
  
    [image: Cover]
  


  
    

  


  Soaring above the wounded skeleton-god, Captain Algebran felt savagely happy, a happiness not even tinged with pity when the pathetic monster glanced back and lifted the tattered book it carried in order to cover its broken head. What did it think this was, a rainstorm? The stupid thing kept shuffling forward as it opened the book faceup—faceup!—in an umbrella above it.


  Over the beating of his own riotous heart and the scream of hundreds of angel wings, the deva heard the skeleton-god mutter an expletive.


  “Saints and proxies!”


  He had only a moment to glimpse the illustration that ran across the pages before his cone of magic struck the page and punched through with no resistance. He plunged into the skeleton’s cavernous braincase and past ten thousand fiends, which scattered in screaming horror. He looked up in time to see a whole regiment of his deva compatriots blip into existence through a dark overhead space and crash headlong to the floor around him. Many were dead instantly. Others staggered up from the floor only to be struck down by more falling bodies.


  When the rain of devas was done, the few survivors gathered in a tight knot as ten thousand fiends closed in.
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  Prologue


  The Lion in Summer
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  Awaiting the launch of his mistress’s death pods, the godcorpse stood at the eaves of the twilight jungle.


  Corpse—or skeleton? He was more bone than body now. His skull was hollow, polished clean by a decade of scavenging claws and voracious mandibles. The maggot fiends had done their work, as well. They had tickled free chunks of mucous membrane and marched desiccated clods of brain out through scoured sinuses. His shoulders sported jerkied bits of muscle, and the long bones of the arms shone ivory in the last light of day. Dead fingers absurdly clutched a green-boled tree. His legs and feet were similarly skeletal.


  Only the torso, with its capacious and inexplicable organs, held much flesh. One does not feast lightly upon the heart or spleen of a god. Such organs appeared here or there within his torn-leather belly, like unwholesome dates and prunes in a ripped bag.


  She says she will return for me. Nina says she will bring her godcorpse fortress up into the Upper Planes. Once she has conquered Sigil, she will return for me. She will not abandon me here, immobile, among the eager tigers and beneath the destroying sun. Nina is a woman of her word.


  The god’s brain was gone, but his mind remained. His muscles had been flayed away under the scourge of abyssal winds, but his feet could still rush like scythes through doomed enemy ranks. His titanic body, equal in height to the four-hundred-foot thistles beyond the forest, had been ravaged by decay and warfare—but his mind and spirit remained intact….


  Except, of course, for his will, which belonged to Nina.


  Thoughts of her brought the sockets of his skull around to gaze at the seedpod where she crouched. Even from within that diamond-hard crystal half a league distant, her mind pierced his with the simple elegant force of a stiletto. She was beautiful and lethal, this Nina. She had always been so.


  He remembered when first that mind had come against his, back in Sigil, in the café that had borne his own name. She had been beautiful and lethal then, too, but her blade had not yet been turned outward to wound. Next she had come to him in the Astral Plane, where his corpse roiled and floated, hugely amassed with decaying memories and hopes. The blade of her intellect had then been turned half outward. Now, and for nearly a decade, her piercing mind was defiantly poised to slay any who might approach her.


  Not that Leonan could approach her. She willed him to stand in the forest, awaiting her return. He had, and did.


  The sun had set some hours ago beyond the ever-dusk of the forest. Now it was returning to the world, rising where it had descended, as though it would delay its underworld journey to see what Warlady Nina had planned. This new dawn came from the false sun that Nina lit in the thistlefield. The unreal morning began in the center of the field and spread along the nonhorizon to the very banks of the sacred streams. It rose quickly, not in a singular ball of brilliance, but in countless pillars of fire.


  Fire. It was Nina’s element, the prime mover of her soul. Tonight, it would move her and her seventy-two thousand fiends to Sigil itself, city at the center of the planes. No, not tonight. It was no longer night, but a new false fiery day.


  With a sizzling crackle, the first of the fiend-bearing seedpods popped free of the stalk that held it. The hull soared outward in a fierce orange comet that cut through anything between it and the ground. It bored a red hole through stalk after stalk, not slowing in its roaring rush toward soil. It punched a slanting pit into the earth, released a flash and a boom, and then was gone, on to Sigil.


  That is why she does not want me in the thistlefield, Leonan realized. That is why I stand here and wait for her.


  Another pod, and then three more orange meteors, and then there were too many to count, crisscrossing in air, roaring, smoking, rattling, striking earth with profound hammer blows, and disappearing—gone.


  They would dismantle my corpse if I stood among them. They would dismantle her fortress, and she would not want that, because she is coming back for me.


  Nina’s pod shot away. He could not see it in the bright fan of flares and fury, but he could feel it. It was slow and agonizing, a knife eased out of a clutching wound. The numb comfort of resignation gave way to the dull ache of awakening, and finally to the sharp pang and dread of sudden freedom.


  She was gone. Her mind was gone. She had left his will behind. Now he needed only to pick it up and wear it again.


  Oh, what an unbearable yoke is free will! What a vicious curse of the gods, granting self-determination to creatures incapable of guiding themselves! What good parent would free a child among tigers?


  But here was Leonan, free now. He suddenly felt the sere desolation of the lifeless flesh that entrapped him. He felt each of his shriveled organs, as though his soul itself were another dry sac encaged in his yellowed ribs.


