of his cousin. But when Tara’s eyes were open, she looked like her mother, not her lost aunt. Then the question became no more than a child game, an adjunct to peek-a-boo and the wolly-pug roll. Now, when Aereas’s feelings for Gwyn had grown to something more than mere protective interest, he wished he’d never begun the game.


  Perhaps now was the time to stop it. “Come here, darling,” Aereas said, motioning his daughter back from the gate. He retreated to Gwyn’s side and sat down on the close-cropped grass beside her chair. “Close the gate and come over. I want to tell you about your cousin… cousin once removed, or whatever she was.”


  Tara was reluctant. Her form went slack against the post, and only her hand still held her upright. “I know. I know about Cousin Nina.”


  “You know what I’ve told you, that she’s from the same tribe as your mother, that she’s the daughter of your great-uncle Artus, that she and I came here together but since then she’s gone on a trip, and we hope she’ll come back soon. But you’re old enough now to hear the rest.”


  Tara tarried long enough to make a good show of her independence, then began to skip toward her father before her mother pointed out the open gate. She spun about to close it.


  Once shut inside the safe, close privacy of the garden, Aereas could smell the roses sweeter and stronger than ever before. Tara approached with that reluctant embarrassment that always preceded cuddling with her parents. She slid into his lap, and he put one arm around her shoulder.


  “Where to start,” he said to himself, drawing in a lungful of rose scent.


  “Start where she took you to see the lightning dancing in the trees,” said Tara, demanding and sudden. “That’s my favorite.”


  “We did a lot of growing up together, she and I,” Aereas reflected. In a rush, the sensations of those days passed through him: cool tidal waters; homemade torches roaring above running feet beneath trees; dark, dank secrecy in the caves; stars brighter than midday in Sigil. Perhaps this city would never truly be his home. “We were best friends.”


  “You loved her. That’s what Mommy said.”


  He did not look up at his mate, though the red warmth that spread across his neck told her clearly how he felt. Gwyn knew he had first loved her as a surrogate for Nina, but she also knew that was no longer the case. There was never manipulation and shame in Gwyn’s confidences, only truth, and Aereas knew if he felt upbraided, it was a pressure from within, not without.


  “Yes, I suppose I did. I loved her in a way more than friends. I loved her in the same way that… that I now feel about your mother. But Nina did not feel that same way for me.


  “Oh, how can I tell you what she was like?


  “Remember when we visited Uncle Artus’s cottage back on Caonan? Remember that night when we lay out beneath the starry skies and the meteors began to fall, so bright, so fast that you couldn’t even say ‘there’s one’ before it was gone—and even so, you wouldn’t ever forget that one as long as you live?”


  The nod.


  “That’s what Nina was like. Brilliant. Fiery. White-hot. Remember how you loved those shooting stars but could never touch them, couldn’t even see them for the whole space between one blink and the next? That’s the way it was for me with Nina.


  “I was too—I don’t know—level and slow for her. I was like the calm lake over which the shooting stars fled. I could see her passing so quickly and beautifully above me, but could not touch her or even keep up with her, only reflect her beauty back at her.”


  “Did Cousin Nina fall into a lake?” asked Tara innocently.


  Aereas shook his head, and a small laugh escaped his lips.


  Don’t just explain it to yourself. Explain it to her, too, Gwyn said into his mind.


  Aereas glanced up at her patient, infinite, beautiful eyes. He saw there the truth that both father and daughter needed to work this through, and Gwyn would hold their hands as they did.


  “No, Darling. She didn’t fall into a lake. All I’m saying is that we were different. I loved her in a way that she couldn’t love me back, and her feelings for me—whatever they were—”


  Don’t cheat yourself. She loved you, and you know it.


  “—were not feelings I could return in the same way. It’s like how Boffo loves music.”


  “Oh, and he does, and he plays so well!” shouted Tara suddenly. She was on her feet, turning in a tight circle on her tippy-toes and pretending to curtsey with an invisible skirt.


  “Yes, he loves music, and is good at making making musical instruments and teaching people how to make music. But does music love him? Can music love him, or is it something bigger than him, bigger than anyone who makes music?”


  Be fair.


  You know as well as I that I need to work this through. Now let me, thought Aereas calmly, trying to match his mate’s patient level head.


  Tara had stopped spinning and lifted a finger to her lips in thought. “The music sounds like it loves him.”


  “And maybe it does, in some ways, but—”


  “But maybe music loves everybody, or something.”


  Aereas sighed contentedly to the logic of that “Yes, something. Anyway, I wasn’t the sort of creature that Nina could love, at least not the way I loved her. But when we came here to Sigil, she met the sort of person she could love.”


  “Boffo!” shouted Tara in sudden inspiration.


  “Who could not love Boffo?” Aereas replied. “But not him. There was a man who was just like her, fiery and fierce, except instead of glowing bright like a shooting star, he was utterly dark. In that one thing, he was her opposite.”


  “But he could keep up with her. He could go fast through the sky like her,” Tara supplied. To illustrate her point, she lifted two fingers and, staring at their slightly separated ends, flew them through the air in front of her and made a rushing, roaring sound.


  “Yes. Just like that. He could keep up with her. Anyway, we didn’t know what a bad man he was, how dark he was, not until your cousin had already fallen in love with him. Then, when I realized he was going to hurt me and Cousin Nina and Uncle Artus, I tried to get rid of him. But Nina thought I did it to be mean. Because I was jealous.”


  Tara did not seem to be paying any attention, focusing on the soaring fingertips.


  Aereas reached out and gently enfolded one of her fingers in his hand, bringing it to a stop. “It’s like your daddy reached up and pulled the man out of the sky, but when he did”—he began to lower her hand—“he didn’t know how closely the man and Nina were attached. Like two fingers on one hand.”


  The child had become very solemn, guileless, grave. “Where did they go when you pulled them out of the sky?”


  Aereas clenched his jaw. He could feel the solid warmth of Gwyn’s leg against his shoulder and side, the upholding presence of her patient attention. “They went someplace very bad.”


  “You mean like hell? Did they go to hell?”


  Aereas hid this next wave of red on his neck behind feigned shock. “Who taught you that word?”


  Tara looked abruptly worried, and in a soundless whisper, mouthed, “Boffo.”


  It’s a world like any other. No reason to pretend it doesn’t exist.


  “Well, if not hell itself, someplace awfully similar. We went looking for them, me and your Uncle Artus and a friend of ours named Krim, and your godfather, Phaeton, but we never found them. Now I think we won’t ever hear from them again.”


  “Oh, you can’t get rid of Godfather Phaeton that easily,” came a melodious but equally grave voice from beside the gate.


  Tara sprung up, hands lifted over her head, and shouted, “Godfather! Oh, what a happy day! Let me open the gate!”


  The golden, angelic face that hovered just above the fence smiled, and a graceful arm began to reach through. “That’s all right. I can just reach—”


  Aereas waved him off, shaking his head vigorously back and forth. Though the golden brow of the deva beetled in mild vexation—an emotion he exhibited frequently when in the company of his goddaughter—he no longer sought the latch. Tara reached it in a moment, and she popped it, swinging the gate wide. No sooner had it cleared the angel’s form than she had his leg wrapped in a tight embrace. She stepped back, clutched his hand, which yet bore the featherfall ring from Leonan, and dragged him into the garden.


  “You stay away too long,” Tara scolded mildly as she clung to him.


  “Were I a god and not a lesser being, I would fulfill your every wish, child,” Phaeton responded, using an all-purpose phrase Aereas had taught him for stalling his unpredictable goddaughter. It still worked, for Tara beamed broadly with the compliment, then dragged him hastily across the small garden.


  “Dad says you helped find Nina.”


  “Helped look for her,” Aereas corrected. He did not know if the angel’s golden skin could flush, but he thought it just might with that reminder of how Phaeton had failed Leonan, rescuing neither Nina nor Aereas.


  “I helped, yes,” Phaeton said. “We looked hard. Even fought a battle in… hell!”


  Tara shook her finger at the angel. “Who taught you that word?”


  “You did,” lied Phaeton, dropping into a squat so he would be on her level. In the four years of his office as Tara’s godfather, Phaeton had become much more savvy about the ways of mortals. And, occasionally, he came up with just the right response. “I heard it from your own mouth when I stood no farther away than that very gate!”


  She covered her mouth, and cast a look of mischievous mortification toward her father. Staring into her wide lavender eyes, and the identical ones of his mate, Aereas could easily forget the brown eyes of Nina.


  “And so, I thought that any girl old enough to know about hell ought to have one of these,” continued Phaeton. He lifted a delicate, heart-shaped locket before her and smiled warmly.


  Her eyes were wide and slightly crossed as she stared at the item. “What is it?”


  “It’s a keepsake. You wear it around your neck, and if ever you are in trouble—real trouble, now,” he admonished sternly, “you can call to me, and I will come to help you.”


  “Oh, Phaeton—” Aereas began, overwhelmed by the gift.


  Gwyn’s hand was light on his shoulder. Let him. He wants to.


  “What if I call you and I’m not in big trouble?” Tara asked.


  “Then you will be in big trouble as soon as I arrive. I will take the locket away until you are old enough to wear it and use it correctly.”


  Tara cupped her hands together before her and said, “I’m old enough.”


  Aereas stared toward his little girl, growing so fast, and now old enough to wear an angel’s locket around her neck. He sighed, and his hand trembled as it came to rest on Gwyn’s. “Tara, if you’re lucky, you’ll never have to call your godfather.”


  The angel was standing again, and he looked down at his goddaughter. “Your father’s right. But luck runs out for all mortals once in a while. And if yours does and you’re in… big trouble, you’d better call me, or I’ll be very angry.”


  She nodded deeply. “I promise.”


  Twenty


  Consummation
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  Few generals could feed an army like ours, but few generals would be so quick to eat the vanquished. I’ve gotten accustomed to the taste of our enemies, barbecued on the inner edges of shields placed on the fire. In fact, the smell is making my mouth water, and I can justify my hunger by thinking of eating a flank steak from that red-headed kilted berserker who almost took my ear off with his claymore.


  I sit here among the inner circle of Nina’s monstrous generals: Tarsus and Lespos, the vrock twins, vulture-fiends whom she jokingly calls her wing commanders and whom she seriously relies on to penetrate the enemies’ magical defenses and soften them up for the initial attack; the bloated nalfeshnee Tthaticcs, who is nominally her standard-bearer because of its size but is in fact a living siege tower complete with ladders etched into the thick skin of its hairy back; Kag, the bat-centipede, with small leathery wings lining its disgusting segmented body and a full complement of psionic blasts to slice through even the most impressive magical, psychic, or divine defenses; and Leonan, whose huge and now-detachable skull is required to attend every command fire-circle.


  I sit in the midst of these enormously powerful and wicked creatures and the singular insane human female conquistador who holds them in terrifying thrall. What have I done to deserve this august company? After all, I’m not even the conqueror’s plaything; she has not so much as kissed me since we landed in the Abyss, eight years ago. Perhaps she fears I would betray her with that kiss. Smart girl.


  If, in those eight years, I had ever relinquished my intention of betraying her, my hands would have been amputated by the bracelets I still wear. Quite an impediment to my attempting an escape. Stupidly falling in love with her was an even stronger impediment. This is the truly binding part. I could live without hands—and may yet, if Sung Chiang runs out of patience. But I could not live without her.


  Now I sit among laughing, smirking monsters and our mad lady, and wonder when it will all end.


  Perhaps tonight. We’ve conquered every creature worth conquering on this three hundred thirty-third layer of the Abyss. We’ve impressed into service every fiend in ten thousand square miles, and we now field an army some three hundred thousand fiends strong. Not just field them, but feed them, and feed them not just the corpses of the slain, though they could keep us fed for ten years if we had the patience to build smoke houses and pickling barrels to cure this dead flesh. No, we feed them also the hope of glory, the promise of bloodshed, the lure of participation in a new great nation of fiends.


  But we’ve run out of enemies. There are no more beasts to slaughter and barbecue in runny fat upon our fires. Just this morning the last fortress fell, and the hoary hog’s-head skull of the fallen fiend lord is the centerpiece of our fire. Something’s got to change now. If I know Nina, she will announce the change tonight, over the blood-toast.


  Yes, I know Nina. I have bound wounds on every inch of flesh she has, have helped her change into and out of armor, have stood by during moments of ultimate intimacy and yet not been intimate with her. That is to say, I know her, but she does not know me. I am a stagehand who strips and ogles and dresses the prima donna between acts, but whose name she does not even know. Perhaps that’s what I’m doing at this fire.


  Tarsus is cawing out the tale of how he sent his first attack past the castle’s magical defenses.


  “Most often with fireballs, the conflagration is created by words and gestures and material components combining in air.”


  He pauses to rip a raw liver from a recently dead body clutched beneath one of his talons. The organ slides smoothly down that fleshy vulture neck, much more gracefully than the ogre hand that had been lodged visibly there for two days, leaving its five-finger imprint on the baggy flesh.


  “But I modified the spell, so the somatic component was the movement of sinus membranes, and the material component was wet githyanki gray matter. Then, by merely speaking the spell, the words passed by the magical defenses and entered the guards’ ears, their brains, and the moment they took a breath…”


  He doesn’t have to continue, for we had all seen it: the heads one by one jolting on their necks and then beginning to flare within their helmets, which bobbed fiercely and stupidly in containment until at last the necks had burnt through and the heads shot away like centennial seedpods. Yes, we had seen it, those out beyond the walls and those within. It was truly a spell of genius, completely demoralizing to the defenders, completely energizing to the attackers.


  He does not need to continue, but he continues anyway. His narrow, ludicrous human arms come up from beneath his hoary black wings, and the narrow fingers begin jaggedly dancing beside his head as though they were flames. That is too much of a reminder, and I turn away.


  The moment was brutal enough without his reenactment. In addition to the hand gestures, Tarsus is making a frying, popping sound deep in his canted beak, and somehow also manages to create a small, pathetic voice like that of one of his victims: “Hey, something just came into my mind. Something hot. Something… Oh, no, I think my hair’s on fire….”


  Further improvisations are lost in the laughter that follows: coarse nalfeshnee laughter, hawking vrock cackles, the hiss of air from the thousand blow-slits of the bat-centipede. But worst of all is the sound of Nina’s laughter: not scornful, not bitter, not angry and defiant, all of which she should be. No. Her laughter is the sound of simple delight. She laughs like a child who giggles as puppies cavort around her on a grassy lawn.


  “Oh, does our white friend object?” Tarsus says with mocking repentance. “Funny that you kill them just like we do, and slaughter them and cook them and eat them all the same, but you do it with such fainting disapproval.”


  Always in these moments Nina is gentle with me, patient and quiet and appreciative. If I didn’t love her so much, I might resent her patronizing.


  She stands up from where she had been leaning against the bare-bone base of Leonan’s silent skull, and she brushes off her leather leggings. “Jandau’s just tired of endless fights of fiends on fiends. You’ve got to admit, Tarsus, Lespos—any of you—if we’d not won you over to our cause, we might be chewing on your tough, foul hides. Anybody’d grow tired of that.”


  That is Nina’s way. In one seemingly innocent statement, she redeems me, rescues me from the damnations of her generals, and simultaneously levels an unmistakable threat against any who would act against me. I’d learned in that first year that Nina could do more to marshal and inspire her forces by brushing off her leathers than most generals could with hours of speeches or torture. Every movement of hers is perfect. It’s not that she calculates any of it, but that she simply is always and ever what the situation most needs. It is part of her madness, part of her astounding beauty.


  “I’m tired of chewing on fiends and foul humans, too. But I’ve heard there are some good hunting grounds—some happy hunting grounds—elsewhere in these planes.”


  The generals are immediately silent, eager, and listening. The hush extends outward even from our circle, to the beasts at adjacent bivouacs. The very air seems to still with the realization that the fate of the planes would easily and naturally be uttered in the very next moments.


  Nina draws a deep breath, and one spiritlike coil of white smoke, which had riled up from the sizzling flesh on the fire, enters her slim nose and fills her chest, her exquisite chest. In that moment she is conqueror and seductress and mother and goddess all.


  “That little wooden bauble we found at the wreck of the sandworm, as it turns out, is a soul sextant. It led the slaughterers of Salis Thik to his fortress. It will lead us back to the slaughterers. And”—she is smiling broadly now, her small hands held out to the sides of her beautiful curved hips; as she completes her thought, those hands began rising in slow grandeur upward—“as it turns out, the slaughterers came from a very happy hunting ground, indeed.”


  “The Beastlands?” asks Tarsus incredulously. It is the first that anyone has spoken since Nina’s revelation began, and the buzzard’s voice sounds as vile as flatulence next to her silken tones. “A neutral plane? That’s pretty high up to go for butt steak.”


  The smile does not cease on Nina’s lips, nor the buoying of her hands. “We’ll be going much higher than the Beastlands, and we’ll be going for much more than butt steaks. There’s a certain field I want in the Beastlands, a certain thistlefield where I want to establish a beachhead. And from there, we can launch an assault on the center of the worlds.”


  “Sigil?” Tarsus asks with exactly the same amazement he had shown before. “You wish, now, to launch an attack on the Cage itself?”


  It is my turn to stand up for Nina, not that she needs it. I need it, and need to put Tarsus in his place. “Does our black-bird find the plan objectionable? Does he who is willing to blow the heads off the helpless scum of the Abyss fear to taste of creatures a bit higher in the chain of being? When will you vrocks get tired of feeding on carrion? Perhaps never. How else could you keep your stock of pustulant rot full in your belly?”


  I know that with that last sentence, I’ve challenged the vrock to the death on some distant battlefield. Some day, when we are both beyond the reach of Nina, who with the slightest of gestures could dissolve any conflict between us, it will come down to which of us can strike first and kill cleanest. I know he will try to kill me the moment he can, and the look in his eyes tells me he knows I will return the favor.


  Things will be interesting in the Beastlands.
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  I said I knew that tonight was the night for some big change. What I had not known was that this was the night Nina would come to me.


  We’ve not been intimate, despite the eight years, despite the toil of war and the fury and the laughter even over the roasting bodies of our slain foes. It is as if she read my mind before her announcement, and knows what I desire. Perhaps her control of the Leonan zombie lets her read all of our minds. I wonder if she is reading my thoughts even now.


  She comes to me in silence, her every small movement perfect. She wakes me without making me startle, without waking the enormous rat-thing that sleeps nearby. On one side is this rat, snoring softly, and on the other the towering skull of Leonan. The fire obscures a third view, and remaining side is open for any who would look.


  These concerns for privacy are mine, not my commander’s. She has never shown shame in her nakedness, not before when it was plate mail she cinched tight to her bare breasts, and not tonight as she loosens the leather laces and slips the armor away.


  Wordless, she rolls me over, and her fingers are fast and expert.


  It might have been rape had I not wanted it so. Of course I couldn’t refuse her, not only because of her power and my position, but because I did love her. No, it cannot be rape, because she is so tender, so gentle, so worthy of taking what she takes.


  I lie here, my heart hammering more loudly than it has during any battle, my mind reeling with pain and ecstacy, and I can only wonder if this is the way the hundred vanquished fiend lords felt in the moment they knew they were conquered, in the brief interim between the fall of their defenses and their decapitation to decorate the victor’s fire.


  Twenty-One


  Knight Errant of the Lady
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  There came a knock at the door, sudden, sharp, and insistent in the silent music shop. Aereas sat up in bed with a start, heart thrumming in his chest. He knew somehow, before the sound even repeated, that the knock came for him: a summons, a death knell in the smoky Sigilian night.


  What? came the murmur of Gwyn’s mind. He was glad the question had come in the strange, strong connection between them, husband and wife, rather than in the warm and charged night air. She was still asleep.


  Everything is fine, came Aereas’s accustomed response to her night fits. I’m here. Even as he thought this thought, and thought it again in soothing repetition, he was dropping his legs over the edge of their small bed and pushing his feet against the rough floorboards to lift him up and away from her. I’m here.


  Her body, unconscious still, eased quietly back into the warm folds of the bed, and her breathing slowed again. In the prickling dark, Aereas stared down at her for a moment and drew a long breath. It was as though he knew that this vision of her would be his last, and he wished to drink it in. The final iteration of that phrase seemed important enough to him that it came whispered from his lips, not from his churning mind.


  “I’m here.”


  He moved through the thick darkness, drawing away from her and the soft smallness of the bed beneath the rafters. The knock came again, no less insistent. Even so, Aereas took a moment to pause above the sleeping form of his child, now nine, verging on the threshold of womanhood. Something fragile within him seemed to break as he looked at her. Then, before those knuckles could strike wood again and perhaps awaken heavy-headed Boffo, he strode lightly down the squawking stairs to the gnome-sized back door in the darkness below.


  The stout door had no peephole. Even if it had, Aereas would not have used it. He swung wide the short door and crouched to step through, rising in his nightshirt into the swirling night of Sigil. Before him stood the summoner, a two-story tall creature whose bat body hung high above Aereas on three black rodlike legs. Despite the ganglious severity of the figure and the heart-shaped black flare of the creature’s nose, it had a solemn dignity to it. It’s voice was quiet yet shrill in the darkness.


  “The Lady summons you.”


  “I know,” Aereas replied, half amazed at the words from his own mouth. “Let me get changed.” But he did not take a step back toward the small door behind him, as though he knew the answer to that before it was spoken.


  “The Lady summons you.”


  Aereas nodded. He shut the door, locked it, and followed the spider-bat, which was already moving rapidly away on its stiltlike legs.


  Had this been any Caonanian city, Aereas would have felt conspicuous and vulnerable moving through the nighttime streets while wearing only a thin nightshirt. In Sigil, though, the oddity of his dress and his escort could not compare to the city’s other banal spectacles: fiends and devas engaged in a midnight game of checkers, the languid loungings of beasts that pulsed wetly as though inside out, the tiny hiss of flea circuses playing in gutter corners to packed crowds of roaches. Even those few cutters and sharps that took notice of the three-legged arachnid and its strangely garbed follower did nothing to delay them, as though all the dark-eyed blackguards in alley and lane knew this was the Lady’s business, and any sod who interfered would be made a greasy char on a curbstone.


  Through the dimly lit Market Ward they passed, sliding among other nightwalkers who moved in their quiet orbits. Without even feeling the ceaseless motion of his legs, Aereas found himself and his escort some mile from the music shop, well into the severe desertlike canyons of the Lady’s Ward.


  Unlike the Market Ward, with its low-edged nighttime babble, this district was deserted. The limestone and marble structures seemed to have reverted to the monolithic mountains from which they had originally been quarried. Only the occasional guttering light in a window of the otherwise black buildings showed they were hollow structures and not solid stone. It was not careless Fortune or erosive Fate that had formed up this sere desolation in the heart of Sigil. The disconsolate mind of the Lady had made this canyon, made it chilling even on hot nights like this.


  Aereas followed the dry click of the creature’s legs as it led him from the deserted street up onto tight-jointed masonry pavements that led to a mosaic plaza. On the far side, steps rose upward in overlarge leaps, which might have been calculated for the Lady’s own godlike tread except that she floated, never touching foot to ground. The steps, a great rambling embankment of mountainside never intended to be scaled or surmounted, led them up to a forest of marble pillars, stone columns that stood in uneven array before a cavernous building.


  Daddy Longlegs and Aereas passed in among these pillars. Darkness deepened about their shoulders, and they came to yet another set of stairs beneath the black vault of stone, invisible above.


  Up they went, until they had risen half the height of the enormous pillars behind them. Farther up, and farther in, until the pillars were lost to the foggy blackness. Higher still, and Aereas was certain he would strike his head on whatever ceiling this building must have.


  He could no longer see his guide, but heard the rhythmic and unrelenting click of its feet on stone. He continued after it. Were this some elaborate ruse to lead Aereas into the thing’s webby lair, he would have walked right into it without hesitation. But he realized with a certain sense of dread that what awaited him was somehow more awful than merely providing dinner for a spider family.


  The Lady. Many times before he had sought audience with her, and many times before been summarily denied. In the nearly ten years since his return to Sigil, he had written countless petitions to her, explained to a dozen different bureaucrats the urgency of recovering his cousin, all to no avail. Now, in the middle of the night, the Lady had called for him.


  They had already climbed to a point twice the height of the columns before the lightless stairs gave out onto a flat area. Expecting another step, Aereas lurched forward. His bare foot slapped the cold stone, and his body pitched through the dark emptiness until his hands caught him on the spiny-haired end of one of the spider’s pumping legs. The creature did not halt, continuing on and dragging Aereas a few paces before he regained his feet.


  Aereas fell again when they came to another stair, this one narrow, winding with a shapeless organic motion. Thrice the pillars’ height, and farther up, farther in. At some point they had passed through a portal, and the stones underfoot became soft earth.


  Suddenly there were stars. It was not a night in which a mere thousand pinpricks of light penetrated inky space, but a night so starry that the sky had texture, like a black parchment wadded by an enormous hand only to be flattened once again. There were so many stars that it seemed the constellations were not formed by their flaming bodies but by the rare darknesses between them. And there was wind on this height, a powerful rushing wind that came straight down from overhead. Despite the brilliance above, Aereas could see nothing of the ground.


  The spider was gone.


  It was then, in the rushing throat of the wind, that he heard the voice—soft, powerful, ubiquitous. It was as though the very stars in their distant watches cried out in one thousandfold voice: Nina lives.


  Aereas could not respond. He had given Nina up for dead, and his new young family had taken her place in his heart. Even if she lived, he could not betray his family to rescue her, not now, after all this. His thoughts and fears welled up like fountain waters, too numerous to emerge in any single impulse. He did not need to respond.


  She leads hell’s legions. She encamps upon the threshold to the Beastlands. You must stop her. You must not let her land there. If she gains a toehold there, she will fall with her fiend hordes on Sigil itself.


  So, she was well and truly beyond redemption now. The Nina he had known was dead, in spirit if not in fact. That would make the task of stopping her a little less impossible.


  “How?” The single interrogative passed through his numbed lips in weak mockery of the wind’s voice. “How can I stop her?”


  For a time, there came no answer. Aereas trembled beneath the pelting, driving wind, his eyes watery as he gazed into the vast-lit heavens. For one swaying moment, he felt as though the fiery orbs above were rushing down toward him, as though the heavens themselves were falling on his shoulders.


  Then came the answer. You know her heart. You alone can stop her.


  “But it isn’t just her,” Aereas shouted into the tumult around him. “You said she commanded hell’s legions.”


  Yes, the voice replied. But you have legions of your own.


  “What?”


  These.


  Suddenly he knew. Those were not plummeting stars, but the lights of a thousand thousand campfires. They were not spread upon the black belly of night but upon a deep, hot, illimitable field. They were not falling from the sky; he was falling to the earth.


  He fell headlong. Through tear-streaked eyes, he saw the bright log-ends jutting from the core blazes. Beyond those dark wooden tips, feet and legs and backs and heads resolved themselves. He began to scream, his shriek not lost in the wind. Among the fires toward which he dropped in meteoric brilliance—yes, his very body glowed now, he knew—there were creatures bolting to their feet and lifting frightened eyes and jabbing fingers or claws or pseudopods into the air. There was terror and reverence in their faces, glimpsed in a moment as he passed, luciferous, into their midst.


  There came a terrific crash when his head struck earth, and he was swallowed in it like a diver in water. But it was not wet. He plunged on for an instant, soil sliding in minute abrasion around him, soaking in his radiance. Then his descent ended, and he turned over in the darkness, somehow knowing the way to the surface and to air. His hands clawed upward, parting the sandy grit, and he climbed, pulling himself inexorably into the world.


  He broke ground and shoved himself up from the cleft, mere feet from the yet-smoking crater where he had entered the earth. The glow flung outward by his skin lit a ring of bestial faces—creatures with bull heads and snake heads and badger heads and squid heads. Despite the morphology, each face showed fear, terror, reverence. Aereas yanked one of his legs free and set his bare foot upon the ground. He pulled the other out beside it and stood there, his nightshirt untouched by the soil and glowing as though he were Phaeton.


  He looked about him at the widening ring of creatures and knew immediately they were his army. They knew he was their lord. With a lungful of breath he hadn’t remembered drawing, Aereas addressed them. “Rest tonight, gentle folk. Tomorrow we march to battle the forces of hell.”
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  Gwyn awoke in a sweat, and she knew he was gone. She did not even feel for him in the bed, or call for him through the house, or awaken Boffo to ask where he might have gone. Instead, she rushed to the bedside of her daughter, and in her urgency actually spoke.


  “Wake up, Tara, wake up.”


  The nine-year-old was immediately awake. “Where is Father?”


  “Call to the angel,” her mother blurted. Her dark hand darted across the lightless attic between them to lay hold on the locket around her daughter’s neck. “Call to the angel.”


  Tara shied away from that hand. “But he said only in the greatest need.”


  Despite the darkness, Tara heard tears in her mother’s voice. “Call him. I fear your father is already lost.”


  Part III
Regained


  Twenty-Two


  The Muster of the Beastlands
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  Outfitted in armor instead of a nightshirt, Aereas found himself marching through a daytime jungle at the head of the Lady’s own Black Watch.


  After him, plodding through the steaming foliage, came a contingent of the Lady’s hand-picked serpent cavalry—humans riding great, coiling anacondas. The snakes, each as stout as a barrel at its fattest point and as long as a line of thirty men, were native to these woods, and brilliant thinkers. They spoke to their riders by telepathy, providing the humans with instructions about when to strike, and how, for it was the snakes who were the battle masters. These elite forces had trained in the Beastlands for the Lady, and been gated to battles in many tropical climes. This was the first time they would be fighting a real battle on their home turf.


  Behind them came elven archers. Their longbows hung at the ready on their shoulders, and the dry, smooth skin of their faces was taut with watchful tension. These were not wild elves, but metropolitans. Though their skill matched that of their more feral kindred, whenever the city elves came to forests where flies and mosquitoes were as thick as sprites and fairies, they grew restless.


  Then came the sappers, giant badgers the Lady had mustered from a far grassy corner of the Beastlands. Aereas would be making great use of them.


  And on, and on. The army into which he had literally fallen, and which he now led at the Lady’s behest, was a long centipede of bristling lances and fur and clinking canteens and shields. Though they were easily a legion, they moved through the forest quietly. It was that hush that told Aereas his force would be especially lethal in these woods.


  Now, if only their commander were up to snuff.


  There were a thousand reasons Aereas would be leading this resistence, not the least of which being that the Lady required it of him. There was also his cousin, Nina. Though she was by all accounts beyond salvation, she was not beyond euthanasia. Perhaps the most compelling reason of all, though, the one that put the heart in him for this fight, was that this jungle and the people who dwelt here had once accompanied him on a march into the Abyss after Nina. It was only right that Aereas would now lead an effort to save their homeland from that very woman.


  They weren’t all the Lady’s shock troops. At Aereas’s right hand marched one of the brown folk of these woods, one of the people with no name. Some two and a half decades ago, these folk had sent a ghara-girl out to the Tiger so that the rest of them might be spared the warfare of her volatile and violent mind. It seemed now their precautions were for naught. The Beastlands were about to play host to that very ghara-girl, the one with the greatest fire of any of them. Her minions were each the equal of ten Tigers.


  Perhaps the defenders would not have to face her, if Aereas’s plan worked out. Perhaps he would be able to stop her like a wide and sullen river stops a spreading wildfire.


  Speaking of which, they had reached one now—a wide, quiet river that carved a brown channel between the jungle and one side of the centennial thistlefield. Beyond lay the gate to the Abyss, a gate through which Nina could walk as easily as Aereas had.


  Without slowing his steps, Aereas curved out along the jungle bank of the waterway. Before him, he unrolled a scroll that showed the river, the thistlefield, and the portal. A small tributary to this main waterway sided another edge of the thistlefield, and the portal stood in the crook of land between the two.


  “What is the name of this water?” Aereas asked anyone and no one.


  The brown man responded. He was an elder, tall and slack muscled, though with a gray-grizzled wisdom about him.


  It has no name, just as we have no name, he said simply.


  Aereas continued the march, one hand leaving the map for a moment to smack his sweat-streaming neck and kill whatever had decided to feast on it. “What about this stream, here?”


  The brown man silently shook his head.


  “Don’t you have names for anything?” Aereas asked irritably.


  Yes, the man replied in patient explanation, we have names for the ghara-girls, and for the foreigns, like you.


  “No, I mean names for everyday things, for things that are constantly around you?”


  We name only that which is profane, for a name limits a thing, brings it under one’s sway. To give a name to something sacred is to seek to control it, to make it profane.


  Ah, yes, Aereas thought to himself. It couldn’t be easy. Problem was, to repulse this abyssal attack, he would need to bring this sacred river and its small, holy, nameless tributary under his control.


  “Is this the crossing you told me of?” Aereas pointed on the map to a set of wavy lines a quarter mile upstream from their current location.


  Yes. The whole army can ford the stream there.


  Good, Aereas confirmed with a nod.


  His feet still striding purposefully, he stooped for a moment to dart his fingers into the pulpy red heart of a nearby flower. His hand came up crimson as though stained with blood. Holding the map with his other hand, Aereas traced a slow arcing curve from the great river, past the portal, to the small tributary, thus enclosing the portal in a rough triangle. Careful not to lift the sappy fingers to his mouth for fear of poison, Aereas whistled for one of the drumsmen to come to him.


  Drumsmen was a somewhat generous title. They were not drums, but long, flat hoops of skin, and their bearers were not men, but mere boys. One of the boys, a brown-skinned lad from among the people with no name, rushed forward, his hoop thudding roundly on his naked knee as he ran.


  Aereas, still marching, dropped a brief smile to the eager boy and thought of his own Tara, safe and sound in Sigil. That moment convinced him he would have to keep the fiend hordes pinned, not let them run roughshod over the defenders to reach these drumsmen boys.


  Aereas puffed on the red line to make sure it was dry, then rolled the map about its spindle. “Are you afraid of the badgers, drumsman?”


  The boy’s brow beetled from a twinge of fear and from the hurt of feeling it—and being suspected of feeling it. I’m afraid of no one and nothing.


  Aereas wished he could say good to that, though a person afraid of no one and nothing did not typically last long in the planes. “Take this map back to the chief badger. Tell him it’s from me, the Big Man. Tell him that, once we ford the river, I want them to dig an entrenchment ten feet deep and twelve feet wide, following this red line. Have you got all that?”


  The boy repeated the instructions verbatim, his mental voice even sounding like Aereas’s. Then Aereas realized it was his voice, echoed in memory rather than reinterpreted by the mind. Yes, this system of transmitting orders would do well.


  “Fine, then go,” Aereas said.


  The boy nodded solemnly. He rolled clenched knuckles across the skin of his drum as if placing his own auditory seal on the orders. In a flash of dark heels and elbows, he was gone.


  What good will ten-foot deep trenches do for the humans and elves? asked the brown man. They’ll just be pits out of which they cannot fire, let alone climb.


  “That is not your worry, friend,” Aereas replied with a pat on the shoulder. “We have the harder task ahead of us. Take me to the portal.”


  Questions still apparently buzzed in the brown man’s mind.


  I will lead you there, confirmed the brown man.


  Aereas did not even nod in response.


  Their passage across the slow-flowing sacred river of no name stirred a cloud of silt, which curled and curdled bloodlike through the clear black waters. The smooth silence of the sacred waterway had belied the power of its flow. When Aereas’s foot stepped down from the bank into the water, the river began a churning protest, which did not end until the tailing rearguard of armored dwarves panted gladly, thankfully, up the opposite side. It was a ford, but Aereas reached his waist in wading and the dwarves had to lift their noses above the brown stream to keep air in their lungs.


  Once on the other side, the badgers and dwarves split from the rest of the party and fell to the task of digging a trench and piling earthworks on its edges. There was a cheerful competition to it, too, as the mud-slicked giant badgers set to with claws, flinging up shredded earth, and the dwarves shucked armor and hefted picks and shovels for the hard work ahead. Earth was not all that was flung between the two proud digger races. As Aereas led the others—serpent cavalry, elven archers, brown hunters, human foot soldiers, and the like—away from the sappers, he could hear the dwarves flinging barbs toward the badgers.


  “Oh, ye think yer claws’re each worth a shovel do ye? Well stand back while I spit on me hands and get to the diggin’.”


  “We’re wantin’ earthworks here, not burrows. Them fiends’ll be fightin’ dwarves, not groundhogs!”


  Soon these shouts were silenced, and only the rumble of spades and claws broke the stillness. Picks—and teeth—came into play when the thistle roots proved too tenacious to give way to shovels and claws.


  Aereas and the others marched on, through the final quarter mile of centennial thistle forest to the portal that led to the Abyss. It was just as he had remembered it, the haphazard arch between a standing stalk and a leaning, half-fallen one. The space between shimmered faintly with dweomer.


  As the rest of the troops filed forward and spread out in a semicircle around the glimmering portal, Aereas studied the forest around him. The stalks of the thistles, larger around than ten archers could reach with arms spread (Aereas knew this because a number of the elves had tried), were sinewy and muscular and green, covered with a thick prickle of thorns.


  For a moment, Aereas had the impulse to chop down the leaning thistle stalk that formed half the portal, hoping thereby to destroy it. He had learned enough about gates and their ways, however, to know that such an action could prove deadly. The gate might explode, cratering the land for a mile around and doing more destruction than fiend hordes. The gate might widen, allowing more room for Nina’s armies to march forth. The gate might even become a vortex and drag Aereas and his legion down into the Abyss, where they would have to fight tooth and nail and shovel merely to stay alive.


  No, chopping down that thistle plant was too risky.


  Aereas whistled to the elven archers, motioning them back in line, then barked out his orders. “Weapons out. Archers, position in two rows, one kneeling and the other standing. Train your bows. Let nothing emerge from this portal except for me.”


  The troops, who had been nodding with his instructions, stared for a moment in shock. Aereas spun on his heel and strode into the mouth of the shimmering portal. He was there one moment, transfixed by the curtain of fairy-fire, and then gone.


  There were certain benefits to being a skeleton key of the planes.


  The forest was gone. Its living muscular verticality gave way to a dead plain of bare soil, orange instead of green. Orange earth, orange sky, orange dust rising from the sheer edge of the world where another army moved, antlike.


  Nina’s army.


  He knew it was she, knew with the surety of a plainsman watching a tornado form. He knew it was her army and that she was marching straight for this portal, with the intent of coming through. Something in Aereas wanted in that moment to stand there, to wait and greet his former love. Perhaps his words alone would be enough to deter her; or perhaps she would tear him limb from limb and march onward to destroy the Beastlands. Aereas clenched his jaw. He had a decidedly undistinguished history of getting through to his cousin with words alone, and Nina had a decidedly distinguished history of tearing creatures limb from limb.


  If it had been only him at stake, he would have stood there and let himself live or die by her hand. But there were elven archers at his back, humans with families somewhere, drumsman boys. Behind all of them stood Gwyn and Tara. For their sakes alone, he could not let his former beloved tear him limb from limb.


  Assuming this land was not strangely warped, that this army of Nina’s was not unusually fast and could move no faster than its slowest infantry, Aereas calculated they would be reaching the portal in five hours. It would seem an eternity to the fiends, of course, but was all too short an eyeblink for Aereas.


  He turned, saw the curtain of magic hanging faintly in the air before him, and stepped back through.


  Hundreds of bows tightened in hundreds of hands, and nocked arrows trembled on taut strings. When the archers saw it was just Aereas, there was a near-audible sigh in the stinging green heat of the thistlefield. Aereas flashed them all a smile, glad not to have been skewered, and strode silently toward the ranks. A pair of green-clad archers parted slightly to let their commander through.


  Aereas seized the long-hafted battle axe from a human warrior that stood sweating in plate armor. The axe was no sooner in Aereas’s clenched fingers than its broad head whistled through the air to bite into the thick stalk of a centennial thistle. The blade sank with a satisfying wet sound, then pulled from the stalk reluctantly, just as from living flesh. Aereas reared back and swung again. Only the axe spoke in that stunned silence. Then, again, and again, before the old brown man found his voice.


  What are you doing? That is a sacred thistle. You cannot chop it down! It has been here for centuries of centuries.


  Aereas did not pause. The man scuttled up behind him. Through gritted teeth, Aereas said lightly, “This is the last day for it, in those centuries of centuries.”


  The old man interposed himself, and Aereas’s axe drew up short. No! I cannot allow it.


  Sweat streamed from Aereas’s brow. “Do you think the fiends will be kinder to your sacred thistles? Do you think losing the whole forest to an invasion army is better than losing one thistle?” Then, to the other axemen around him: “Fall to. We’ve got to have this mammoth down in an hour, so we’ve got enough time to heft it into the portal.”


  If Aereas’s words had not convinced the old man to move, the eager axes that clustered now around the commander did. Into the hot, buzzing vitality of the forest came the rhythmic slice and thud of axe heads sinking through thistleflesh and chunking free green shavings and choppings.


  The great thistle was groaning and crackling within the hour. Its head, some four hundred feet above, had shifted away from the portal, but still the stalk stood. It was shortly after the hour when the red-faced choppers scrambled back like startled crabs away from the splitting, tumbling shaft, which, when it struck ground, made the earth buck and all those standing go to one knee. Then the crew spent another hour hacking the thing fully free of its stump and trimming down the stalk. By that time, runners had arrived with enough long, sinewy palm fronds that they could thread the ropy leaves beneath the whole length of the stalk.


  All hands except those of the drumsmen dropped weapons to grab fronds, and the army was spread out along both sides of the straight shaft of the thistle. With a roll and then a cadence from the drummers, the army heaved, grunting and groaning to lift the stalk. Aereas led the procession, hefting the chopped end of the bole and guiding it forward into the portal. The front lines of lifters peeled back as the thick trunk slid past the frame of the gate, a perfectly sized cork for the hole between worlds. At first, the gate crackled angrily with fire, sizzling away the outer bark of the thistle, but Aereas put his hand into the gap and thus opened the gate. After that, the green wood moved past the wards without so much as a spark.


  When a third of the plant had been fed through, the unsupported end in the Abyss became too heavy to push forward across the sand. More heaving, more grunting, and they moved the stalk another ten feet but could push it no farther.


  “Good enough,” Aereas pronounced, whistling. He waved the workers back from the positioned stalk. “There won’t be enough of it on the other side for the fiends to get ahold of to pull it through, and too much on this side for them to push it. They’ll have to burn the thing to get rid of it, and meanwhile, it’ll buy us time.


  “Even so,” he finished. “I want fifty archers on this gate at all times, in hour rotations, and a crew of infantry to lash this stalk in place.”


  Then, to himself, he murmured, “We’ll see if my cousin can chew her way past this.”


  Twenty-Three


  Pledges
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  She was actually going to do it. It had been one thing to scour a level of the Abyss, to attack every fiend lord in her reach and lead their minions against the next lord, and the next, but now she was going to launch an attack on the Upper Planes.


  The Beastlands. Of all places, the Beastlands. What could she possibly want with them?


  Jandau shook his head as he marched along beside Nina. If she saw the motion, she did not let on.


  Her brown flesh had become all the deeper in hue since they had begun their genocidal campaign nearly a decade ago. Her body was now one great smooth sculpture of muscle. This constant abyssal warfare had annealed her, had purified her so that there was nothing left in her of softness or corruption. She was a conquistador now, a warrior. She did not fight for any homeland, for even if she had a homeland, she would not be able to remain there to cherish it. She did not fight for any ideology, any hope of an end beyond the fighting. She fought only to fight, and so was undefeatable.


  But now, the Upper Planes. Jandau released a long sigh, feeling the orange sands gritting inside his tattered shoes as he marched toward the portal Nina had located.


  As long as they had remained in the Abyss, Jandau had been able to fool himself into thinking he might still take her back to Sung Chiang, save his hands… and become rich beyond imagining. He’d not really fooled himself, but he had fooled the metal bracers Chiang had installed on his wrists. Over the years, the bracers had slowly constricted, occasionally drawing blood from his flesh as they bit in more tightly. But as long as he kept alive the notion of betraying his love, he kept his hands.


  Today would be the day that deception would die.


  “Nina,” he said to her, and reached out with one of those ill-fated hands. “I must confess something.”


  She did not look at him, only continued her march. The line of fiends behind her continued as well. The ground shuddered beneath the magnificent tread of the skeletal god, Leonan. Nina said, “What is it, love?”


  Though she did not look at him, he stared fixedly at her. “You call me love. And why? Because your Aereas is off elsewhere? Because I am convenient?”


  “You said you had something to confess,” Nina stated smoothly.


  Jandau nodded. His gaze dropped away. “At first, when we were together, you loved me much more than I loved you. In fact, I remained with you only because I hoped to betray you to Sung Chiang, for a great fortune.”


  That got her attention. Her huge brown eyes were upon him now, though there was the glint of steel in them. “What—?”


  “Let me finish,” Jandau said sadly, with an off-putting hand. “Now, I love you more than you love me. And to show you so, I will state full out, for both of us, for all of us to hear: I will never betray you… to anyone.”


  His teeth had just closed on the end of this statement when the metal bracers on his wrists shrunk slicingly inward. He did not scream, knowing what would come, though he gritted his teeth and sank to his knees in the dust. The whole fiend army halted behind him as Jandau’s wrists gushed blood. In the silence of that moment, they could hear the minute sawing of metal through bone. Then the hands dropped free from gory stubs, and twin jets of blood spurted forward.


  Nina was suddenly on her knees beside him. Her hands clutched his wrists and squeezed off the fountaining red, though not before her lap was painted with the stuff. Jandau’s white face had gone near green, and tears stood out on his glassy eyes. Only now, as she clutched those stumps, did he vent a shriek of agony.


  “Quickly! Tourniquet him!” Nina shouted to the fiends behind her.


  Had she been any other abyssal commander, she would likely have been attacked as she knelt there, back to her troops. But these warriors had seen the brown woman eviscerate too many usurpers to attempt such a thing lightly. Besides, at her command they had won enough glorious and gory victories that there was a grudging respect and admiration of her.


  The first to lurch from the line of warriors was a giant crab-creature that sidled over to Nina and clamped its massive claws in place to stop the bleeding. Other fiends came now, snake folk and tentacular monsters, but Nina was no longer paying heed. As soon as the flow of blood had been stopped by the crab claws, she let loose of Jandau. She sat back on her heels and ripped the shirt from her shoulders, as though in mourning. The flesh beneath the shirt was as dark as that on her face, having been bare in many battles under the abyssal sun. She tore the garment again, and a third time, making strips that she then wrapped around the grisly stumps.


  “Nor will I ever betray you,” she said as she applied the bloody cloths. She drew a pair of stilettos from her belt and slid their long handles through the bandages, then began turning the knives until the flow of blood was fully pinched off. Taking another strip of cloth, she tied each knife handle in place. The long, thin blades extended out ahead of the stumps and the hilts were lashed tightly to his forearms. “Because I love you.” The words had been as steady and serene as any she had uttered in the last years. She leaned in to him and kissed him hard, almost ceremonially, on the lips.


  Jandau was weeping freely now, not merely from the pain of his amputation, but from the joy of her pronouncement. He winced as she grasped him beneath the arms and lifted him to his feet.


  Her eyes were keen and steady as she stared at him. “Let’s go. Your new hands will kill in the Beastlands today.”


  Numbly, he nodded. Then, like all the other minions of Nina, he followed.
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  Phaeton at first did not recognize the Beastlands. Never before had it been such a hive of activity. He hovered upon pumping wings above the gently lulling canopy and watched the creatures moving about below. Giant badgers had burrowed a half-mile-long canal between a great river and a side tributary, which was now filling with churning, muddy water. Dwarves, freed from their digging, were felling huge centennial thistles along the canal, the river, and the tributary, dropping them with uncanny precision to line the banks. Instead of converting these stalks into palisades behind their moat, though, crews scrambled over the downed trunks and stripped them of branches and thorns that would prevent the stalks from rolling.


  Meanwhile, on the triangle of land made into an island, troops were massed and watchful around another felled thistle stalk, this one rammed partway into what must have been a portal.


  Clearly, the defense of the Beastlands was well under way. Aereas would surely be here.


  Phaeton dug his wings into the sultry air and flung himself forward over the pitching treetops and out to where the thistles stood. Then, leveling, he dropped slowly downward among the rising stalks, down to light upon the wet black soil between them.


  His arrival did not go unnoticed. What had seemed at first to be more thorns jutting from the huge holes to every side of Phaeton proved to be elven arrows, trained on the new arrival. Not a one of the shafts shook as the creatures sighted on him.


  Luckily for Phaeton, Aereas arrived on the scene and shouted to one of his lieutenants. “Well, then, get the thistle-heads chopped off and moved away if they’re so dangerous in a fire—” he was saying, then stopped cold. His feet sent up little whuffs of dust. “My, my, my. So when was it Celestia decided to take an interest in this bloody little battle?” Though the greeting was coldly sarcastic, the sweaty embrace of Aereas’s weary arms came immediately after.


  “It’s not… Celestia,” Phaeton gasped out between bear hugs. “It’s just… me. And my concern is not… the Blood War. It is you.”


  Aereas stepped back a moment from the angel and peered levelly into his eyes. “Now, hold on a minute. Your concern is supposed to be for Tara. With her father running around the Beastlands, her godfather ought to stay safely in Sigil.” Despite this abjuration, Aereas embraced the deva again.


  Phaeton pulled stiffly free and shook out his rumpled feathers. “Your daughter needs you to be safe, not me.”


  Aereas stared at him, then laughed bluffly. He waved a hand in the air and strode off to accomplish whatever business he had been on when Phaeton arrived. “Oh, you were never able to keep us safe. You know that.” The young commander was already pointing out positions along the felled stalks where he wanted blocks and tackle inserted. He was making a prying gesture to the elven lieutenant as he said to Phaeton. “Sorry about that. Sore topic.”


  “I’ve come to bring you back,” Phaeton said evenly. His resolve had only been hardened by Aereas’s comment.


  Finishing a few details with the elf, Aereas turned back toward the angel. “If you haven’t noticed, we’ve got a war about to happen here.”


  “I’ve come to bring you back,” Phaeton repeated.


  Aereas smiled, unfastened a canteen from his belt, took a swig, and splashed a bit over his face. “Back to where? It’s the Lady of Pain who sent me here. Do you think she’d let me go back to Sigil?”


  “It’s not back to where,” said Phaeton. “It’s back to whom. You’ve got a wife, a daughter. They want you to come back.”


  “I said, do you think the Lady—”


  “Go beyond Sigil. Go back to Caonan. Take Tara and Gwyn with you. Why do you insist on fighting these battles?”


  Aereas’s eyes were flecked with the high, hot clouds above the thistlefield. Though the edges of his mouth turned upward, it was not a smile that crossed his face. “I don’t know. I don’t know why I stay. Artus has gone back home, back to the place where he’d tried to hide me and Nina. But isn’t that it? He couldn’t hide us on Caonan, because Caonan isn’t some separate place. It’s part of this, part of this all.”


  The deva’s arms crossed over his muscled chest. “So you think you have to fight every battle that erupts in the planes, just because your world is a part of it?”


  The clouds were gone from Aereas’s eyes. “This isn’t every battle. This is the battle for the Beastlands, the battle to defend the Upper Planes from the Lower Planes, to defend the kin of my cousin from my cousin herself.


  “And if you really cared about saving me, let alone saving Nina, you would know that neither of us could be saved if I went back now. I’m not going to surrender. I’m not going to turn my back and retreat into a closet somewhere. This is my battle, this is my only hope, and my cousin’s only hope.


  “So, you can stand there and rail at me, or you can join us in preparing the defenses for this place. But I’ll tell you this, you won’t save anybody by arguing.”


  That was the end of it. Without even awaiting a reply from the angel, Aereas had turned away to help strip bark from long poles that had been gathered, to begin setting stone blocks beneath the felled thistle boles.


  Blank eyed, Phaeton watched for some moments. Tara passed before his mind’s eye, her imploring voice echoing inside his head. He thought, too, of Gwyn and her tears, of their very real fear they would never again see this smiling, sweat- and soil-smeared man who labored beside elves and dwarves and serpents and brown men to save a land that was not even his, from an abyssal conquistador who was not even a stranger to him: his cousin, not his foe.


  How odd is mortal life, thought the deva.


  Sighing gustily, he brushed imaginary dust from his hands and strode forward, stooping to ease a grub-pocked stone in place beside the felled thistle.
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  When the summons came, the angel was as dark with silty water as the brown men. He and Aereas made a pair, the two of them looking up with mud-spattered faces from a fire pit they had been shoveling out beneath a felled stalk.


  “Commander, the archers say there’s someone trying to come through the portal,” reported the young drumsman who stood on the far bank of the brown canal.


  “Tell them,” Aereas started to say, then broke off, shaking his head and laughing. “Tell them to be archers and shoot whoever it is.”


  “But they say it’s a child,” the boy replied urgently.


  Aereas and Phaeton exchanged stunned glances, then both clambered up from the pit. Aereas climbed up the felled hole of the stalk and launched himself gracelessly over into the silty canal beyond. Phaeton meanwhile dug wings into the air and lifted himself over the barrier. Even so, Aereas reached the far side of the canal before the deva, and was cleaner after his bath than the much-besmirched angel.


  Phaeton landed beside his commander, the thistle forest too thick to allow easy flight. Side by side they charged after the retreating drumsman, who was intent on leading them to the site. The sun was descending, which provided some relief from the hot glare but promised a long, dark night ahead—a night most likely filled with fiendish warfare. Aereas and Phaeton dashed along in the drumsman’s footprints, following them among the broad trunks. A few blind corners later, they reached the portal.


  Elven soldiers lurched up from a magnifying glass they had been using to singe ants and snapped to attention. The move seemed odd, since the elves in their unsullied green attire looked anything but subordinate to the grimy Aereas.


  “Where is this child?” Aereas asked, breathless.


  The drumsman who had delivered the message motioned the commander to climb over the now-secured stopper thistle to the far side of the portal. This time, Phaeton did not leave Aereas to his own devices; he snagged the commander by his collar and winged him over the broad, felled bole. They landed lightly on the far side, Aereas somewhat the more breathless for the constriction of his collar. There they saw it.


  A small hand was pressed in a dark hollow between the stopper thistle and the edge of the portal. The hand was moving, gripping the fibrous stalk and struggling to pull itself through. Aereas stared feverishly at the thing, wondering what a child would be doing in the Abyss, and why it would be working so hard to push through.


  “Is this the first sign of any… invasion,” Aereas asked.


  The drumsman, only a boy, looked up seriously at the commander and watched the veins pulse in the man’s temples. “Yes. First sign.”


  “Nothing else has come through there?” Aereas asked. “No one else has come through.”


  The boy looked confused, concerned. “No, sir. This is the first.”


  Aereas did not seem satisfied with that response. He stared fiercely at the small hand, struggling for purchase, the forearm straining to pull the body through. Another movement caught his eye, the movement of something small, narrow, along the dark ground. Aereas strode toward the gap and knelt down. Ants. A column of army ants marched from the narrow gap and spread outward in both directions.


  Ants. Something seemed familiar about those ants.


  “Get me that magnifying glass,” Aereas murmured intently.


  The drumsman’s brow furrowed. “Get you what, sir?”


  “The elves over there. They’ve got a magnifying glass. Get it.”


  The boy’s eyes grew wide, and he began to clamber up the fallen stalk. Phaeton was quicker. With one weightless lunge, he arced over the bole, and with another he returned, glass in hand.


  “They promised they wouldn’t play with it any longer—” Phaeton began by way of explanation.


  Aereas did not respond to this. He snatched the glass from the deva’s hand and thrust it down toward the line of insects moving in the dusky darkness. There, in the fish-eyed warp of light, he saw the ants—only they weren’t ants. The chitin of their shells was the wrong shape, and some didn’t have chitin but fur, or bare skin. And they all bore minute weapons—spears, glaives, swords, bows….


  Aereas began to babble out what he saw, but his words caught short. His eyes lifted from the column of not-ants, of tiny fiends, and he saw the child pull itself far enough through the gap to set a foot into the Beastlands. Except that the foot was skeletal, the flesh having rotted away.


  On his feet, Aereas stumbled back. He didn’t need the magnifying glass now to see what the ants truly were, for they were growing before him—mouse sized, rat sized, larger still. And the “child” had shouldered its way through—no child at all but the corpse of some dead man, swelling also as the fiend minions grew. They were everywhere; they had slipped past the block by magically shrinking themselves, and had patiently spread outward all along the island. Shrieks from the other side of the blockade told Aereas that the elves saw the same thing.


  “Retreat to the canal!” he cried. “Blades and bows, engage as you fall back!”


  Twenty-Four


  Nina of the Abyss
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  The defenders of the Beastlands fell back among the towering white stalks of thistle.


  Behind them, an army of fiends grew. They swelled upward with the monstrous force of corpses bloating with gas and maggots. This warping enlargement brought them in moments to their true forms:


  Thirty-foot-tall boar-headed nalfeshnee, whose tiny, greasy wings jutted above their narrow shoulders and obese bellies as though in parody of ears.


  Coiling, six-armed mariliths that moved their snake bodies among and upon the thousand thistle stalks with the slow menace of their kind.


  Gray-fleshed rutterkin, like badly sculpted men of clay, sauntering into battle behind their sharpened sticks and hand axes of chipped stone.


  Filthy manes, like large, wingless, shaved bats, their bellies infested with pill bugs, which advanced in their own minute armies.


  Vacant-eyed dretches, whose fat bodies bobbed like over-full bladders on skeletal legs and arms.


  Cambions in black armor, whose elven features were sooty and twisted and emaciated as though they had spent the last three weeks jammed in chimneys, until sheer starvation gave them the room to scuttle out.


  Mosquito-bodied chasme, whose greasy heads bore black probosci as sharp as any stiletto and suited for sucking blood.


  And others too many and too horrible to name—enormous pulpy things that looked like autonomous spleens moving grublike across the black earth, skeletons and red-fleshed near-skeletons, slow-tumbling thorn bushes, bleeding creepies, hairless voles, floating eyes, spider-legged pigs, air piranhas….


  But all these were cast in the deep dread shadow of one greater villain, one towering mammoth of rent flesh and exposed bone that swelled obscenely upward among the thistles until its rictus head and face, swarming with flies, topped the thistle pods and stood out in the final dead glow of sunlight.


  Leonan. The undead god. The godflesh, once rotting in derelict flight through the silvery astral, must have found a way to the Abyss, and then into the hands of Nina. She had taken its body for her own hellish walking fortress.


  As Aereas fell back, rushing away from the last of daylight and toward the false day of the felled and burning thistle boles, he glanced back a moment toward the rotting opacity that threw them all in shadow. A throne had been carved into the vacated nasal passages of the insensate skull. Upon that throne sat a young, thin, living, breathing being. Even as Aereas stumbled upon gnarled roots and fetched up against the bristle-bark of a thistle, he knew it was Nina.


  His cousin. His once-love. On either side of her lurked a hellish retinue, clinging within the blind sockets where eyes had once been. The orgy of these battle-mad beasts, of this inner circle of her hellish forces, was reaching a peak.


  A black, bleak hurrah went up from those creatures as the skeletal foot of the zombie fortress took its first heavy, shuddering step between the thistles.


  Aereas had found his feet again. Looking back no longer, he shouted out, “Over the canal. Behind the redoubts… man the block and tackle.” The orders were just finished when he vaulted into the turgid brown water of the canal and swam for the far side. Oil poured on the stalks before him had caught them on fire, and they were sending up smoke.


  Others clambered into the water beside him, elven archers mostly, though also a number of snake riders, whose mounts slid smoothly over the twelve-foot-wide waterway as though it were more ground. Some, too, were dwarves, who doggedly marched down into the canal, disappeared from sight for some moments, then doggedly marched up the other side. It was like the flight of woodland animals before a fire, but these fires were in front of them, the felled thistles beginning to spark and blaze and crackle.


  Aereas laughed grimly to himself as he gained the far bank, thinking how the only thing that could make creatures flee toward a forest fire was Nina and her army of fiends.


  Hands were thrust down to all comers, and one by one the forces were rapidly pulled up from the brown muck and between the blazing ends of thistle holes. The swimmers were glad of the silty wetness as they made that fiery crossing, for otherwise their clothes and hair would surely have caught. Even those extending hands had to be doused at intervals to keep them safe from the flames.


  As quickly as Aereas’s forces had plunged into the sacred waters, so quickly they were out of them again and lining up in worried grim brownness behind the blazing logs.


  “Arm yourselves!” Aereas shouted. “Bowmen to your bows. Front ranks, pepper them with shafts when they come! Drop them from the skies when they are stepped along the canal. Serpent cavalry, stand ready behind the bows. Expect a charge if the beasts break through. Infantry, behind the cavalry. Hold fast. Stand!”


  These commands were passed down the lines by drumsmen in word and pounded rhythm. In moments, the muddy rout cemented into order all the way down the canal line, and in turn along the river and the tributary.


  Aereas paced, stern and sharp eyed, along the forming ranks. His eyes seemed old, seemed to have seen too much, but in so doing had grown wise. They were still younger than many of the eyes lifted with urgent hope from among the troops, and yet the fierce, confident glare of the commander gifted all those who saw him with the same demeanor. In moments, the defenders of the Beastlands were ranked and ordered, the first line of bowmen to their knees and the second line already lifting taut weapons to the skies.


  That’s what would save them. Order, preparation, grit. Tanar’ri being tanar’ri, they would have none of these things. They would charge, berserking, into battle, overwhelming any who were not prepared to meet their charge, but breaking against those who stood rocklike and ready. Order, preparation, grit… oh, and one more thing.


  Aereas turned to a young drumsman near him, a freckled boy war-painted in mud. “Get one of the… the brown men, the natives. Get one that’s not already blessing the river and canal, and get him to bless the troops. And start them singing.”


  The boy nodded in eager attention, anxious incomprehension, and then shot out along the lines. The purposeful pumping of legs rose to replace the pulse of uncertainty in his mind.


  “Can’t guess where you learnt battle tactics,” mumbled a dwarven veteran. Though the plate-armored fellow stared with an unflinching, steely gaze at the darkening thistlefield on the other side of the canal, Aereas knew the old warrior spoke to him. “Don’t know where you learnt to stop fiends with a puddle of water and a stick on fire.”


  Aereas smiled at that. He patted the shoulder of the seasoned fighter. “Stand is all I ask of you. Stand.”


  The dwarf did not blink, though his head swooped slightly to show his irritation. “Ain’t that what I’m doin’? I’ll stand, sure, and they can form a statue from me after this is over. I’m standin’, ain’t I?”


  Aereas had neither time nor inclination to answer. The fiends had come into view, and just then the war song of the brown folk began. The battle was joined.


  Ahead, tanar’ri charged through the battered undergrowth between thistles, their weaponry glinting and horrible in the bloodlight of fires.


  “Archers, loose!” Aereas cried.


  With a sound, quiet and ubiquitous like insect wings, the bows released. Arrows rose up in their living flocks, rising, arcing patiently, falling like falcons stooping on prey. The deadly hail struck the advancing fiends and bore them to the ground. So sure were those quarrels, so many and, so powerful, that the abyssal fiends dropped in a wall of pierced flesh along the line of their advance. Blood jetted green and black and red from a thousand wounds, and the roaring charge of the creatures was converted into shrieks and baleful ululations as fiends thrashed and died.


  “Nock!”


  The command could not have come too soon, and perhaps came too late; already the enemy rushed up and over its own bulwark of dying and dead. The next wave came with the same hungry ferocity. The blood of their compatriots, oozing between running toes and along clambering arms, neither chastened nor slowed the beasts.


  “Loose!”


  The archers did, their shafts lower now, somehow fiercer, as the enemies were closer and closing.


  “Nock!” shouted Aereas before the volley had reached flesh. The archers pulled new shafts from their quivers while the last round sliced, hammering, into the line. Most of the shafts found flesh again, though some pinged off invisible magics that cloaked the fighters. Another, smaller, closer wall of flesh assembled itself in that moment, but a good third of the charge swept onward, some with arrows jutting in silly dance from their running meat.


  “Loose!”


  The walls of casualties were no more, the flood of fiends too persistent, too continuous for the monsters to fall en masse again. Many more creatures went down as these shafts hit their marks, and already Aereas was shouting, “Fire at will.” His attention was no longer on the archers, who moved with hurried precision in nocking and releasing, choosing specific targets and felling them with one arrow, two, three, before selecting the next.


  Aereas moved out along the line of flaming thistle holes, and his eyes narrowed to study the advance of the enemy. “Ready block and tackle!” The order was shouted down the front, and with the speed of that sound, the crews hunkered in place beside their pry poles and their stones, eyes lifted toward their commander.


  Aereas did not signal, watching only. The first arrow-filled monsters had reached the bank of the canal and, heedless, plunged into the water.


  Aereas murmured to himself, “Let us see how truly sacred is this river with no name.”


  His answer came in writhing, thrashing shrieks. The first fiends rolled up from the brown sullen water to where their lungs could shout in air. Their flesh, whatever red or green or purple it had been before, was now white and blotched and melting from their shoulders. The crews at their block and tackle watched in slack-jawed amazement as fiend after fiend poured into the canal and began the death dance, as though swimming in pure acid.


  Pure, yes, thought Aereas grimly to himself, but acid, no. Pure, holy, perfect. Aereas silently thanked the brown men for having never given a name to this sacred water, for keeping it sacred that it might boil away unholy fiends to bones as they plunged within it.


  But not all fiends would run. Even now, Aereas saw the first of the winged host clear the thick thistles and take to the air. The impression was horrifying. The black numbers of the monsters were so great that it seemed the land itself was splitting, and the upper half of the world was rising up into the sky.


  “Tacklemen, turn the thistles!” Aereas cried. One by one, starting on either side of the commander and moving rapidly down the canal, the sparking, flaming boles were heaved over by the tackle crews. Sizzling stalks tumbled into the stew of dissolving fiend flesh. The moment fire struck water, up went a great hissing wall of steam that mounted half the height of the forest, then the full height, then beyond.


  The midnight flocks of winged monsters struck the wall of holy-water steam and added their shouts and cries to the cacophony of death. Some dissipated like spinning streamers and fireworks. Others were maimed by the boiling steam but pitched onward through sheer momentum to crash down in putrid ruin among the defenders. Others beat their wings furiously backward and rose up to top the wall of sanctified mist.


  “Bring down the ones in the air! Nock and loose! Nock and loose!” cried Aereas to the archers, pointing to the ascending fiend forces.


  The elves, already sweating and weary, gritted teeth and sent more stinging death into the rising flood of fiends. Many fiends fell from that wall of air and struck others below and bore them down onto the bloody mud of the canal bank, or into the teeming waters where their compatriots boiled. Others kept climbing.


  Aereas watched, his eyes darting between the dying hordes and the flagging archers. He watched also the belly of the thistlefield, still vomiting fiends in eager legions, who trampled heedless on their fallen comrades. How many have we killed? Aereas wondered, scanning the killing ground and the boiling canal and the wall of steam. Three thousand here, perhaps, or five thousand. And, gods willing, another three to five on the river and the tributary. So, perhaps nine thousand—a legion and a half—or perhaps fifteen thousand—two and a half legions. And all this in literal minutes, without a single defender casualty.


  But the steam wall was already abating, falling in upon itself. Soon it would be shorter than the thistleheads, and then half as tall. Soon, too, the first flying fiends would have topped the wall, no matter what its height. The archers’ cold slaughter was nearly done, their quivers nearly empty. And how many legions did Nina have? If three, perhaps they had a chance against the remaining one. If four, or five, or six…


  “Archers, back, and to swords! Infantry, set pikes for the charge! Cavalry, prepare the countercharge!”


  The drumsmen passed the word, and changed the thrumming cadence of their battle pounding. Weary, limp as rags, the archers fell gratefully back to give the fore to pikemen. Though the elves withdrew and stripped their bows and quivers, they drew keen-edged swords and waited grimly for all comers. If the fiends got past the infantry and cavalry, there would be no safe place in the Beastlands to flee to.


  The pikemen set for the charge, their heels kicking out divots of ground in which they rooted their twelve-foot polearms. Dwarves anchored the shafts, and humans aimed them, steadied them. The pikemen stood fast and watched the first fiends rain down upon them.


  Aereas had seen such a tanar’ri charge before, met similarly by entrenched baatezu. Then, as now, the shrieking monsters fell hissing upon the pikes, goring and skewering themselves. The men flung the engaged pikes away, lifted new ones into the divots, and braced again. There was no time to watch the multifarious thrashings of the impaled monsters, for as soon as a new blade was raised, there was a new beast upon it. The pikemen had only three such weapons each. Already many of them were lifting the third wearily overhead.


  Now came the first defender casualty, or at least the first Aereas had seen. A sinewy succubus dropped from the sky onto a pike, which ripped through her narrow gut and tore itself in bloody butchery out her back. She seized the shaft that impaled her and clawed her way downward upon it. Her hand clasped that of the astonished man who held the pike. Her beautiful face split in an impossibly large, impossibly fanged mouth. The jaw seemed to simply drop away, like the disjointable bone of a snake. She lunged, sunk teeth into the man’s sweat-speckled brow, and bit out a red chunk, as though he were merely an apple. The man was gone, his form in that moment emptied of blood and of will. He fell sloppily upon his dwarven partner, just then being similarly sampled by their attacker.


  Aereas did not turn away. That was not a luxury of commanders. Had he turned away, he would have seen this was not the only such atrocity. His blade was already in his hand, and he was shouting something that was neither command nor encouragement. A red instant later, a severed fiend head blinked as it rolled wetly beside his feet. Then he was shoving another monster off his sword, and a third.


  The grim work went on all around, bodies mounding atop the undergrowth so that the failing light showed a forest floor of red rather than green. Four fiends down, another unmade with a thrust to the eye, and a sixth halved by a dwarven axe in the moment before its venom-spitting fangs sank into his shoulder.


  How many does she have? Seven, eight, nine legions?


  There was no more time for speculation about physiology or entomology, no more discerning of separate species and structures of fiends. There was only the stabbing of that which pulsed with life, carving heads from shoulders, jabbing hearts where they could be discerned.


  How many legions? Ten? Eleven? Twelve?


  How long that blade slashed, even Aereas couldn’t know. The viscid, caustic lifeblood of fiends was beginning to cake on his blade, blunting it, making it more club that sword. Still he fought, still gasped breaths between blood-throated howls of anger.


  And suddenly, they were gone. The fiends swept forward through the thistlefield and drove the defenders before them. Aereas was left alone in a mound of dead, wondering why more monsters did not fall from the sky to tear him limb from limb.


  Then he saw the enormous skeletal foot beside him, and he knew. He looked up along that rotting titan ankle and saw that the sun had not in fact set over the Beastlands. No. The darkness in which he stood was the eclipsing umbra of the undead god, Leonan. That corpse leaned forward now as though to look with vacant sockets down upon the slashed and bleeding and defiant commander.


  It wasn’t the zombie body that looked at him, though, but the woman who held the god in her thrall.


  Nina of the Abyss.


  



  
    ♦ Knives Instead ♦
  


  
    

  


  The words begin to roll out of me, a judge-executioner for the Lady. It’s strange. They are my words, but were ripped from their positions in my brain and now serve other masters and mistresses. They are pieces of my memory in kaleidoscope, and the patterns they form hold symmetry where before there was only imbalance. In fragments, I remember.


  I remember the terrible battle in the jungle. I remember the horrible leviathan zombie. I remember the one called Nina, riding in that carved-out nose of bone.


  I remember her consort, with knives instead of hands.


  Twenty-Five


  Stilettos for Hands
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  From one of those blind, fiend-filled sockets dropped the Sparrow. It had been well nigh a decade since Aereas had laid eyes on the tiefling who had stolen Nina away, and yet the young man knew immediately who this was.


  The recognition was mutual.


  Aereas backed away, hissing, and lifted the gore-encrusted sword before him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the fiend armies sweeping past him. The outnumbered serpent cavalry launched their first countercharge of many, bringing down more of the monsters. There were fireballs blooming in the deepening night, and thistle stalks falling with thunderous booms to make bridges for land-bound fiends. There were curses and shrieks that provided eerie harmony to the fading frantic drums and voices of the retreating defenders. Yes, there was much to see and hear in this place, but Aereas saw only the Sparrow closing on him, heard only the swish of the stilettos he held as they moved through the air.


  Except that the blades weren’t held; they were lashed to ruined stumps that still jutted gory, lacerated tendons.


  “Nearly a decade,” said the tiefling narrowly. “Nearly a decade since you pushed me from the dead body of this very god who stands behind me, who has become a shambling fortress for the woman you betrayed.”


  That conceit stung worse than those stilettos could. Ah, things had changed little. Jandau’s tongue was still his sharpest, deadliest weapon. Breathing heavily, Aereas admonished himself not to be drawn off by it.


  “I never betrayed Nina,” he said. He spared a moment’s glance at her, where she sat enthroned in the zombie god’s nasal bones. That moment told him much—she’d been hardened by these years. Her brown flesh showed no softness, her beautiful face was now as much bone as it was skin, and her eyes stared down at him with a fierce emptiness.


  That moment told him much, and cost him much. Jandau lunged, catching the blunted sword on one hand-blade and ramming the other into Aereas’s gut, just below the sternum. Aereas hung there on the needlelike point for a moment, held aloft by the sheer fury of the grinning tiefling. Then, with a grunt and a heave, Jandau threw him backward, off the knife.


  “Haven’t spent any of those years practicing swordplay, have we?” the tiefling said with a laugh. He held up the blood-smeared dagger that had moments early scratched along the inside of Aereas’s spine. “Too bad I hadn’t thought of poisoning these. Of course, it looks like the fight you’ll give me will be all too short, anyway.”


  Aereas slowly rose, hand clamped to his bleeding gut. Had the blade been wider, had the tiefling twisted it, he would likely have been cradling his viscera rather than merely clutching a red wound. Even so, there was much vital in a man’s gut, and lurking infections that could kill more surely and slowly than any poison.


  “Good!” said Jandau. “The lad still has some fight left in him.” He motioned mockingly to Aereas. “By all means, get up! Dust off those knickers before we have another go!”


  Aereas stared upward all the while, not at the tiefling but beyond him, to Nina, to those black and empty eyes. “I never betrayed you, Nina,” Aereas shouted. “Jandau was the traitor. He’d made a pact to sell you—sell us all—to Sung Chiang!”


  The tone from her mouth was as black and hollow as her eyes. “He has paid for that betrayal. Paid with his hands. How have you paid for your betrayal, Cousin?”


  Aereas hadn’t attention to spare to those wounding words; the tiefling rushed him again. The gore-heavy sword arced up in a one-handed grip and parried the first strike, and then the second. Aereas’s other hand, hot and slick, grasped over the first for a two-handed thrust that caught Jandau’s leather breastplate and sent him reeling. It was the tiefling’s turn to skid to the ground.


  Aereas glimpsed something shiny changing hands among the rapt and watchful creatures that crowded the god’s eye sockets.


  “You must believe me, Nina,” he implored raspily. The tiefling, looking like a kicked and sullen dog, rose to his knees, but Aereas continued. “I wanted to save you, save us all. What price have I paid? I lost you, didn’t I? That was worse than losing my hands. That was losing my heart.”


  “You’d lost me before you pushed Jandau. You pushed Jandau because you’d lost me,” came the dead-calm reply.


  The Sparrow was up again. His eyes were ringed in white fury and the dagger-grin had returned to his teeth. At least he didn’t speak this time before his lunge, as though forgetting his keenest weapon.


  Aereas was ready, braced, and took the swipes on his blade. He returned the attack with a heavy swing. The tiefling danced nimbly aside and slashed a long red line beneath his opponent’s eye. Aereas staggered back. He was stunned not so much by the blow, but by Nina’s patient sufferance of the blood sport.


  “Why, Nina?” he gasped. “Why this fiend army? Why this invasion? Why have you joined the Blood War?”


  This time, she had nothing but silence for him.


  Jandau had more. “She decided to bloom where you planted her, perhaps?” he suggested idly. Suddenly, he was inside Aereas’s guard, one stiletto seeking his eye while the other rammed toward his heart.


  Aereas gritted his teeth and somehow swung the sword, one handed, to deflect the blade from his heart. The tiefling’s stiletto buried itself in his side, and from the wound gushed watery blood. That left the other dagger to sink home in flesh—not the flesh of his eye, but that of a bloodied hand, quickly interposed.


  Aereas shrieked and roared, pushing the keen edge back from his straining face, his stinging cheek. Fingers that still somehow worked around the impaling spike clutched the narrow guard of the blade and held on.


  Jandau kept the pressure there, half laughing, half snarling, and drew the other blade from his opponent’s side. He made another stab for the heart, which Aereas desperately deflected again, and a third time, but the forth jab brought the steel edge skating across Aereas’s fingers. Momentarily nerveless, his grip failed on the sword, and it dropped silently away.


  Then came the darting jab that would slay him. Aereas brought his free hand upward, and it, too, was impaled through the palm. He was suddenly glad for the numb pain that shot from elbow to fingertips. This time, he felt little more than strong pressure as the blade cleaved tendon from bone and plunged on out the back of his hand.


  Transfixed. They were transfixed upon the relentless unrepentence of each other. It was as though Aereas and Jandau were friends, standing face to face and holding hands, except that the one had no hands to hold, and the other’s hands held only blades.


  The battle was not done, though it had turned into a macabre dance. The blood sport might have continued with kicks and bites until one or the other was dead, if a vulture-headed vrock had not winged in from the night sky, a black cumulus of the darkness, to report to Nina of the Abyss.


  “They are routed, Lady,” said the tanar’ri. His emaciated humanlike arms appeared from beneath his foul wings. In one hand he bore a bejeweled scepter. With great delicacy, he set the butt of the staff on the ground before him and made quick show of bowing around it. “More than half of them are dead, and the rest are fleeing into the forest. Our legionnaires are hungry, and they happily pursue, the war turning into more of a hunt than—”


  The ghastly creatures words were stopped by a gently upraised hand from Nina. “Gather them back to the thistlefield. Stake pickets at the perimeter.”


  Even Jandau and Aereas had slowed their struggle to listen to this strange command.


  “But, Lady—all these woods can be ours before the night is over if we pursue—”


  It was not her hand that stopped the report, but her voice, a voice that would suffer nothing more from the buzzard. “I don’t want this idiotic forest. We couldn’t hold it even if we could win it. Call them back, Terristra. Post pickets, as I have ordered you to do. It is this thistlefield that I have come for, and this thistlefield that I shall have.”


  The vrock responded with a bow, a deeper one than he had made the first time. His skinny arms withdrew beneath black wings. With a rush of foul air, he lifted from the earth and rose into the night sky that had seemed to give him birth.


  There had been true respect in that second bow from Terristra—respect and fear. To have won such from a true tanar’ri—an otherworldly spell-wielding fiend—Nina must have slain a hundred of his kin in these last years. She had grown strong, indeed.


  Another wave of her hand. “Enough of this,” she said, indicating Jandau and Aereas. She motioned to a spidery fiend that hung from one of the eye sockets, a creature whose black multifaceted eyes had avidly watched the fight. “Bind the prisoner. The battle may be done for this evening, but we’ve much work in the days ahead.”


  As the arachnid dutifully slid on a slim silver strand down the rotted cheek of the dead god, Nina turned to another fiend. This one seemed merely a muscular knife-rack due to its bristle of claws. “Kozmo, start gathering up the dead. The troops will be hungry when they get back, and we’ll need them plumped and ready for battle within the week. Get busy with the butchering, and get some fire pits dug for the victory feast. I saw a whole company of mariliths fall. Save their tails for the greater fiends of the inner circle. Let the others eat the dretches and rutterkin.”


  Aereas was stunned—by the loss of blood and the stab wounds, surely; by the slightly poisonous threads that the spider fiend was patiently wrapping around him; but mostly by the words, the commands, the power. She was his cousin, with the same voice and face. Though a little leaner and a trifle more muscular, even her body was still the same body. But these words could not be hers.


  “Oh, and find me a young female elf who’s still warm, and barbecue her up for me. I haven’t tasted elf since the fall of Capel Curig.”
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  Getting Jandau’s stilettos pulled from Aereas’s impaled palms was far tougher work than planting them there had been. Neither Aereas nor the tiefling was patient with the process. If Nina had not given explicit orders otherwise, Jandau might have undone the spider’s painstaking work by jamming the liberated blades into Aereas’s eyes. But Nina did not want her cousin harmed further.


  Why, Aereas could not have guessed. Covered now in a sticky half-cocoon of the spider’s web, he had been discarded beside the base of a thistle stalk. He was being ignored, like the slowly wriggling grub-worm he resembled. There was no torturous inquisition for the captured commander of the resistance. There was no lavishing of taunts and sizzling brands on him. There was only the dusty tumbled anonymity of refuse, as though he were already among the dead—except that he was not being roasted on a slow-turning spit.


  He was about the only one. It seemed that all of the dead or near-dead had been spitted and hefted above the newly dug pits, where fiendish magic had woken great blood-red fires. Most had been stripped of their clothes, and certainly of their weapons and armor, though some, were allowed to be undressed by the hungry flames. Aside from a trophy scalp here or there, none were skinned, and none at all gutted except for the purpose of entertainment.


  These fiends seemed to be quite interested in entertainment. One set of grubby dretches thought it sport to roll a befurred giant badger into the fire, a corpse that sent up a black stinking cloud that brought shouts of protest. One fiend expressed his irritation even more succinctly by flaming the perpetrators. They were burned to bones in a flash, and made their own black smoke, which many found entertaining in its own right—especially since they would have to put up with the stink of burning badger for the rest of the night.


  No stink could dampen the resulting feast. As voracious as these creatures were in battle, they were twice that in dinner. From his half-delirium of silken strands, Aereas saw more than one fiend meet its end by taking too large a haunch of dwarf from a smoldering spit, or too juicy a hunk of snake from another feaster. Claws and fangs and spells answered such presumptuous wretches, and the survivor of these encounters invariably consigned the loser to another turning spit.


  Nina was oblivious to all of it—the crude infighting, the black stench of sizzling badger, the silent struggles of her discarded cousin. Aereas’s wriggling ceased for a moment as the truth of his situation struck him. She had literally flung him away and forgotten about him, fitting repayment for the way he had flung Jandau and her to hell and apparently not come after either of them.


  He breathed once. The air felt hot and dead in his constricted lungs. If only he could tell her how he’d tried. If only he could convince her how empty these years had been.


  Even he, wrapped in that poison web, could hear the lie in that wish. How empty his life had been? It had not been empty. There had been Gwyn. There had been Tara. There had been the long, hard, honest labor in Boffo’s shop and in the smithy and other craftsmen’s kips. What could it be called to find and marry another woman, to have a child by her, to labor in well-meaning persistence in providing them food and clothing and shelter? What could it be termed except forgetting, discarding, surrendering his cousin to the hell where he had sent her?


  If only this web poison were stronger, bringing to his fevered mind not visions and phantom pains but black silence. Not even that, but oblivion.


  There was a lie in that wish, too. Having given up on his cousin, was he to now give up on his wife, his daughter? And had he, in fact, given up on any of them?


  No, not yet. He began again to struggle, and did not stop even when he heard Nina’s spell-enhanced voice rising up over the chatter of fiends and bringing them to silence.


  “We have won a great victory today. We have our toehold in the Upper Planes, our beachhead for the invasion to come. Of the fourteen legions that made it past the blockade, two were lost to us. But twelve legions remain. With twelve legions of fiends, we can pluck the gods from their very thrones and cast them to the ground. With this thistlefield, we shall do so.


  “On the morrow, when the bright, hot sun has risen on this world, you warriors will become, for a day, workers. You will climb these thistle stalks around us, to the ripe lavender seedpods high above, and once there, you shall be told by my lieutenants what you are to do. It will be the labor of a day, perhaps two—hard and menial, not befitting the proud abyssal warriors that you are. But when the hot, high work is done, we will be poised on the very threshold of the Upper Planes.


  “Then shall these twelve legions of fiends quit this tired, mean jungle and attack the center point of all the planes, and from there take the upraised seats of gods for our very own. Within the week, we shall be roasting the gods of Good on spits like these and feasting on their flesh. Within the week, the highest heavens shall tumble down into the Abyss, and all the planes shall be ours!”


  The cry that answered those words rang deafeningly among the centennial thistles and out into the wide, wild jungle. Beneath the black leaves, the creatures of the place heard it and were silenced and stilled.


  And even the Tiger trembled.


  Twenty-Six


  Diamond Seeds
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  A voice within Phaeton, a constant voice from his infinite, immortal mind, spoke:


  Wait and rest. This will pass. You have the time. Let the mayfly men spend themselves in furious burning and be done and dead, and you will live on. Wait, and it will return to you.


  And what will return to me? wondered Phaeton. And what? Even that constant voice knew, and assumed he knew, that something vital had been lost in that battle, something more than the battle itself and his powers.


  He’d killed five hundred fiends that night. Perhaps more. His attacks had been fierce above the retreating defenders, his resplendent white wings flashing like twin sickles beneath the black forest canopy. Power, raw and scintillating, had discharged itself in searing waves from his outstretched hands, and whole platoons of fiends had burst apart like boiling sausages. When the power was gone, he still had wings and arms. The first held him aloft for hours after the last of the elves had fled into holes here or there. The second had wielded, in succession, four separate swords, three snatched up from ruined warm bodies beneath him. He had fought on when even those who lived in these jungles had fled or surrendered.


  It was not courage or grit that had been lost that night. The defenders had retained their brave honor, Phaeton more so than any other. He’d hung battling in the sky until no more fiends came to engage him, until they lost interest in the bleeding and sooty angel who would not surrender or retreat or die. Only then, with battle denied him for lack of a foe, had Phaeton dropped slowly to the bloodied and tumbled earth and lowered his sword. His wings held no more power to keep him aloft. His arms had lost the impulse to heft a sword. Spells, powers, even will, were gone.


  From that time to this, he had wandered the nighttime jungle, dazed and wounded, too exhausted to sleep.


  Wait. It will return to you. You are immortal. You can wait.


  It will return. What will?


  Your senses, most likely, Phaeton answered himself with an all-too-human wryness in his tone. This was not his battle, his war. It was a conflict of fiends against fiends, or humans against fiends. It was a conflict of mayflies, creatures who would be born and die within the span of time it would take Phaeton to nap. How had this happened? How had he taken on this battle?


  The very god who had set the task for him now stood in the firelit distance, a towering undead thing. Leonan was more lost than Phaeton; no wonder he had asked his old friend to save Nina and Aereas. To save them would be to stop them, and to stop them would be to free the corpse of the catlord from its servile thrall.


  But there had been more than that in Leonan’s request. There had been compassion. Shared feeling. Shared destiny. Leonan and Phaeton were a pair in that. It wasn’t that either of them simply became involved in the wars of mayfly men, but that both were by nature involved when they came to love these ill-fated folk.


  Withdraw, as the others have. As the mortals have. Withdraw.


  No. A perverse dark smile moved across Phaeton’s sooty face as he thought what that inner voice could mean.


  Wait. It will return. Then you will live.


  I will not wait; it has returned. Not courage, not justice, vindication, spells, strength, senses—not celestial belonging and habitation. No, what he was waiting to have returned was that fanatic compassion, that reckless and ceaseless caring of one immortal soul for a bundle of very mortal flesh.


  It had returned.


  No longer was he a wounded, befouled, lost angel in the jungle, wandering through fallen and fetid brakes of old cane, fern, and vine. That creature was gone. The wandering was gone from his body.


  Oh, that creature was wiser and truer that the one that took its place. A deva caught in a mortal war, nearly slain, filthy, separated by miles from the two opposed commanders whom he was supposed to save, is a deva who ought to wander lost and weepy beneath the stinging heat of the nighttime jungle. Such a creature should not, as Phaeton now did, sheathe the unclean sword he had been trailing through the dust behind him and take a lungful of air and laugh. Nor should he have paused to think back through all the fiends he had slain, trying to remember one with a skull only slightly larger than his own, with eyes in the same location as his. A fiend creature he might become for a while.


  A bat? One had harried him, driven him back amid sword blows, and then come down with its neckless head severed from its huge rat body. No, it would not do. Too much obvious damage. Besides, deva wings did not look like those of a bat.


  Perhaps the snake woman, but her six arms could not be replaced by his two, and her furless skin would not easily let itself be flayed unnoticeably from muscle and bone.


  One of the spiders? No. How could he work the tangled matrix of legs?


  There had been one lizardman, whom he’d cleaved beneath a row of belly plates. If there wasn’t too much blood, or was somewhere to wash off most of it, he could perhaps use him.


  Phaeton crossed his arms and nodded.


  Whistling, he turned in his footprints and retraced his steps, then traced his flight, back to the last kill. The body lay in three sections among a stand of broken ferns. Phaeton’s song slacked only a moment, his toe nudging the yet-warm flesh in mild curiosity, before he continued on.


  An ash-blasted insect, a still-smoking leach thing, a withered husk of slug, a half-dozen winged fiends with heads like pigs and tails like scorpions, and one or two cambions and vrocks and nalfeshnee later, he found the lizardman’s corpse. Only then did the whistled tune pause, momentarily superseded by a vision of their final battle.


  A flight of bat-winged succubi had struck Phaeton from the sky in their hurried raging charge after the fleeing elves, and the deva had spun numbly over to smash stunned into the ground. The great lizard charged him, or perhaps not him but the other creatures there before the angel fell. Rising to two legs, the lizard fanned neck flanges out beside its glassy, unblinking eyes. In his daze, Phaeton rolled back onto his shoulders and rammed a heel beneath each of the creature’s armpits. The lizard lunged down, and a forked tongue flicked from the face in an attempt to lash the angel’s cheek and poke loose his eyes. Phaeton wrenched his sword from where it had been trapped beneath him. He rammed it up under the beast’s gut scales to slide the blade through crop and gizzard. There came a hot rush of surprisingly red blood, along with polished stones from the thing’s severed stomachs. Then the reptile slumped over the deva.


  That had been the second time Phaeton had to give up a sword as irretrievable. The blade still jutted lewdly from the underbelly of the fallen beast.


  The whistling resumed. Phaeton knelt beside the corpse and laid hands on that very blade. Then, with the amused and patient exertions of a cook butchering a just-slain turkey, Phaeton worked the blade free. With it came viscera and pulpy glandular sacks and such. The deva clawed these tepid entrails away from the body and shoved his arm into the cavity. A kidney, a bladder, a piece of lung….


  The muscular shell of the monster’s torso was hollowing out nicely, but would it be big enough for his shoulders, for his wings tucked in to his back? Only labor and time would tell. As that inner voice habitually reminded him, he had all the time in the world.


  Soon, the creature’s torso slumped like an empty sack, and the muscles of its inner edges felt no wetter or more stringy that the cleaned inside of a pumpkin. Next, Phaeton took the sword and hacked off the too-short legs and arms. A most delicious smell came from the fresh meat exposed, and Phaeton thought for a moment about starting a fire to cook some of this creature. Of course he did not. A fire would attract bugs and attention, both of which he was willing to do without. But he did nibble at the severed leg as he worked the pelvis free of the trunk and patiently slid out the creature’s collar bones and shoulder blades.


  Now, the head. He would not need to take out the thing’s small brain. Even if he had, there would be no room for his own cranium in that shallow brainpan. No, he would hide most of his head in the broad neck, eyes peering out through the dark jaws and past the tongue. Perhaps he had learned something of the art of butchery from working on the torso, because now the flesh came away smoothly beneath the cuts of his knife.


  The greatest challenge, though, was crawling into the thing. Though the skin and scales had remained elastic, the damp inner membranes snagged on Phaeton’s dirt-encrusted shoulders and his tight-folded wings. Worming his arms up after his head to slip them out the narrow shoulder holes brought a moment of thrashing panic, which ended in a laugh when the first limb slid wetly out the too-small hole. At last, with both arms in place and eyes staring past the dry curl of the thing’s tongue, Phaeton struggled and shimmied to slide his legs into the two holes cut for them.


  When he was done, he could not see his scaled gut to tell whether the slash across it hung open or not. He could feel the tight fit between the elastic skin and his own bald, humanlike arms and legs. He had fought more awful cursed creatures the night before, things of mixed body parts and shambling dead appendages. He imagined if he were not watched too closely, he might pass as just another hapless beast.


  His smell. These creatures used not just sight, but also smell. He could not smell in the slightest like a deva and hope to pass muster.


  Half blind, Phaeton stooped to the drying pile of viscera and lifted segments of intestine to squeeze their contents over his legs and arms. He rubbed the stuff into his skin, and one raised hand before the lizard’s slightly gaping mouth proved the guts had provided not only a mordant reek to him, but also a satisfying green color.


  Perhaps he should have laughed this time, but didn’t. He was no longer a deva aiding in a mortal war. He wore about him the dead body of one of his victims. He smelled now of the purposefully smeared green chyme of the creature. Perhaps this was more than a desperate guise. Perhaps when he slipped into this corpse, he had ceased to be a deva at all, and become one of the fiends.


  It did not matter. No laughter answered these thoughts, though whistling did, and Phaeton moved out along the trail in the lightening morning, heading toward the thistlefield to take his place among Nina’s legions.
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  “Follow me upward,” said the tiefling with a wave of one stiletto hand.


  Jandau turned away from the squalid, bloated, moon-eyed batch of fiends in his regiment and drove one spiked blade into the trunk of the thistle. Next he sank the other. With one foot braced on a jutting bur, and then another foot, he slowly began to climb.


  The fiends watched in bleary, skeptical irritation. Many would have been near mutiny for their rough and early awakening after the long night of drinking and feasting, had Nina not made an example of six slow risers by slitting their throats. The selfsame abyssal commander sat still enthroned in her undead god-head and watched her lieutenants and their chastened troops. There were no more dawdlers, but few fiends were eager to begin the climb.


  Jandau noted just this when he’d reached the first large crooked thorn of the thistle, some twenty feet up the three-hundred-foot length. He swung up onto the resting point and turned around to his minions. “Let’s go. Any of you with claws, climb! The fliers are already waiting for us at the top.”


  “Why not have them lift us?” asked one in a tone too deep and gruff to be called a whine.


  “Why not use ropes?” interjected another.


  Jandau shook his head and spat upon the first beast. “Because you lift yourself. You do your own work.” He turned to the other. “And if you think you need a rope to get up this stalk, I’ll put one around your neck and hoist you plenty high. Now, start climbing!”


  That speech had some effect. The ten-foot clear space around the base of the stalk was closed up, and the monsters placed hands and claws and such to the bristly bark. The first fiend to begin rising after Jandau, though, was an ugly thing, a human-legged lizardman with the unfortunate liability of immovable eyes. Those bulging, cloudy orbs had apparently cost him in the battle the night before, for his scaly body bore many foul-looking lacerations. Still, the thing climbed, and with a nimble speed that belied the rigid sway of its broad, muscular tail beneath it.


  “That’s more like it,” Jandau said, and turned to continue his climb.


  It was tough going for all of them, most of all for the tiefling who had lost his hands just the day before, and the night before had slain hundreds with the stilettos he now had in their place. At about a hundred and thirty feet, a third of the way up, he glanced down to see that all of his charges had left the ground. That look made his stomach churn uneasily, and his sweat-wet arms and wheeling mind almost refused to continue on. The gentle thunder of the undead god, taking a step toward him, and the black and empty stare of Nina seated in the skull’s nose exorcised those hesitations, and he climbed again.


  At two hundred feet, he felt no similar dread. The thinner air brought a strange exhilaration. Only the pressure of time kept him climbing instead of walking out along the branches to let himself take flight.


  At nearly four hundred feet, directly below the bulging, ripe clusters of seedpods, Jandau seated himself on a great curving branch amid winged beasts that already clustered there. These fiends gabbed to each other as they watched the legged ones labor up from below. Jandau watched now, too, and saw a couple of fiends fall, the waddling bulk of one peeling a strip of bark free under its frantic plunging fingers before striking the skinny spider-thing beneath it. The spider shot out a hasty web and swung crunchingly back into the stalk, but the land-whale dropped, became a brown circle receding, and then a wider rust-colored spot on the ground. So that’s what those other colored circles are, Jandau realized calmly. Apparently, that huge thing had not been the first creature to fall.


  In time, all of the fiends were high enough to hear Jandau’s voice. The sun above the enormous crystalline seed-pods was reaching its zenith, and he knew they must start work immediately.


  “Workers, listen,” he called out loudly. He gestured up to one of the vast clusters of seedpods above him. Each kernel was thrice his own size, glossy and multifaceted like an enormous cut gem. His knuckles rapped on one of the stony grains, and it felt and sounded like diamond.


  “These pods are what brought us here to the Beastlands. Their hulls are harder and clearer than diamond, imbued with the power of the planes. It was beneath one of these stalks that Nina was shaded when first we arrived in the Abyss. It was by use of one of these stalks that Nina single-handedly slew eight hunting worms of Salis Thik. And it shall be by use of this thistlefield of stalks that we shall launch our attack.


  “Power. Magic. It is in the hulls. When the stalk catches fire, the seeds are triggered to shoot away from the plant, and each kernel, when it strikes ground, creates its own gate to anywhere in the planes. The plant has encoded a destiny for every seed in the flesh at its core, and thus it propagates itself across worlds and worlds. Once the pod gates, it moves of its own volition toward the place of its destiny. Its tip is razor sharp, its hull is clear as glass and harder than steel or adamantine, so it will cut through anything that it strikes head-on. At last, when the seed reaches the place of its destiny, it buries itself deep in the earth, and a plant grows forth from its open end.”


  “Why the botany class?” croaked a gehreleth mercenary seated near Jandau.


  The lieutenant answered with a boot to the back, sending the fiend in a plummet that the others watched as Jandau’s address continued. “The flesh within the hull holds the seeds destiny. If we hollow out the hulls and climb within these pods ourselves, when the stalks are set ablaze, we will streak outward and gate to our own destiny, to whatever place we will the pod to go.


  “That destiny, friends, is Sigil!” This pronouncement brought looks of stunned amazement, especially since it was punctuated by the splatter of the gehreleth far below.


  No fiends were watching the gray circle of spray, though; all were staring up at the dagger-handed tiefling. The thin man ceased his harangue for a moment to allow the import of his words to sink in. In the murmur of the thistle tops, he heard the voices of other lieutenants delivering the same speech to their folk.


  “Once at Sigil, you will each be flying a razor-sharp crystal that can slice through steel and stone, flesh and bone. We will cut the City of Doors to pieces.


  “Each of you select a pod. Burrow through the stalk that holds it and remove the flesh of the seed from within. Then polish away the last of the germ so that your diamond hull is clear and perfect, and crawl within. When all the pods are prepared, Nina of the Abyss will set this field ablaze, and we all shall gate to Sigil and slice it to shreds.


  “And when we are done, and the Cage is no more, we will fly onward to all other worlds, spreading the germ of our races through all the planes until tanar’ri and their comrades stand everywhere, thick as the thistles of this field!”


  The silence was no more. There came from a hundred throats a horrible bloodthirsty cheer. And the cries of Jandau’s folk were echoed in time by the cries of other bands, clinging like aphids to the enormous pitching heads of the thistles.


  Jandau took no time to listen. Instead, he climbed up beside the stiff lizardman and began to burrow his way into one of the diamond seeds.


  Twenty-Seven


  Rescue, After a Fashion
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  Funny thing was, that lizardman dug out two pods, not just one, and shone them up so they were like glass. And yet, when the fires were rising beneath Jandau’s hull and the other fiend-laden spores, those two pods were empty.
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  Aereas had lain there for two days without food, water, bandages, or even taunts. The fiends were too busy even to torment him. He had long since stopped struggling, largely for lack of strength; the spider’s web had proved brutally resilient. He had become, effectively, a part of the solid and still earth. He was not even a vanquished captive, not even a corpse. He was nothing more than soil in the making.


  Until the early blackness of that third day. It was too dark to make out much about the small contingent of fiends that gathered around Aereas’s cocoon and stared down at him. He thought there were six of them, all winged creatures except two: a lizardman with ridiculous legs and a ghastly stench about him, and Nina. Her legs had never been ridiculous. The scent of toil and fear on her brown skin had always heartened Aereas, as it did now. So, too, did his promotion from rotting earth mound to condemned man, a promotion that occurred when a single set of sounds crossed her lips.


  “Aereas,” she said. There was a whole bookful of meaning in that one word. She went on. “Cousin. I wanted to say good-bye.”


  He could have spoken. There were no webs wrapped about his head. But he only looked up at her as though he were dead already.


  “Good-bye,” she said formally. “Your fate is an easier one than that which awaits the Lady.” She turned toward the others—five, or four?—and made a small gesture. “Set the fires. Then man your hulls.”


  With brief nods all around, the darksome creatures melted into the night. That night was short lived, though. Hot orange flames awoke among the bases of the thistles. The savage lights painted the round boles of the plants and underlit the serious fiendish faces that manipulated the fires. Two, three, four… where was the other one?


  The torchers each quietly, solemnly pressed its burning brand against the trunk of a centennial thistle, and the thin, hairlike bristles soon caught and flashed upward. Flames soaked into the dense green stalks and began to hiss out black smoke. Despite the wetness of the fibers, they burned well once started, as Aereas and his freedom fighters had found with the logs they’d rolled into the canal. Perhaps it was because the thistles wanted to burn, wanted to send their pods into worlds upon worlds.


  The desperate defense of the Beastlands seemed long ago now. Aereas had measured the first hours of his captivity in struggles and breaths, and the next in hunger, and the next in thirst. But he was beyond all that now.


  The light of the burning stalks, deepening from orange to red and beginning to sparkle with starlike illuminations, was strangely beautiful. Even from where he lay, Aereas could see the bulging seedpods high above, heavy and ripe with fiends. It was an invasion force of seventy-two thousand. Each fiend was armed with a war machine more deadly and destructive than any twenty long swords could be. Soon, the flames would double again, and again, and the pods would begin to launch beautifully away.


  That was it. Beauty. Nina had not changed a bit since they were children. She was still defiant, still fiery, still independent and formidable. But most of all, she was still beautiful. This launch she had planned was beautiful, too, and her sending of seventy-two thousand diamond-hard pods to swarm Sigil—that too was beautiful. There was even a wild and hoary glory to planes upon planes upon planes of these simple savage beings, pure carnal cruelty, embodied rage.


  Beauty was rage, and rage was beauty. That was what she was saying, doing. She was making all the worlds share the rage she had felt forever and never escaped. It was a rage fueled by Aereas’s betrayal, and Artus’s betrayal, and countless other betrayals, each counted and recounted, like tally marks carved into her battered orphan soul.


  The roiling pillars of fire were blocked out by the black press of branches dumped atop his coccoon. He could not see who had dropped the pile of kindling on him or who stacked the boughs vertically and went to bring more. But he could smell her, and knew who it must be. Still, he did not speak. This time, neither did she, only patiently continued to build his pyre. He glimpsed triangles of gold and orange and yellow between the mounded sticks, but no sign of her. Then the fire was imminent, licking at the sticks, crackling near his toes.


  He saw her one last time, yellow-flashing and motionless, a posed statue. Leathery wings and claws above her pulled her smoothly upward to the heavy thistle-tops. He did not see her eyes, only one downturned hand, open and static as though letting something—a flower—fall from its grasp to the ground. She was gone.


  Soon, he would follow. It was a pained, shuddering, smoky breath he drew in and held. This very fire that consumed him would be the flame that sent her hurtling through the planes to destroy Sigil.


  Sigil. Tara and Gwyn were there. He began one final brief struggle against the too-strong bands of web, but his strength had fled, and he lay still.


  Above, other creatures glided slowly into diminishment among the hundred flaming pillars. Nina and her lieutenants would now each be crawling into a hollowed and polished kernel, awaiting flight to Sigil.


  “Forgive me, Tara, Gwyn,” he said. “I have lost you, too.” The sound was no more than dead breath on dry throat, not even a whisper.


  The fire reached him. The webs caught. Flames patiently traced along the binding lines and seared the numb skin beneath. The burning pile shifted, settled atop him, and he no longer saw even the black sky through it.


  “Forgive me.”


  Fingers of fire jabbed him, struck him violently, bringing pained spasm to his flesh. He cried out, but the sound was nothing.


  Then they weren’t fingers of fire, but fiery fingers—solid, filthy flesh. A beastly head thrust itself hungrily through the roaring flames and down toward his neck. Rows of huge teeth, each an unsheathed dagger, gaped toward his throat, and pincer-fingers clasped him. The world spun. He was yanked bodily, violently, up from the flames and pulled clear into the black coldness of night.


  Still, those teeth loomed near him, and grave breath belched from the mouth. But in the flickering light, he saw eyes at the back of that throat. Eyes?


  The beast dropped him to the ground, drew a dagger, and sliced its own belly lengthwise from groin to throat. The creature that emerged through that slit looked like a skinned corpse—matted bloody feathers and putrid slime and streaming sores. The thing shook itself miserably, and a broad pair of wings raked outward, stretching.


  Phaeton. He stunk, and he looked worse than death, but had Aereas’s arms been free, he would have embraced the rotting angel.


  “How…” stammered Aereas from his cocoon. Still, there was no sound in his voice. He coughed thrice, violently, and rasped out, “How… how could you—?”


  “No time,” came the stern, chagrinned reply.


  The knife flashed again, and the bonds fell away from Aereas’s arms. Cold night air rushed over him, and he shivered. That motion hurt, but less so than struggling to move his stiff limbs, to roll away from the sores that marked his back. He screamed in anger and pain and relief, at last finding his voice.


  “How—” he began again.


  “No time,” repeated Phaeton.


  Green angel-hands grasped his shoulders, and the two resistence fighters were flying up past the burning stalks. Aereas clutched fiercely to the slimy belly of the deva. The pain in the angel’s cocooned wings must also have been severe, for he now released a howl of his own. Aereas joined him for sheer sympathy.


  No time? Where are we going? Aereas wondered even as he screamed. His questions and shouts were answered and ended next moment as he and the angel plunged into the sacred silty water of the canal. The grainy liquid actually felt clean against their bare flesh. Phaeton scrubbed himself vigorously, scouring away the filth of the corpse he had inhabited. Aereas, meanwhile, laved the dark waters gingerly over his stinging back, his aching frame, his seeping, holey hands.


  To one of those hands, the angel quickly passed his ring: “To keep you from falling.”


  Aereas was too weary, too wounded, to refuse. “Thank you,” was all he said.


  These ablutions took the two a solid minute, at the end of which they dived beneath the waves for one last rinse.


  Phaeton caught Aereas up underwater. With a magnificent rush of his wings, they surged upward, breaking into blackness between hot columns of fire. Higher they rose, and higher, the deva’s streaming wings spitting steam into the infernos all around. Aereas merely hung limp in the angel’s hold and felt the ground drop away beneath him.


  The fires had almost reached the tops of the thistle stalks. The heat from the blaze was incredible. As the final water dripped away from their toes and the holes in Aereas’s hands, the man and the angel felt that furnacelike heat intensely. There was still a hundred feet to climb through the holocaust before they could rush out into clear inky night. The angel’s wing tips were already curling and melting in the heat.


  Aereas’s hands were wet again, not with water but with blood, and he curled them into fists, eyes riveted skyward. Without his willing it, the shriek came again, and was joined by the reverberant cry of Phaeton, who emptied his lungs in that final furious exertion to gain clear, cold air.


  Except that’s not where he headed. The slowing pump of those heavy wings strayed nearer and nearer one roaring pillar of fire. Aereas’s toes were singed by the blaze as the two rushed upward, past spitting, splitting, crackling thorns. With a final surge of his wings, Phaeton shot up past the blaze, to the fiend-heavy head of the stalk. He flung Aereas up against the trunk of the thistle and latched wearily onto a thorn.


  “There!” gasped the deva, pointing toward two hollow, glowing seed hulls.


  Aereas climbed. His bleeding hands convulsively gripped the bristles around him as a fantastic boom sounded overhead.


  The stalk swayed horribly, and a glassy seedpod shot outward, trailing sparky tracers behind it. The beast inside looked terrified—all eyes and clutching claws—as the hull crashed into the crimson column of another stalk. The diamond husk bored right through the stalk without slowing, then clipped two more burning thistles before it struck earth. There came a blinding flash, and the husk was gone. Drifting sparks lined the red-rimmed hole where it had disappeared.


  Another explosion above, then two more from adjacent stalks. Aereas did not stop to watch these pods go, clambering up the ridged bole toward the waiting husks.


  The thistle rocked thrice more before Aereas scuttled through the hollowed stem and into the pod. Everything looked different in here. The thistlefield shone clearly in every facet of the hull. It was as though he were inside a fly’s eyeball, and the thousand images of fire and smoke and rocketing pods strangely made sense to his mind. It was not simply like being inside a compound eye, but being the brain that understood what that eye saw.


  “Sigil. Think of Sigil,” came Phaeton’s hoarse, hurried voice up the hollow.


  In thirteen of the facets on one side of his pod, Aereas saw his friend crawl into the adjacent hull. He was safely inside before two more pods shot deafeningly away.


  Yes, Sigil. To Sigil. As soon as he thought the thought, he knew the hull had sensed it. That was the magic of the pods—impenetrable husks bearing fragile seeds to their place of destiny. Yes, to Sigil.


  Unbidden, the thought came to Aereas’s mind of Gwyn and Tara, of Boffo’s kip. He had only an instant to blank out those visions—and another moment to glimpse in the surrounding facets the furious faces of Nina and Jandau crouched in adjacent hulls and staring balefully at him—before a shuddering thunder erupted at the base of Aereas’s kernel.


  In countless crystal facets, the black, firelit forest rushed up obliquely to meet him. A huge face in the thistlefield—no not in it, but beyond it—the skeletal face of Leonan, watched forlornly as his mistress shot away on her destiny. She would be back for the undead god-fortress, of course. She would send for him from Sigil when the Cage was hers.


  But there was no time to see more. Aereas’s pod soared straight for a thistle stalk brilliant with fire, and he saw in the moment before impact the four other holes bored through the plant. All the world went red, then black, then red again. In the glassy panels above Aereas’s head, he saw the stalk recede in rushing fury backward, saw the trailing tunnel of fire his pod had drawn through the trunk.


  Just before he struck ground, the whole ceiling of the thistlefield went up in a blazing blast of popping shells, as though some critical heat threshold had been reached. Behind him, in their screaming husks, thousands of fiends descended furiously toward the black earth.


  Then Aereas’s hull struck, and there came a whuffing surge, as though he rode within a cork popped from a foaming bottle.


  The lightless soil lasted a moment. Just after he thought of Sigil, the actuality of Sigil winked into view in the twelve facets at the nose of his kernel.


  Sigil. He had never seen the city this way before. It hung like a great wheel in the empty air above the infinitely tall mountain of the Outlands. He had seen maps and artists’s renderings, but no schematic could have prepared him for the desolate hugeness of the turning metropolis.


  The round outer rim of the city moved in slow, silent majesty through the black space that hung to every side. On the inside of the turning hub, the fiery lights of the city gleamed like glitter on a child’s toy—small, ornamental, meaningless. Each of those lights was a home, a street lamp, a shop, a message runner. Each of those small, insignificant lights was a soul. And two of those souls belonged to Gwynn and Tara.


  There, Aereas thought. His eyes fastened on the glistening glory of the city. The hull around him complied, shooting him along a quick curving path toward the wheel. He wanted to see his wife and child. He wanted to make certain they were safe from all this madness.


  But now would not be the time.


  A flock of fiends roared over and around him in their glinting pods. They trailed red sparks in their wakes from the fires they had left behind on the Beastlands. They were somehow faster, their kernels sweeping past Aereas and on out in a long strafing dive toward the turning city. Faster? how could they be faster?


  Again came Gwyn and Tara to mind, and Aereas felt the pod lurch beneath him, tearing through the sparking wake of the fiends. That was it. Desire. Desire drove these pods, not only the desire for a specific destination, but the desire to fly, to race, meteoric, through the heavens.


  A cometary hull flashed past his, past even the gracefully arcing fiends he so doggedly pursued. That single crystal, moving so fast it glowed crimson like some hellish beacon, rushed toward the round, fat belly of the outer wheel and plunged downward. Just as the pods had torn without stopping through the thistles of the beastlands, this red vessel punched a neat hole through the city’s fabric, as though the rocky wheel weren’t even there. The red pod flashed into being again on the far side.


  The living tracer curved there beyond the city even before the first line of other fiends had reached the wheel. The crimson kernel doubled back upon its course. It sizzled through a second time, boring a new hole. The pod flashed out on the near side and darted past Aereas.


  He turned his head, struggling to follow the retreating crystal. Its movement was too fast across the facets. As the fiends before him slammed into the slowly turning city, Aereas pulled out of his pursuit and swung wide to follow that red comet. It had circled to strafe the spiked rooflines of the city below, as though announcing the attack. His pod had not even cleared the lip of the inner city before the red-glowing seed had made its first orbit.


  Without seeing, he knew who this must be. If desire was the engine that drove these crystals, the red soaring heart before him could be only Nina.


  Twenty-Eight


  Battle of Sigil
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  Aereas should have known better than to pursue that red-hot comet through the sky. He never could keep pace with Nina, not running, and certainly not when blind rage was the means of propulsion.


  But he could never resist trying, either. He’d broken away from the swooping flock of fiends that tore around the outer edge of the city and pulled up to drop into a dive behind Nina. The line of his hull sliced through the sooty air that roiled ever around the city. Through that smoke, he glimpsed Nina’s crimson trail, as though she were skating across ice instead of air. Aereas flashed through that cloud, and in sudden startling clarity he saw the city.


  Not just the city, but its many wards, projected out again and again along each facet of the crystal vessel. Just as two eyes provide dimension to an otherwise flat picture, so each facet provided a new perception of Sigil.


  In his roaring flight, Aereas saw the horned and bristling rooflines spinning away beneath him. He saw razorvined gables and gargoyle-guarded cornices. Lamplight glowed to life in hundreds of windows and opened doors. Yellow pine floorboards and old rushes glowed golden around the shadows of disturbed tenants. They gazed out with startled fury at what roared so close to their houses, but saw only the wake of dead leaves and scraps of paper moving in a ribbon after a pod that was now gone.


  Those impressions all came to Aereas in an instant, from the many facets of his hull. And now a new instant, and a newer one. He was rushing over not just tiled black rooftops, but over lives, souls.


  He’d chased Nina once around the city already and felt he’d glimpsed half the creatures that lived in that wheel. It took the sternest exercise of will to resist the downward urge of those houses and shops and taverns, which seemed to draw his diamond-hard craft like a magnet draws iron.


  Citizens boiled forth, not simply peering beneath lintels. The folk of Sigil were flooding the streets, lifting angry eyes, angry staves and spears toward the first two roaring tormenters.


  For an instant Aereas was alone, Nina having shot out of sight beyond the patient curve of the enormous city. Then, he was alone no more.


  A terrific crack resounded, and the horned housetops leapt up at him. Gritting his teeth, Aereas mentally wrenched the diving nose of his vessel upward, but not soon enough. The underbelly of the pod hammered the oak king-beam of a tall tiled roof, rocking Aereas’s craft and flinging him against the crystal wall. All went black for a moment, and on afterimage alone, Aereas willed the pod up away from the roofs. Black became gray fuzz in time for him to see behind him the spine-broken roof, its slate tiles spinning angrily in his wake.


  He was in time, too, to see a trio of fiend pods drop out of the sky and surround him. The faces of the fliers were visible in fragmented facets, each displaying a yellow grin of glee.


  One pod, easily twice the size of Aereas’s, looped laterally into his. Again came that tremendous crack, though Aereas was braced this time and held his craft in the fight. He returned a blow of his own. The huge seed tottered for a moment, its occupant jarred just as Aereas had been the first time, and it swooped outward, screened by one of the other pods.


  This one was only half the size of Aereas’s, and the red-jowled imp huddled within the craft moved it with unbelievable speed. Like a hummingbird, that crystal circled Aereas’s, rolling away from the slow punches of his jabbing hull while dealing sharp, rapping blows to torment its prey.


  A lightless tower crashed by, and Aereas suddenly remembered the city over which he fled. It had been so easy to forget, when surrounded by three attacking fiends moving at the same velocity, that what sped by in anonymous roar below was not a black river of rapids but a city.


  Aereas tipped the nose of his craft up, straining against the drag of ground. The fiends followed, first the enormous craft, which had been moving into position for another ram attack before Aereas climbed, then the darting red pod, and last another fiend, this one all green scales and yellow cat-eyes.


  Aereas felt a jab in his back, then the wet slickness of blood. He slapped a hand over his shoulder as though swatting a horsefly, and his fingers came back red. In four facets overhead, he saw why. The small crimson pod had whirred ahead of the other attackers, rushed up behind Aereas, and jabbed him through the open space at the back of his craft. The loud buzzing of the hummingbird was increasing again as it moved up for another strike. With a swallow of dread, Aereas realized that if the thing moved fast enough, it could slide right into his pod and impale him.


  Aereas lurched down and left, shaking off the hummingbird only momentarily. The huge crystal had been farther back, though, and had had more time to adjust. It swept in now with unstoppable momentum and rammed Aereas’s pod from behind.


  The craft lurched; the city spun below. He was falling. A moment before he pulled the craft from its spinning dive, Aereas’s finger instinctively rubbed the ring Phaeton had given him. If he had to bail out…


  His crystal rose again. The fiends paralleled him, relentless in their badgering.


  The huge pod slowly gained. It rammed him again, and a third time. Aereas jittered and banked, but couldn’t evade it, couldn’t outrun it. The hummingbird was always there, too, always prodding at him between blows from the other two.


  On impulse, Aereas swerved and stopped dead, letting the others flash past him and play out in a line ahead. The small red craft, lightest and most maneuverable, slowed more quickly than the others and dropped back just in front of Aereas’s prow. Clenching his jaw, Aereas surged forward and rammed the small pod. The tip of his own kernel could not possibly fit past the nearly indestructible collar of crystal at the back of the seed, though that was not Aereas’s intent.


  He drove onward, the hummingbird pod trapped against his thrumming prow. With another blast of will, Aereas stabbed the small crystal through the rear of the second largest hull. The explosion of green blood played itself out in the twelve front facets of Aereas’s craft before he rammed both of those pods into the third. Like a set of cups that fit one inside the next, the three fiend pods stacked up, and the monsters in the outer two were spattered by the near indestructibility of their craft.


  Only the small red fiend yet lived, but it was trapped within the coffins of two compatriots. Aereas swung free of the city’s pull and flung that oozy set of shells outward, where they plummeted toward the misty fog that obscured the Outlands far below.


  He turned his pod and headed back in, only now seeing what havoc the fiends did in the city.


  Crystals fell in a hellish hail. They tore through rooftops, skewering the creatures within, and plunged through floor after floor, into cellars and straight on through the bedrock of the city, then out into emptiness beyond. It seemed wherever the pods dropped, fires belched up moments later, from ruined mantels or spilled braziers or upset torches. The light from many windows had changed from the calm yellow of oil lamps to the fevered orange of uncontained blazes. Even as Aereas lofted above the rim of the city, the windows along one half-timber wall beneath him blew out in spouts of flame.


  Where was he? He knew this city. What ward was this?


  The Lower Ward? Surely all the ruin, the rotting buildings, the filth-strewn streets, the vagrant drunkards…


  No! He saw now the Cantrian Clock Tower—burning. It was the Merchant Ward, the Guildhall Ward. Those weren’t rotting buildings, but structures caved by the hammer strikes of demons. The filth strewn in the street had not come from habitual neglect, but from the very sewers, being churned and sprayed upward with glee by the marauding crystals. Those weren’t vagrant drunkards stumbling dazed beneath the ceaseless whine of tumbling attack, but the wounded, the stunned and maimed citizens of the Merchant Ward.


  Gwyn and Tara and Boffo…


  Aereas banked and let his craft drop below the roofline. He soared through a narrow, crooked alley as though through an eroded canyon. Ah, now he recognized these streets. He followed the path, much slowed from his former pace and yet still screaming past the few inhabitants that braved the streets. He turned down another passage, flew beneath an arch that spanned the road….


  There, in the small plaza before him, was the shop of Boffo. It was dark, the shutters drawn up tight, but with the keen multifacets of his seedpod, Aereas glimpsed the eyes hiding in nervous darkness beyond. Wrinkle-surrounded gnome eyes; deep, wide, lavender eyes; small, fearful, child eyes.


  His family. Were he not the best hope for stopping Nina, he would have set the seedpod down there and then gone inside to embrace them and coo soft hopeless comforts to them. At least he would be hugging them if a craft blasted through and slew them all.


  But already he’d looked too long. Boffo had closed up the shop and doused the lights—something he’d never done in the near-decade Aereas had dwelt there—in hopes of slipping the attention of the fiend attackers. Aereas’s slowed craft floated just beyond the gate where Tara had played as a little girl. That final glimpse of his family almost cost them their lives.


  A soot-besmirched pod swooped hornetlike down upon him. He saw it in the moment before it struck: impenetrable black, faceted unevenly like volcanic glass. Then came the crack, and Aereas lurched down and skipped across the cobbles. His craft turned over twice, rolling him inside it, then struck lightly on a wooden fencepost. Dizzy, jangled, Aereas gripped the edges of the pod and flung it straight up, away from his family, and dragging the menace behind him.


  The black wasp was keen and patient and silent. It leapt up in pursuit and closed on Aereas, smashing him from behind. Luckily, the razor-sharp point of the pod was too large to reach Aereas through the rear port. Unluckily, the wasp was persistent, and damnably fast.


  Aereas dropped in a long swoop through an abandoned alley, cleaved through a stack of crates, and spun out the other side. The highest crate had begun to topple when the black crystal shot through, and the box splintered, spraying grain in a pelting cloud around the adversary. No, a toppling wooden box could not harm that crystal shell, but, perhaps…


  Aereas darted up over a low set of rooftops and dropped suddenly down on the other side. His tormenter followed, using the momentum of the dive to strike Aereas’s kernel again. He held on, sped up, nearly pulling away. The wasp closed the distance, not an arm’s length behind. Just the perfect distance.


  Making a show of panicked flight, Aereas weaved ineffectually along a narrow lane, took a sharp dogleg, and flew out evasively beneath the wrought-iron arch of a cemetery—the very cemetery where he thought he’d seen Nina that night so long ago.


  Unshakable, the craft followed each move, still only an arm’s length behind and gaining in the straightaway. Aereas punched up his speed, and the space between them stretched for a moment like taut elastic.


  Then, a tight dive. Head on, Aereas struck a towering granite obelisk, cleaving through its enormous base as though it were butter. The arm’s length of space between the two pods had given the unsupported structure just enough time to fall. The wasp’s prow struck its sliced base. Ten tons of granite fell with the speed and motion and rush of a tree, and the extreme lateral force cracked the crystal like an egg between a hammer and an anvil. Red blood sprayed out in a thin starburst all around the felled monument.


  Aereas had no chance to admire his handiwork. He’d come rather too quickly upon the far edge of the cemetery, and though his prow cleaved easily through the rock wall of it—just as it had through the granite monument—a hoary black tangle of razorvine pulled from the far side and draped his rising capsule. As he lifted joltingly upward through the smoky air, the deadly vine trailed him like seaweed across the bow of a boat.


  He climbed, swept up and away from the too-near crowds cowering in the street where he had emerged, then curved out along the lip of the city. The vine-strewn seedpod cut away sharply for empty darkness so Aereas could shed the razor-sharp plants safely.


  He thought better of it. Ahead of him was a flight of ten fiends, curving in gleeful preparation for a deadly dive into the city. Though Aereas saw them clearly, he knew they were too intent on their synchronized attack to notice him. With a little luck, the trailing tangles of razorvine could be just the net he needed.


  Careful to keep the stuff stuck to the jagged tip of his pod, Aereas rolled outward and lined himself up on an intercept course with the attackers. They had just topped their arc and were beginning a graceful plunge toward the city. The ten pods were spaced in a tight ring that, if it struck Sigil point-on, would carve out a crater into which a whole block of shops and houses would fall.


  Aereas would have to be faster. He began his own dive, rapid and swooping, coming up underneath the plunging dagger squadron. They saw him too late, as he shot up toward the empty center of their ring. Just before passing among them, Aereas lurched to a near-halt. The sudden change in speed brought the tips of the razorvine net swinging outward—to snag the prows of the ten craft.


  Aereas willed his seed forward, creating just the right motion to crack the whip-ends of the razorvine net.


  In unison, the pods flipped over, and in unison smashed butt-end first onto the city below. Instead of punching sharp prows through the rock, the blunt, open ends of the pods crashed to a halt and flung their fliers to splatter within the mouths of their crucibles.


  Aereas, still airborne but jarred in his own right, wrangled free of the scraping vines and labored up into the soot-charged air. That was fourteen kills so far. The number heartened him for a moment until in the mirror flash of facets he saw the others, the twelve legions, the seventy-two thousand fiends in their indestructible shells, swarming Sigil like mosquitoes.


  More. He had to kill more.


  Fourteen seemed quite enough to the soaring fiends who’d witnessed his razorvine trick. A good two score screamed now out of the sky upon the single, limping human pod.


  Abruptly, they were around him, battering him like falcons attacking a dove. He tumbled for a moment, spun, got his bearings, and tried to rush from their midst. It was no use. They were faster, more powerful, more massive, and they took turns mercilessly ramming his craft. Aereas felt his teeth might jar loose from his gums, but he held a ragged line of retreat above the cowering Merchant Ward.


  It was not simply retreat. He fled toward a spot he saw on the smoky inward curve of the horizon, a spot creating the smoky horizon. The Great Foundry. The black jumble of craning towers and tin-roofed warehouses and ranked buildings issued soot from every crevice of its much-cracked structure. Aereas had never seen its cauldrons of molten iron, though he had seen the vast lakes of slag and liquid metal beneath it. To them he headed now.


  Aereas dived toward the black, unforgiving flagstones of the foundry courtyard, mortared together more by the packing of soot, water, and feet than by any original concrete.


  He plunged; the forty fiends followed. Half at least were faster than he, more maneuverable, and they anticipated his flight path. Just before his prow struck the proud, ancient stones of the courtyard, theirs sliced inward like the hands of divers into a calm pool.


  With a roaring crash, Aereas clove through the flags. The world was swallowed in blackness, shifting grains, and pulverized earth. His craft descended. How deep had it been to the dabus foundry? One hundred feet, two hundred feet? Surely they would be emerging into the smelter at any moment.


  A flash of a lighted space—a cave, glimpsed in cross section. Aereas saw questioning dabus cringe back from the crystal craft that suddenly, thunderously smashed through the ceiling. The pods were suspended for a breath’s breadth in empty air, not five feet apart in their cascade, and then punched en masse through the rock floor below.


  That brief flash had been enough to tell the others that Aereas was still in their midst. They closed from all sides, squeezing in upon him until he saw their crystals pressed against his own. Those facets upon facets upon facets showed a demon horde that was not forty, but four hundred, if not four thousand. Their hammering hearts were separated by mere inches as they delved down together.


  Aereas could not have maneuvered if he’d wanted to, completely locked among the tight-packed fiends behind and before. Like salmon moving in spawn—so tight together that they are not so much swimming in water but swimming in each other’s bodies—the pods descended, carving a wide slanting shaft through bedrock.


  And then, blinding red light.


  The pack turned, but too late and too slow for those in the lead. The bottom fifteen or so of the creatures dived into the smelter, a lake of molten iron in the deep dabus foundry. The crystals sunk in a red splash beneath the sullen tide of iron, and they did not rise. Even if they had somehow been moving fast enough to keep the iron from pouring down their backs, the creatures inside would have been baked in heartbeats.


  Fifteen gone, for a total of twenty-nine that Aereas had slain. But the majority of the pack still flew beside him. He’d hoped to shake all of them in the molten lake.


  At least the crunched crowd had broken apart when a third of their squad plunged into the iron. That space gave Aereas enough room to send his crystal shooting out ahead of the wary others, flinging his pod toward the wide-gaping portal on the far side of the chamber.


  It took the fiends only a moment to recognize Aereas’s escape attempt. The remaining twenty-five rushed after him, intent on heading him off—and on getting out themselves.


  They headed him off, all right, and got out, too. The twenty-five arced ahead and plunged through. Aereas careened away from that yawning black portal and watched with delight as the pods disappeared through the one-way gate to Gehenna.


  Chew on that, Sung Chiang, he thought.


  He spun, alone, and headed toward the wide, dark shaft the fiends had made in their descent. It was hot even here, even now. He shot up the chimney easily through the steady rain of shifting sand and cascading pebbles, and waved as he flew past the gaping dabus. Their gray robes riffled violently on their gaunt forms as he soared by. Aereas didn’t slow.


  He had seventy-one thousand, nine hundred forty-six more fiends waiting above.


  Twenty-Nine


  The Battle is Joined
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  The angel chorus above Tuscan moved in its bright beauty. It was spring upon Mount Celestia, and time for ballet performances of prose poems by Foremeana Rikardik, among the greatest of devic composers and choreographers. The very air, thick with bloom of lilac and crocus and edelweiss, thrummed with the sound of those white wings.


  The deva choir required for Das Liebenstraum was huge, a chorus of six thousand. They moved rapidly, melodically through the sky. In one moment they piled thick, weightless sculptures of muscle and skin and plume in the illimitable heavens. In the next, they dispersed the same cloud with thunderous explosions of wing. It was as though the slow, graceful dance of thunderheads and cirrus clouds above Tuscan were taking place in moments rather than hours.


  To the throngs on the streets below, who were cast at fast intervals in the chill gloom of mustered wings and then the bright glare of bodies dissolved, it was as though they watched a sky-sized canvas across which a gallery of masterpieces appeared. One form followed hard on the heels of the previous, each the genius of a moment and each gone before the eye could blink.


  Except that the painters of this canvas were the paint themselves, and the brushes were wings that sung:


  
    

  


  
    … for terror’s terrors into streaming, the golden child was born all beaming, gleaming truth of worlds and winning hunger, fear, and sadness. Spinning all this wretched pathos into glory strands and fabrics, weaving warm and thick and fine, so supple gods will sleep among the binding flesh but never feel or see the fate, the destiny there waiting. Singer-sewing, golden child, of tumbling terrors sought and seeking, still the brave child heart in mortals, heart of wonder, muscle’s truth….
  


  
    

  


  Not that any who stood there beneath the circling spheres of angels heard any of these words or sounds. Words were too small for this music. They heard only the ideas, the rhyme of ideas. Perfection rung solid and simple in these complex beings. Perfection was, after all, a single thing, and not a ragged gathering of rumpled feathers. It was not merely Art imitating the perfection of Nature, but perfect Art succeeding imperfect Nature. It was no longer music, but mathematics.


  Into this single, ceaseless equation of beauty came one roaring, ragged fireball—a hard husk that held within it a bruised, rumpled being. The once-golden creature had fallen from this very choir some decade past and had not returned to regain his glory.


  He returned now. The hull shot discordantly into that perfection. It slid crashingly among the perfect-tuned bodies, sent them spinning. From that foul cocoon spilled a half-starved, half-dead mudman who stunk of rot.


  It wasn’t until crushed wings unfolded from the creature’s huddled shoulders that those below even knew this was a deva. It wasn’t until the empty husk tumbled away like a dead leaf, to land and sink in the water, that the other devas recognized this foul thing as Phaeton.


  “The Cage…” he rasped out in a voice so loud and gruff that even those below could hear it plainly. “Tanar’ri are attacking the Cage.”


  There was a moment of lingering doubt. But devas are devas, and though muddied and stinking, they do not lie. A few hundred quick spells, from the singers around and the watchers below, confirmed the truth in the wretch’s words.


  “How many?” came the singing tones of one floating angel.


  “Twelve legions,” replied Phaeton.


  “Muster all Tuscans who can fight,” commanded one of the devas. “Lead, Phaeton. We will follow.”
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  Boffo had never seemed strong before, never big and tough. But he was strong and big and tough now. He stood at the cellar door and was a big block so nobody could get in.


  Tara looked up at the gnome—dear old Uncle Boffo. He wasn’t afraid of those monsters roaring past the attic, and the bells clanging and the wailing people out in the street. Tara felt safe and warm there in the cellar. Safe behind big strong tough Boffo, who looked like a badger guarding his burrow. She was warm in the arms of her mother.


  Still, if only Dad were here, she thought. She looked at the ceiling—the same look her mother would make when Tara asked about Father.


  “Gone to help the Lady,” was what she had said. With one brown hand, her mother smoothed back a black lock of hair from her daughter’s head.


  Tara looked like her mother—everybody said so—and her mother was the most beautiful woman in the worlds—Dad said that, and he hardly ever lied.


  If only Dad were—


  She stopped the thought. Dad is off helping the Lady. He’ll come back after saving the universe, was what her mother also said, not in the language Uncle and Father spoke, but in the language of her people.


  Her mother wrapped Tara’s small hand in her own, and Tara realized she’d been fingering the angel’s locket again.


  “No, don’t call him,” her mother said.


  Tara frowned and cast an irritated look at her mother. “I wasn’t going to.”


  “He’s off to help, too,” came the soft sound of Mother’s voice. Then, in her own language. I know. I miss them both terribly, too.


  Boffo and Tara both understood that language, and the badger-uncle turned his tufted and pointed ear away from the muffled booms and sounds outside. A look, gentle and kind, was on his face. “It’s all right. I think putting out the candles and lamps has got them fooled. The sounds are getting farther away.”


  He said that, sure, but then a nearby shelf of peach preserves began jumping. The jars at first tinked quietly against each other, like they were bickering, but soon, as Boffo turned to look and Mother blinked at the dark, dirty wall, the jars began to dance.


  “Hush,” said her mother, not to the preserves but to Tara, who had accidentally mentioned their dancing out loud.


  The dark-haired girl was preparing another scowl when she heard why her mother had quieted her. It wasn’t just the jars that rang on each other and rumbled on the shelf, it was the ground that rumbled. And the sound grew louder, like the sound of people running on a wood floor above, and then louder and louder until it was like when the boys would go turrrah-turrrah-turrrah with their sticks on the drums.


  “Come on out of there!” cried Boffo suddenly. His strong little hand was drawing Tara forward so fast she fell on her knees, but he kept on pulling.


  She shouted for Mother in alarm and pain. The woman was there, too, stumbling atop her.


  Just then, the jars jumped from the shelves and threw themselves out against the stone wall like Dad said sometimes ghosts would do if they didn’t like your cooking. Only there weren’t any shelves to leap off of, because the gray planks were now just yellow splinters that fluttered like moths in the air over their heads. A piece hit Tara on the shoulder blade, and that sure didn’t feel too good.


  There wasn’t any stone wall for the preserve jars to hit, either, because just while they were jumping off the shelves that weren’t there toward the wall that wasn’t there, something else was definitely there.


  It was pretty, like a diamond, and it was loud, even though it looked like something that would be quiet and still.


  Then it was gone, and the rumble and shout with it. That’s when Tara slid out from under her mother and went back to look at where the shelf and preserves used to be on one side of the cellar and the wall used to be on the other side of the cellar. Instead, she saw a small black cave going in both directions. To the right, there was a crescent of light.


  “Hello, Mister Iannth!” Tara cried out with a hand cupped around her mouth. She was trying for an echo in the dark, wormy space.


  “Hello, Tara,” came the voice of the shaggy white yeti who lived across the street. But now it wasn’t across anymore but under, since she or Uncle (or Mother, if she bent over) could run straight into his cellar, where he stooped and held up a candle and shook his head.


  “You better put out that candle, or they’ll crash your house,” Tara warned. “My Uncle Boffo said that—”


  She didn’t get to finish, because her mother grabbed her arm and was pulling her up the narrow stairs. But it didn’t matter that she didn’t finish because Mister Iannth blew out his candle right away.


  It wasn’t her mother that dragged her so much as Boffo who dragged her mother and her, both. He seemed pretty strong. Mother must be pretty worried, because she was sweating all over. When they got up into the kitchen, there was torchlight coming from the outside window. Tara saw that the wetness on Mother was not sweat but blood.


  That was bad. Blood meant you were hurt bad. Her mom was brave not to cry, and Tara wondered if she should not cry either, about her mother or about her own shoulder blade that didn’t feel too good.


  Uncle Boffo still didn’t light a lantern, but just scurried like a big, fat squirrel through the kitchen and the parlor and fiddled with a key to open the closet he’d told Tara not ever to open, though she did once and saw only beautiful big music pipes.


  He pulled Tara and Mother inside and slammed the door closed and kissed her mother like Dad does, on the lips. “You go through. You’ll be safe, there. I’ll send for you when it’s over.”


  “But—” said her mother.


  “Take the child. You’ll be safe. I’ll send for you. I promise.”


  And then he said another word that sounded strange. Instead of pulling them out of the closet, he pushed them out. He didn’t open the door, just pushed them into the door, which wasn’t there, just like the wall in the cellar wasn’t there.


  They squeezed through little tiny doors, like in a dollhouse, but it didn’t hurt, and stepped out into a little study. There was a nice little man who looked kind of like Boffo and smoked a hubbly-bubbly like Boffo. He jumped up wide-eyed from his chair when they came in and said, “Saints and proxies!”


  Dad had called Mom a saint, so that meant Tara was a proxies. Anyway, the man saw the blood on Mom right away and came rushing up to help.
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  Herciot Fantiessiere, Guvner of the Lady’s Ward, marched stolidly through the chaotic mayhem of the streets. Brigands, hooligans, vandals! The fiends attacking the city were bad enough—they were at least acting according to their chaotic natures. But the citizens! Whining like suckling babes when their every whim is not indulged, and then turning upon their mother with mean, savage teeth.


  Like those boys, there! Those damned lamplighters, well employed at igniting the street lamps every night. And now look at them! Taking axes to the lamp posts, of all things!


  “Stop, there you rowdies!” cried Master Fantiessiere. He brandished high his black cane in a silk-gloved hand. His fashionable monocle—in truth only a gold-rimmed disk of normal glass—fell from his eye to dangle from its ribbon in demonstration of his pique. “Hooligans! Stop!”


  His interventions were too late for this pole, however, for it leaned suddenly like a chopped tree and came down to be caught and cradled by the two grimy, rag-clothed lads who’d felled it. Nearing them in his fast waddle across the cobbled street, he saw they had a line of four other downed lampposts, each yet blazing crazily on its side.


  “Ah, ha!” cried Master Fantiessiere in triumph as he seized the two boys by the neck scruffs. One still clutched the most recent casualty of their vandalism. The Guvner had a speech prepared on social responsibility and lawful society, but the words lodged in his throat and would go no farther.


  Silent and swift as death, one of those hellish fiend-pods touched down beside them. A most unfiendish face poked out for a moment, and then a human arm.


  “Aereas? The musician?” Master Fantiessiere sputtered.


  Instead of speaking to the Guvner, the impudent bard winked at the hooligan boys and said, “Keep up the good work!”


  The arm he hung out the back of the pod cradled one of the downed lampposts. He stuck his head back in the pod and roared out after a crystal flying overhead. Before the breath Master Fantiessiere had gasped ran out on him, Aereas had caught up to another pod and rammed the flaming lance into its back end, causing the fiery death of the fiend within. The husk spun and smoked as it crashed to the ground.


  Now the Guvner breathed. His hand was still warm from the released collar scruffs when he fastened it onto the boys’ axe and pointed. “Come on. There’s bigger lanterns down along the parkway.
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  Standing suddenly alone in the shaking closet, Boffo listened again. The rumble was building. Another crystal? Another attack on this kip he’d worked so hard to build?


  Or was it just the thunder of an old gnome’s heart breaking? Nina gone, forever. You don’t fall into the Abyss a young clueless girl and ever return. Now, Aereas gone, too. And if things had gone so sour in Sigil, it was a good bet Aereas’s forces had been destroyed in the Beastlands.


  Gwyn and Tara, departed as well. Perhaps he should say the keyword one last time and step through, himself—and hope that when the music shop burned to the ground, the closet portal would be destroyed also.


  That was not just my heart, Boffo realized as the tremor deepened. It sounded this time like the crystal would come flying right into the closet. Louder. Louder, still. Could it get any louder?


  “Ahhhhh!” shrieked Boffo, hands over his ears. He leapt toward the door, a moment too late. The crystal crashed brutally out of the closet wall and into him, knocking him away from the door. “Ahhhhh!” he reiterated as he struck the floor in pitch blackness.


  Then, there was stillness. The crystal was still on him, still reverberating hauntingly from his just-finished shout. It seemed extraordinarily light for a crystal that could cut through ground as though it were air. Boffo pushed tremblingly upward, and his hand found the solid, reassuring doorknob and swung it open.


  “Ah,” he said for the third time, when light entered the closet. It hadn’t been a crystal at all, but those cursed alpenhorns he kept in the closet so he wouldn’t have any more yugoloths shattering his windows.


  Shattering his windows….


  There was an old story about this, about a king who played so poorly on the trumpet that a city surrendered on the condition that he not play it while marching around its walls…. There was a principle, here, a reverse principle. Unlikely, yes. Stupid, of course. But it had two undeniable assets—it involved the power of music, and necessitated getting rid of these damned horns.


  A test. Before going any further, before risking life and limb on a hunch, he’d best have some proof.


  Boffo dragged one long horn from the tangle of others, and lifted it gingerly in his hands. He shook his head sadly, staring at the blackwood filigree inlays. Some of his very best work. Too bad Styx driftwood makes very bad music.


  He trotted across the room and slid the window sash open just enough to point the end of the horn out of it. It pushed between the shutters and poised itself there, with the watchful predation of a fish, puckered and waiting for its next meal to swim past.


  Soon, the rumbling, trembling roar of an approaching crystal rose up the cursed horn toward Boffo’s tufted ear, and he moved his lips into position. When the noise was getting too loud to hear, he blew.


  The noise of the soaring crystal—or crystals, as it turned out—had been sweetly melodious next to the unholy cacophonous bellow from the horn. It belched outward and squelched all other sound from the air, like black rain stripping away smoke.


  The first indication that it was working was the glass in the windows shattering, all around the kip. Boffo kept blowing, not wanting to sacrifice his windows without giving the horn a complete test. Next, it was the neighbors’ windows that blasted out.


  But, most melodious of all, were the seven loud cracks from the sky, and the bellowing cries of fiends spilled from their crystals, and the thousand tinkling clatters of hull shards coming down in the street. Afterward came the wet thuds of the fiendish raiders, quite dead now.


  Reeling, his head throbbing brutally from the noise and the blowing, Boffo stared out his window. His face split with a grin of glee.


  Humming, he retrieved a cord from the kitchen, tied the remaining alpenhorns together, set them on his market cart, and headed out at a dogged trot to the Lady’s Ward. The initial horn he kept at the ready in case any fiend took it in his head to strafe a little gnomish music man.


  



  
    ♦ Bad Music ♦
  


  
    

  


  That little one is called Boffo. How could the Lady possibly execute him? While her dabus were flooding from every pore of the, city, outnumbering the attackers ten to one, and most of the citizens had been willing to cower in relative safety, this little gnome had assigned himself the task of a single-handed defense of the city.


  I just hope he’s still packing one of those horns, so he can smash his way out of whatever death chamber they chuck him in.


  Thirty


  When Dreams Fall
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  Aereas struggled in the wake of a particularly fast pod, straining toward it with the fiery tip of his street lamp. Just then, the angels descended. They winked into being along some airy rift above the wheeling city and dived into the terrible gnat-song of the flying fiends.


  Prior to the devas’ arrival, the city’s defenders had dispatched two or three hundred of the fiend pods, their wrecks scattered here and there across the city. But Sigil itself had suffered much greater damage. Fires blazed in all wards, especially the Lower Ward, whose shacks were more flammable and whose inhabitants were more closely tied to the Lower Planes. Many of these beasts had been looking for an excuse to riot, so they leapt happily up on their own wings to join in the mayhem of battle. Other buildings throughout the city were damaged—roofs staved in, walls blasted apart, foundations undermined.


  But perhaps the most ominous damage was the honey-combing of the land itself, which was crisscrossed countless times by a catacomb of wormholes.


  From many of these, dabus streamed forth. Slow moving and stern, silent and floating, the dabus were the visual opposite of the bright, quick fiend crystals. Indignant symbols circled in tangled flocks above the dabus’s heads. They were armed with swords and staves—enchanted ones, thanks to the Lady. Some of these weapons they slipped within passing pods to pith the creatures inside. Other weapons spat lightning or beamed fire to chase the swift hulls across the sky.


  Even so, most of these attacks did nothing against the speeding seeds, nothing except provoke the fliers into slicing the dabus in half. Only when the hurled magic belched into the rear openings of the pods did it have any effect. Then the blackened and empty husks fell, smoking, from the sky.


  There were other natives defending the city. Unlike the dabus, who came into the sky borne up by the Lady herself, the other creatures that flocked up to battle—to safeguard homes and shops and families—did so by the strength of their own flapping wings, whether of leather or feather or fur. Armed only with halberds, chains, clubs—anything they could find—these proud citizens were merely straw-men for the blood sport of fiends. Most were struck down within their first minutes in the air.


  Still, one farmer with a flight ring and a billhook was acquitting himself well, having yanked five fiends, from their respective vessels. Once they were out, he’d mangle their wings—if they had any—and their free-falls to the street proved consistently lethal.


  It was into this chaos that the angels descended. They moved not as individuals, not as green farmers who stagger into battle and are thence blasted apart. No. There was a singing in their twelve thousand wings, a symmetry and power to the curling form of their striking attack.


  Aereas gritted his teeth. He was unwilling to relinquish this last kill in order to rendezvous with the angels. He’d chased this little yellow monster thrice around Sigil, had watched the thing cut a woman and her fleeing son down out of sheer meanness.


  Oh, no, you will not live another minute, pusbag, Aereas thought. Time to lance this boil.


  He surged forward, closing the distance to the darting kernel. Through the clear-eyed facets of his own crystal, Aereas saw the yellow imp glancing fearfully back at him. Its wide eyes looked almost pleading, almost pathetic.


  Aereas hesitated a moment, the flaming spear drifting away from its target. The beast looked back again, a maudlin tear tracking away from its pantomime of repentance.


  Hissing, Aereas rammed the fire lance into the thing’s knobby back. He felt the wet, separating crack of its ribs, the brief thrashing burn of the thing convulsing in the husk, then let loose the lance. It dragged the burning fiend out of the careering husk. Pole and beast struck ground together in a flourish of sparks and splinters and splashing blood.


  Aereas rose up out of the last grim charge, banked, and wheeled above the burning city. Now, to avoid the all-too-effective avenging angels long enough to rendezvous with Phaeton and catch up to Nina. He vaulted high into the sooty sky, his pod bobbing and dancing on the winds left by the angels’ passing.


  They were just ahead, soaring after a tight-flying squadron of fiend crystals. The devas looked like one great balling fist of white muscle. They wrapped around the fiends, closed on them, and ripped them from their vessels to battle them, tooth to nail to tail to claw to wing.


  As Aereas sloped down to join the melee, he checked to make sure his featherfall ring was still firmly in place on his finger. Many fiends, and a few devas, were wishing now that they had featherfall rings, for there was a bloody hail of corpses falling over one section of the Lady’s Ward. None of the beasts that dropped onto the flagstones was moving afterward, not even to twitch.


  Aereas slowed as he neared. Suddenly his heart was thundering in his chest. One of the angels, hands splashed with two different colors of fiend blood, was pointing toward him, and a pair of others lit out after him.


  Aereas, having spent the last two days wrapped in poisoned spider webs, was looking awfully fiendish at the moment. He doubted he could convince the devas he was human before he was dead. He whirled the pod around and darted away, following a path that soared down to skim across the top of the city, both for the benefit of speed and for the possible cover if he couldn’t lose his pursuers.


  Fortunately for Aereas, the angels must have had their hands full where they were. After he pulled up from his lightning dive into a short crest, he saw that they no longer pursued.


  It was fortunate for Nina, too.


  A spot of blood on the upper forward facet of Aereas’s pod swelled suddenly into a red-hot crystal that rocketed down the alley directly toward him. A slight downward swerve allowed the crimson bolt to surge by overhead.


  He could smell her. It was crazy. She had passed him in the blink of an eye. Yes, it was her. He knew it was her, but how could he have smelled her?


  Aereas’s hull tipped and drove straight into the sky. He rolled over, rushing out after her.


  The flash of her red craft appeared impossibly fast between two hole-riddled buildings, and Aereas dived in after. Until this time he had done no intentional damage to buildings, but now he sliced through a crumpling wall and stabbed out the opposite side. A fiercely hooked turn, and he fell into the black track of the street.


  She was ahead—small, fast, retreating, almost disappearing.


  Passion. That’s what she’d always had. But never for him.


  That one thought was enough to fling him down the street as though fired from a great ballista. A cobbler’s iron sign disintegrated when he struck it, and a cooper’s barrel burst into white flame as he flung himself through. Closer. Yes, he could smell her—gods be damned. He could smell her. It was just like chasing her over the wooded hills of Caonan, chasing that fire she held high in her hand.


  Except this time, he would catch her.


  Aereas’s pod screamed over a set of black roofs, following the spark trail Nina was leaving. He dived after her into a deep canyon of buildings. One block away. Half a block. One house. One arm’s length.


  Wait. Those weren’t sparks that spacked back from the sizzling, rushing husk of her vessel. The minute spatters of red on the prow of his hull were liquid fire, the fire that filled Nina’s veins.


  That’s why he could catch her. She was injured. Who had done it? That bastard with the billhook? Phaeton and his angelic razor-heads? The Lady? Whoever had done it would have to face—


  She dived. She knew she couldn’t outrun him anymore and so went to ground, there in the middle of the stone street. The dip had come so suddenly, he almost missed it, flinging his blood-specked pod down the hole after her. This last-second navigation change struck sparks from the edge of the shaft, sparks that spun behind him and left whirling tracers of smoke in the last wafer-shaped wedge of light.


  Then all was black. Aereas surged forward, suddenly panicked that she might have pulled ahead, might have skipped down a dabus tunnel and left him to burrow blindly through the gritty earth. The fear thrust him through the shaft, whirling, furious, trailing more sparks here, there.


  Whooomphh. He’d hit something ahead, something heavy. The smell came to him again. She was just before him, unable to push her craft as fast as he could push it. He’d rammed her and was now shoving her forward through the black earth. She was just inches ahead, separated from him by only the impenetrable crystal prow of his pod, the fantastic speed.


  If only there were light. A single footcandle of light would let him see her in that funhouse multiplicity of the crystals. How badly injured was she? Would she recognize him? Could she see how much he loved her?


  If only. If only. He would push her straight through the dense Sigil bedrock and out the other end. Then… then he could reach her, could save her.


  In the blackness, there was a sudden impact of impenetrable crystal on impenetrable crystal. Aereas felt the jab of a prow behind him, in his back.


  There was only one creature that this could be. Even through the encasing hulls, he could feel the evil backstabbing press of the monster’s stiletto hands.


  Oh, what a merry parade they were! Nina was wounded, slowing, perhaps dying at the head of the rock-splitting queue. Aereas was shoving her forward, forward, hoping they would at any moment break through the world and out into the soaring emptiness beyond, for only there could he save her. And Jandau was plunging after Aereas, down the mole hole his lover had dug to escape her cousin.


  Jandau made the only sparks now as he eagerly, hungrily, rasped his blade hands against each other in sharpening motions.
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  “I tell you, sir,” Master Fantiessiere insisted. “I saw this little gnome blast twenty-two crystals to slivers just there—just beyond the Lady’s own guest house. Yes, yes! I know the windows all broke from the blast, but you don’t seem to be hearing me. The fiends—thirty-two of them—burst apart. Of course it’s illegal to destroy the Lady’s property. It is illegal to destroy anyone’s property in Sigil, especially the Lady’s… but that’s why we came here, your earlship. For permission. A relaxing of the law so we can destroy these invaders.


  “But the devas will take hours, and by then, who knows what damage! And don’t think those angels won’t ask for battle compensation. They will. They always do. We might lose more of the city to deva opportunists after the battle than to tanar’ri pillaging during the battle—the war.


  “That’s what this is! The Blood War. It’s here! It’s on your godsdamned doorstep… your lordship. Just a temporary writ is all we ask.


  “Yes! Marshal law! There you go! See? It doesn’t even have to be unlawful. Now if you’ll just sign here. I’ve already got the wording worked out.


  “What? Yes. Well, twelve or thirteen light-posts, yes. But I can assure you, each of those brought down one of our ignoble enemies. What? Taking the law into my own hands? I did what had to be done! I can’t believe you’re saying this. I am still a Guvner. But law can only do so much during a period of unlawful attacks on—


  “Right! That’s it, you bastards. The next one who makes a swing at me with anything that looks like shackles, I’m going to cut the earl’s throat. I swear I’ll do it! You’re going to crucify me for the godsdamned lampposts anyway. And I lied; it was fourteen posts.


  “Now, I’m going to hold onto the earl until this war—the Blood War—has departed our fair city, a departure due solely, I might add, to the blastulent and cursed melodies of my good friend the gnome here. On your way, Boffo. On your way. Find enough lamplighter lads with big lungs and send them through the city, blowing those cursed flatulent melodies on your horns. And, gentlemen, you will see devils fall like lightning from the sky.


  “Sit down, you. If one of you makes a move to stop my gnomish comrade, the earl dies. Now off with you, Boffo. I’m making the laws right now, and my first law is: Slay the fiends!”
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  Aereas was lulled near to sleep by the strain of pushing on through that black rock, listening to the rumble of the wheeling world all around, feeling the weight of Nina on the prow and Jandau on the stern.


  Then, suddenly, they were out, soaring into black emptiness. Literal emptiness. The other attackers were gone, the angels were out of sight—back in heaven perhaps, or settling to Sigil behind the eclipsing shoulder of the world. But in this terrific emptiness beyond the city, this black infinity of falling, there were only the three—Nina, Aereas, and Jandau.


  The back of Nina’s pod welled with blood, which tracked backward across the facets of Aereas’s hull. She was dying; it was too much blood for anything else.


  And then it was more than blood across his hull. Between the snaking lines of red, there were silver cracks, slivers, fissures. They snaked quietly all around Aereas, deepened, spread through their webby network. Behind them there was some faint, horrible, stygian noise, some crystal-sundering blare.


  With a shattering, his hull was gone. It sparkled around him like sleet as the pieces tumbled into darkness.


  Aereas began to fall but clutched the bloody collar of Nina’s pod. That touch alone was enough to make it also shatter, as though it were a glass egg flung against a wall. Then all he had was her hair. Her black hair. It was long now after the near decade she had been away from him.


  All he had was her hair, and the featherfall ring.


  She plummeted toward the black emptiness beneath the city and dragged him down with her. Aereas gazed at that vast void toward which they sank with increasing speed. Against the obscuring clouds, he saw a figure falling away from its pod. And then the figure was gone.


  Jandau. His crystal had broken, too. What had done it? The stress of their trip through the bedrock, the blood on the crystal?


  All that mattered now was that Aereas and Nina were dropping away into that black nothingness. All that mattered now was that there was only one featherfall ring, and one was not enough for two.


  Soon, when they cut through that cloud and were lost to the sight of the devas, one ring would not be enough for even one. Its wearer would starve before reaching the Outlands below.


  Nina was unconscious. Otherwise, she would not have suffered the hold on her hair. Aereas pulled himself down until he was even with her, and he saw a great bleeding cut on her head. There was still shallow breath in her lungs.


  “Well,” Aereas said, sighing, “as long as there’s still breath in you, I want you to have this.” Holding tight to her waist, he slipped the featherfall ring from his hand and placed it on the ring finger of her left hand. He no longer held her up, but she him. He kissed the back of that bloody hand and looked into her closed eyes.


  “We always knew that only one of us would survive this love.”


  And with that, he let her go.


  It did not seem so bad a thing, to fall away from her toward his death. It seemed not so much that he was falling, but that she was rising, disappearing against the huge wheel of Sigil and the white angel choir flitting crownlike atop it.
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  When Phaeton approached that slowly drifting speck of red, the joy of their victory fell from him. He dived, tucking soiled wings against his shoulders, and dropped to her.


  Nina was bloody from head to foot. The few spots of skin not stained crimson were pale and cold. He cradled her in his arms, and his wings spread and surged to lift them upward.


  How had she floated so—?


  He saw the ring, his ring, given him by Leonan to keep him from falling, and then given from him to Aereas for the same reason. And now, from Aereas to Nina. Through that tortuous, all-too-human chain, Leonan had saved one of them after all.


  She was still warm. There was still breath in her. As Phaeton lifted his head to see the long, high, terrible climb back up to the turning city, Nina spoke.


  “Cousin… thank you.”


  Thirty-One


  Trial
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  In chains, they headed toward the courtroom.


  Their trial would not take place in the big downstairs courtroom, through which the petty riffraff of Sigil moved in their iron chains. There, the accused lingered not even long enough to sit down, since everyone—even they—knew they were guilty. There weren’t any chairs for sitting in that lower court, anyway.


  Neither would the conspirators be tried in the paneled midlevel courtroom. There, generals who had sent thousands of men to die needless deaths would sit and sip whiskey from glasses the size of thimbles and talk placidly with old friends. They would measure those ten thousand souls against a quiet dishonorable discharge, the ritualized civility of it all like some ironic parody of these meaty, epauletted mass-murderers.


  No. The conspirators marched in chains toward a top-floor courtroom.


  Phaeton, Boffo, Nina, Master Fantiessiere, and their escort passed many lightless chambers where lightless actions of every variety surely occurred. All those rooms smelled of the polished mahogany that covered the walls and corbeled ceilings. All those rooms spilled an alien and luxuriant cold that spoke of marble floors and old cigars and inhuman visitors.


  Into one such room they walked. Lanterns winked to life along the walls of the long, airy courtroom. Their silent and sweating Guvner escorts decided to stay at the door as the shackled prisoners marched in and slowed between the flanking rows of columns. The lanterns that lined the walls shone with a diffuse glare that should have illuminated the far apse, but did not. Neither did these lights lend the cold chamber any warmth whatever. The vast, cold space farthest from the door held a conspicuously magical darkness.


  Like the ground-floor chambers, this one contained no seats. Unlike it, there were no grim-faced and beleaguered Guvners, no Mercykillers standing in eager, watchful hope for some insurrection they could end with their black-horned fists. The place was empty aside from those cold, glaring lanterns and the blackness that hovered on the far dais, beyond the shadowy rails that bounded its lair.


  Or, more rightly, his lair. The four traitors—that’s what they were, traitors, spies, enemies of the city—knew by looking at the darkness that it was alive, a brutal soul in the direct control of the Lady. She had many such judge-executioners, it was said, merciless spirits that presided over the trials of folk already condemned to die.


  No one mounted an invasion on Sigil and lived.


  In truth, only Nina was guilty of invasion. And she was guilty. She knew it as well as any. If there was anything her week under guard in the infirmary had done, aside from saving her much-lacerated body, it was to damn her much-destroyed soul.


  As though raising fiend armies to ravage the Three Hundred Thirty-Third level of the Abyss had not been enough to secure her damnation, she had marched into the Beastlands and slaughtered its folk. And, doom apparently not yet assured, she had mounted a failed invasion on Sigil and ripped much of the city to ribbons. Even that affront was insufficient. Just as the weapons of fiends had proved unable to slay her, so too, each new atrocity she dreamed up and actualized had proved incapable of truly damning her. After all, she still lived.


  The final act, however, the one that set her forever beyond redemption, was not even her own. She had been unconscious when the ring had been slipped on her finger, when Aereas had stolen the death reserved for her. The simple fact that she wore this ring—the ring of Leonan, of Phaeton, of Aereas, the string of folks who had sequentially been destroyed in attempting to save her—that fact was unpardonable. She was alive, and Aereas was dead, because she wore the ring.


  That slim band of metal damned her, just as Jandau had been damned by his bracers. Strange that such fragile loops could bind one soul inextricably to another, bind the tiefling traitor to the thief god, and Nina to Aereas.


  She had lain guarded in the infirmary bed, mending wounds, while the one to whom the ring belonged lay dead somewhere. Not even somewhere; to be somewhere, there had to be a body, and there would have been nothing left of Aereas when he finally hit. It was enough to damn a hundred lifetimes of souls.


  The guards had been stationed around Nina to prevent escape, whether by rapid feet or the turning knife. They needn’t have bothered. She knew that, for her, there was no escape.


  Phaeton’s crime was similar to Nina’s. He’d brought to Sigil an army of his own. True, they were devas instead of tanar’ri, and their mission was to rip the slithering guts out of the invaders and send them plummeting to their deaths on the Outlands below. But even when all that was done and the battle was clearly won, some of the devas had kept up their scourging. Some of them went down among the already beleaguered hovels and houses of Sigil and started yanking tanar’ri citizens—citizens!—from their homes and killing them in the street.


  The civilian casualties from Phaeton’s angelic shock troops were minimal: Only one hundred twenty-three such lives weighed little in the balance against seventy-two thousand tanar’ri. But this trial was not taking place in the midlevel courtroom among war-dog friends. Besides, as it turned out, the Lady had had enough dabus to overwhelm the attackers without the angels’ help.


  Master Fantiessiere was charged with inciting riot and insurrection, kidnapping, looting, vandalism, contributing to the delinquency of minors, and destruction of public property. It was he who had enlisted two lamplighters to help him fell the lamps along streets of the Lady’s Ward, thus plunging into darkness districts where looting and arson were thrice as common as elsewhere. Apparently dissatisfied with the pace of his depredations, he had stormed into an emergency council of the Fraternity of Order, seized Earl Withraight, held a dagger to his neck, and demanded aid in disbursing weapons of civilian annihilation about the city.


  When these charges were first read to the silk-clad master, his protests were the loudest of any of the conspirators. He claimed that without Boffo’s hell-horns, as they were being called, the siege could not have been broken. It was he who had sent fiends falling to their deaths. Of course the fact that some of those fiends did not obligingly die, breaking their falls by landing on citizens or property, and setting about to do as much damage with teeth and claws and stinger-tails as they had done before—such vicissitudes of war could not have been anticipated.


  Nor could they be forgiven.


  And, last, Boffo. Guilty of… what? Guilty of carving terrorist trumpets? Guilty of street performances so putrid as to cause fiends to drop from the skies? Master Fantiessiere had declared before all the council of Guvners that he personally took all responsibility for the illegality of Boffo’s contraband music and its citywide performance, and he had stuck to that claim. The old puffball was just as loud and persistent in his exclamations of Boffo’s innocence as he was in claiming his own.


  Perhaps the only charges that could be reasonably leveled against Boffo were providing enemies entrance into the city, and giving them shelter and comfort during their stay. This last charge was Boffo’s own suggestion, offered to the fidgety and somewhat chagrinned Guvners who had showed up this evening on his doorstep to escort him to trial. The problem was they had been given no charges, and they knew as well as anyone the legal questionability of arresting any citizen without charges.


  Boffo had shrugged. “Oh, well. The Lady’s word is the law, after all.” That had seemed to hearten the down-in-the-mouth Guvners, until the gnome added, “and if I get some kind of formal, civic punishment, perhaps folks will stop thinking they need to throw rocks through my windows to make up for their own. Glass has gotten expensive since the battle.”


  So, the four traitors filed in chains into that huge upper courtroom. They slowed at last to stop and stand in the center of the room. They all had the sense to say nothing, to simply stand with hands folded quietly in front of them. When in the presence of a judge-executioner, it is always best not to speak until spoken to, especially since his words would carry the weight of the Lady’s own.


  I should be insulted, were the first words spoken to them. The sound came not through that cold, glaring air, but directly into their attentive minds. The voice was oddly familiar, though the mind behind it was utterly foreign. That mind was rich and wry, brilliant and fierce, like a cutlass ornate enough to be merely ornamental but sharp enough to kill with the slightest, deftest flick. It was a mind that could entertain, lull, and slay. This particular evening, it seemed only the last would be an option.


  Oh, the reports of you, who engineered the fall of Sigil and almost brought it about. You who danced around the Mercykillers and Guvners and Harmonium and Godsmen all, who raged in wildfire across the Abyss and the Beastlands, then struck like a ceaseless hail of flame against the Lady’s city! Her secretaries and generals and seneschals and castellans had pleaded, saying you were a ring of titans, straddling the worlds with one easy step. They said you bled wine instead of blood and belched symphonies.


  Don’t laugh.


  None of the prisoners had, nor found any of this horrifying soliloquy even remotely funny.


  Laughter is one of the few luxuries the Lady has reserved for me in this room. Or, would you steal that from me as well?


  Would you, Bitch-Queen Nina of the Abyss, Dominatrix of the Fiend Millions, Consort of Evil—


  “I know what they call me, Your Honor,” Nina said quietly, her brown eyes fixed on the blackness before them. “There are other titles I would add, such as Madness, Hysteria, Phobia…. My mind is tied together in a tight, angry tangle. I cannot be ashamed of it. Nor am I capable of having done other than what I have done in attacking Sigil. Nor are you capable of doing other than executing me and chopping this body of mine up to be parceled out among the many beautiful gates of the Lady’s beautiful city.”


  Do not presume to tell me what I am capable of, came the response with a cold simmer of hatred. A smile seemed to be forming in that darkness. Yes, yes. They were right about one thing. You, dear, are a titan, a titan of insane presumption and ceaseless venom and words and deeds that will get you killed, if not a titan in body. And, about that body—the presence paused, as though appraising her—I certainly won’t be able to get more than four days of torture out of that thing, and enough body parts to pike on eight good gates.


  “Now, Your Honor,” said Boffo, stepping toward the darkness with a strange mixture of contrite obeisance and riled propriety. “The girl has been lost in the Abyss, dead to all of us for some time now.” He turned his doffed hat fitfully in his hands. “And so, can’t we do away with the insults, and threats and tortures and just go ahead and be killed?”


  The judge-executioner exercised his right to laugh. The sound this time was anything but scornful. Boffo… dear little gnome. You act as though the Lady does not know about you, hopping the planes with Artus, ever the patient and watchful sidekick to his intense distraction.


  Boffo stared open-mouthed at the darkness before him. He relinquished the step he had taken earlier. “She knew? She knew I went along with Artus? She knew about…”


  More laughter.


  A steel edge slid into Boffo’s gaze. His double chin stiffened into a proud line. “Then, enough games, as I said. Get to executing us.”


  Oh, poor wee thing. Did you think she brought you here for an execution? I am sorry. It’s not many a sod who’s gotten a judge-executioner to apologize. No, you were brought here so I could thank you in person, on behalf of the Lady, for single-handedly saving the city. Of course a friend of Artus would have something as clever as a cursed clarinet in his closet.


  Boffo’s mouth dropped open in surprise, then closed in sudden offense, and then opened again to speak. He bowed, trembling only a little. “Your Gracious Honor, forgive my harsh words.” He rose, and his stare was level again. “And if I have been, as you yourself said, the single-handed savior of Sigil, might I request the boon of grace for the offenses of my comrades—my friends?”


  Grace is not a boon that may be asked of a Gracious Honor, as you have so named me, came the silken reply. And you will be relieved to know, good Sir Boffo—yes, Sir, for you are from this moment in the Lady’s special and eternal favor—that it has never been her intention to execute all your comrades.


  Boffo smiled and blushed, and tears of joy came to the crimps of his eyes.


  Not all your comrades.


  That faceless presence seemed to turn toward Phaeton. Lawless looting and pillaging is the unfortunate and unavoidable result of too many troops in the field, a condition that often exists the moment an enemy is routed. It is to be expected, and forgiven, when men or githzerai or half a million other races fall to ravening the city they have supposedly just liberated. But devas are not among the races that can be forgiven for such actions.


  And so, Master Angel, in recognition of your compatriots’ general aid to the city in battle, I will not order your death, or your torture, or even your imprisonment. In fact, after this evening, the one place in which you will never again be stuck is the Cage.


  In the name of the Lady, I banish you from Sigil. Already, she has laid in place magics that will make you burst into eternal flame if ever again you enter her city or the hundred miles of air to any side of it. The fire that will light your body will burn you in torment but never consume you, and you will escape those flames only by being slain by a certain dagger the Lady keeps charge of. To any other death, you will be immune.


  Phaeton of the Angels, never come again to this city, or in the Lady’s own hand will be your eternal torment and, perhaps, your eventual release. You have until the dawn to depart.


  Phaeton bowed his head. “Thank you for your grace, Your Honor. And thank the Lady for hers. I beg you to allow safe passage to my goddaughter and her widowed mother, that they might visit me in Celestia whenever they desire.”


  Tara and Gwyn will move through this city with the same protection as the Lady herself. None will touch them for good or ill while they are within this wheel.


  It was as much a curse as it was a blessing. Boffo’s chin trembled gently after that wicked blow. The old gnome reached out a cold hand to Phaeton and whispered, “I will come to Celestia with them, or I’ll never get to hug them again.”


  Master Fantiessiere, the judge-executioner pronounced grimly. His attention had clearly moved on to the silk-garbed Guvner. You have gone stag. Were you not imprisoned in the barracks of Sigil, you would have been dead within the hour you released Earl Withraight. Dead by the vengeful hands of your own faction brothers, and rightly so.


  At the moment of greatest danger, when any Guvner should have clung to the Law above all else, you clung to the earl and threatened him with death unless he let you release window-shattering musics throughout the city. You were not enough of a Guvner to trust the Law, but enough of one to believe you had to ask permission to break it, rather than just going stag.


  You are already under a death sentence, though not one from me. That is punishment enough, but I must add my own bit of torment. You are not only no longer a Guvner, you are now a Xaositect. The Chaosmen know this and will provide as much help to you as their chaotic nonorder can. Lean on them, Master Fantiessiere, though not too heavily, until you get out of this city. It will surely be your death if you decide to linger here.


  There were bitter tears streaming down the man’s nobly stern face. “It is a harsh judgment, Your Honor, but fair. I will die anyway when I leave this city. I was born here, as you no doubt know, and love it, have loved it and defended it with every action I have ever committed, including holding the earl hostage.”


  Yes, and you have defended it at the cost even of the Law you held so sacred. For your brave defense, the Lady thanks you, and recognizes it was a defense that came at the cost of everything you had.


  Master Fantiessiere began to punctuate that point, but his lips clamped together and he nodded sadly.


  “You have been gracious indeed, Your Honor,” Boffo said. “But I hope you have not exhausted your store of grace before coming to my… to Artus’s daughter, Nina.”


  Oh, my grace is infinite, Sir Gnome. But none of it shall be extended to this vile Bitch-Queen.


  For her, I order simply death.


  Thirty-Two


  The Ache of Dead Flesh
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  Nina bowed once. Had the gesture been any deeper, it would certainly have been mockery. The words that followed were undoubtedly mocking: “Thank you, O gracious judge-executioner, for this mercy.”


  You, daughter of the Lady’s own custodian, cousin of Aereas, the Martyr of Thistle, who alone slew one hundred twelve fiends in Sigil, and more in the Beastlands and the Abyss. You are condemned to die. All Sigil grieves that Aereas’s life should be lost, squandered, to save yours. All Sigil regrets the sacrifice he made for your useless flesh even more than you could possibly regret that sacrifice. But the city rejoices in the works of the Lady’s priests and surgeons, who labored hard to save you. They patched you up so the Lady could slowly and publicly kill you in the greatest parade of tortures this city has ever seen. You, Bitch-Queen of Fiends and Consort of Devils, all you need is one great hoary horn on your head with which to stab all your victims before you fall upon them. What overweening, sanctimonious hatred you have in you!


  While the last of that rant was still punching like poisoned daggers into their brains, Nina began her rebuttal.


  “I have neither apology nor excuse for what I have done. War is madness. I was made for it, and it for me. And you know nothing of Aereas, nothing of me, if you think for a moment that anyone could regret his sacrifice more deeply than I do. Don’t you realize—death is what I wanted, is what all my madness led to? I leapt into one furnace after another in hope that the next one would burn away my putrid flesh and sizzle the blood in my veins. But no furnace burned as hot as the fury in me. All were like tepid caves. And my hate, my rage, which has ever consumed me, burned hotter and hotter, so that all I could wish and hope for was to dig a coward’s dagger into other hearts in search of worse blood pumping there than pumping in me.”


  The psionic raging of the judge-executioner was done now, and even he was listening to this banshee shriek of Nina’s. “But the blood in me wasn’t my father’s, wasn’t the rich, warm flood of Artus’s blood. Oh, I love and revere him more than any of you could. Who else has been able to dwell beneath the same roof as me? Who else has been able to clutch this angry heart to his breast and has not been burned to death by it? It has, at last, consumed even him.


  “Yes! I was able to kill a hundred thousand fiends by my own hand. I won myself a demon army of twelve legions, and then killed each of them by hurling them against the spikes of this wheel. I killed the tiefling consort who clung to me even after my hatred burned his hands away and melted his arm bones into stilettos.


  “I killed even the one heart that truly loved me, that followed me to hell to save me. Not the tiefling. He followed at first to sell me out, and then later because his sense had been burned away by that heat I destroyed the better heart, the heart of Aereas. For all the times I spurned him, he at last wedded me in the plunging emptiness.


  “Dead, yes! All of them! Not just the hundred thousand fiends and the one tiefling and the singular heart that will never recur in all the whirling, infinite planes. But Artus, too, where he cowers in his attic loft, bereft of daughter and nephew. Boffo, too, who will be forever repairing his little shop until the day that he gives it up and moves from its shattered shell to Celestia. And Phaeton, who saved this city as much as any other defender but will never see it again unless he does so from within eternal burning flame. The only one I have not been able to kill is me—the one I set out to kill in the, first place.


  “I do not mock the great and glorious grace of Your Merciful Honor when I say thank you for killing me at last. Thank you. I deserve to die, and you deserve the pleasure of accomplishing it!”


  The stone chamber rang with that final word from the girl. She seemed a titan to all of them there, despite her slim brown flesh and beautiful face, which had just that moment given up its creases to stare bald and furious at the darkness.


  In the silence, the others panted, as though it had been their lungs she had used, not her own.


  Nina peered into the deep darkness, where that strangely familiar voice was silent. She gasped, not for air, but from some sudden chill realization.


  She stepped toward the apse.


  Stop! came the shout of the judge-executioner.


  She did not, but moved forward to the limit of her chains.


  Come no farther! I forbid it!


  The chains around Nina’s ankles also forbade her, but she got five feet farther by falling to her face and clawing the smooth cold stones until they turned back her fingernails and her grip became slick from the blood of them. Even so, she was not yanked back by the struggles of her three comrades, who pulled on their chains to keep her away from the darkness.


  Nina cried out, “Aereas? Aereas! This is what she has done? She has raised you a specter? She pillages your mind and makes the spoils of your thoughts into my death sentence. Oh, Aereas, let me touch you!”


  The voice that responded was Aereas’s, indeed, though the mind behind it could be none other than the Lady’s.


  Silence! There is nothing of him to touch. He is truly dead, by his own sacrifice. But even the Martyr of Thistle cannot save you. He is here not in flesh, not in anything you could reach or hold. He is here as a dead petitioner of mine, a judge-executioner who can never leave the city he so selflessly saved.


  “Let me touch him! Let me—” And then, in a red, raw gush of blood, the words were gone from her mouth. She convulsed on the floor, strangled by her own desperate wailing.


  She cannot be saved. The fire is in her. It is what destroys her.


  “But for you!” she gagged out, and then more blood. “For you, Aereas… I am already saved. Whatever happens… now, I am already saved for you… by you.” Then, blood and blood and blood, so that the others dragged her back to them to see if they could clear her throat.


  Suddenly, the voice and the mind were Aereas’s own, and an arcane word was spoken.


  With that, Nina disappeared from among them. Red hand-prints showed on the smooth stone floor, but not the hands that had made them. The chains, too, were gone.


  “What?” shouted Boffo. “What happened?”


  It seems the Lady’s judge-executioner had ideas of his own. He asserted his own mind for a moment and wisked his once-love safely away from the Lady’s powers. Sadly, his spell only flung her beyond the reach of Sigil. The Lady is amused that Judge-Executioner Aereas has accidentally consigned his love to the death from which he once had saved her.


  The others stared blankly at the black spirit as the meaning sank in. Somehow, they sensed the sad withdrawal of Aereas into that deeper space of darkness.


  Well? You are free. Pray for your comrades, Boffo, that the Lady never has dealings with them again. Oh, and Phaeton—the Lady forbids you to pluck that plummeting monster from the air, or send anyone else to do so.


  The angel’s complexion went white when he said, “If I do so, the Lady may order me slain.”


  And then the budding savior was beyond the threshold and walking casually in the hall.
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  One benefit of the tearing winds was that they cleared Nina’s throat so she could breathe.


  Aereas had plummeted just this way. She could smell his scent on the winds. If the gods smiled on her, she would land on the same spot as he.


  Perhaps the angel followed the clouds of blood sprayed from her lungs. The red mists had been like flags, marking her passage. If Nina had known the angel would come looking, she would have swallowed all the red stuff.


  Phaeton arrived through the mists and caught her up and cradled her, just as he had done the last time, only they were farther down now. They had plunged beneath the clouds, perhaps beyond reach of any portal that could have taken them somewhere safe. One thing was sure. There would be no returning to Sigil; dawn had already come.


  “Just couldn’t help yourself,” Nina said bleakly through a bloodied smile.


  “It is in my nature to save,” Phaeton replied.


  She grew serious and bit her lip. “I’m afraid the judge-executioner was right. I can’t be saved.”


  “That doesn’t change my nature.”


  His keen deva eyes studied the rolling purgatory of clouds around them. Apparently spotting something, he banked and dived away, clutching her to his chest.


  “Your cousin was saved in the same way that you will be,” Phaeton noted flatly, as though speaking to himself.


  “You mean, caught by an angel?” she rasped.


  “No.” The deva bore her toward the hazy outline of something ahead. A portal? Someone waiting? “No, he was saved by the child he conceived with another mortal.”


  “He has a child?” Nina asked, beginning to weep.


  “Yes. And he is not the only one.”


  



  
    ♦ Up From Down ♦
  


  
    

  


  She has taken away the cot I requested, and had the walls cleaned so I don’t know up from down. She’s even taken away my apparition form, leaving me now only a dimensionless point in space. I have never felt so lost. This must be only the beginning of the punishments she has for me.
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  Lost… Lost…


  
    

  


  Though Aeneas rescued his uncle from the clutches of fiends, he lost his love, Nina, to a conniving tiefling… and to the very pits of the Abyss. Now he descends to the underworld to find her but discovers that, in the planes, a person can be lost in more than body.


  
    

  


  Nina has gone mad. With powers she only now is discovering, she draws to herself a hellish army bent on capturing a beachhead on the Beastlands. What Aereas and the forces of good do not realize is that this toehold provides her monstrous horde a doorway to all the planes.
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