  Oh, and what torment not only to hold memories, but to own them, to feel fresh in one’s mind every scar of terror and regret struck there by familiar hands. His memories were no longer caskets in an immemorial mausoleum, but living history.


  Miriam! He loved her still. He had lost his only mortal love by the devices of the Lady of Pain, herself. He remembered the café where he had fondly dwelt those years after, remembered sacrificing the café and his soul, both, to save Sigil—the very city of the very Lady who had entrapped him. With fresh hurt, all those welts of fury returned.


  Leonan’s dead, dry lungs moved in the shimmy of laughter: his new lady, Nina, was even now descending to destroy the old. Gods grant her success.


  Destruction sounded all too enticing an option. He could be rid of this putrid flesh once and for all by merely stepping into the thistlefield, where the streaking pods would dismantle his corpse in moments. He could be sliced to ribbons and I fall to earth, dust to dust.


  Or not. Would the shredding of his flesh bring the dissolution of his soul? He feared not. His brain had been picked clean, and yet his mind remained. He might enter that meteor shower only to be reduced from animate flesh to inanimate dirt. What torments plagued him now in this rotting body were nothing next to the torments that would plague his insensate immobile soul were he reduced to clay.


  His skeletal hands moved from the green bole he had been clutching, and he took his first shuddering step backward. He would not wait for Nina to return and take his will for her own again. The eight-hundred-foot-tall trees around and above him brushed, bristly, along his scabrous flank as he shifted among them. Needles and leaves, myriad in sharpness, trailed razorlike across his flesh.


  It all would be gone soon. He need only endure the minute scourging of the forest as each tissue was scratched away. When he was bone, only bone—a titanic skeleton—he would slide through such thickets without care. Then, then he could set about finding himself another body, or at least a place where this body might be at home.


  Even for undead, skeletal gods, there must be a home. Let decades dissolve away as he sought it. He had them to lose.


  Part I
Exile


  One


  Celestial Conspiracy
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  Nina found herself standing where she had sworn never to stand: before the veritable gates of heaven.


  What madness had brought her here? A griffon ride, certainly; an invitation, yes; the ceaseless pleading of her niece, who needed a chaperon for the journey?


  There was madness, certainly, and in abundance. Madness had been Nina’s soul mate through all her planar travels. It had fought beside her in the Abyss, counseled her to attack Sigil, helped her escape the Lady’s execution, emboldened her to claim sanctuary in a village of the Upper Planes, persuaded her to endure eighteen years of smoldering ennui, forced her to raise an unraisable half-tiefling son, and, always and ever, taunted her with quiet furies.


  Nina’s mind was a bedlam of orphaned dreams. She had fled the hells made by others only to find herself still imprisoned in the hells made by herself.


  Whatever madness had brought her, she had come. Nina of the Abyss had at last emerged from her backwater sanctuary and come here.


  This was no backwater. This was Heaven with a capital H.


  Nina shaded her eyes against the beaming brightness of the sky and gazed upward at the gates of Tuscan. In absurd accordance with the best hopes and dreams of clueless primes, this particular city in heaven had a pearl-inlaid archway that led onto a street of gold brick.


  Ostentatious devas, Nina thought. They are as bad as fiends. She ran one of her slim brown hands over the pearlescent white bars. At least they had better taste.


  “I thought you said he’d be here,” came a voice beside her. It was Aegis, Nina’s unraisable son. At eighteen, Aegis had yet to break free from her—not for lack of trying. He was born a half tiefling, but today looked full-blooded in his ankle-length black cloak, curved cutlass, and soft leather boots laced to slender knees. His brown complexion was powdered to near-white and lined at lip and eye in black. “Where is this delinquent deva?”


  “My godfather is no delinquent,” corrected Nina’s niece, Tara, who crossed her arms over her chest and glowered at Aegis. Tara was a tan, lean ghara-woman, fully capable of wrestling Aegis to the ground… and of making this journey without her mad aunt. Still, she had invited Nina along, perhaps because Aegis had insisted on coming. Tara wore the same sensible brown-gray clothes her father would have chosen, the same businesslike sword and knives at her waist, and the same inconstant smile. Her lustrous black hair was done up in braids that had held up well during the long, griffon-back ride to the heavenly isle.


  “You are both right,” Nina said, struggling to assemble the simple thoughts from the mad chaos of her mind. “Phaeton is no delinquent, though in this case, he is delinquent.”


  “Humblest apologies,” said the deva from on high.


  Phaeton’s sudden arrival was heralded by a gray-blue shadow forming on the gold bricks before Nina. As the shadow grew, Nina glanced upward to see an angular, winged whiteness descending slowly from the very eye of the sun. Phaeton’s wings were held out in static majesty to the sides of his shoulders. “I was so engrossed in the Second Triumphal Chorus of the Oratorio Calandarablum, I overran our meeting time.” He dropped down to light upon the ground among them.


  Aegis extemporized:


  
    

  


  
    “O heavens, with your angel choirs,
 Who pluck their psalms on twelve-string lyres,
 Let chime your strings, but then take stock
 Of the twelve-beat song of the ticking clock.”
  


  
    

  


  Among his other maddening gifts was a penchant for rhyme.


  Using the same response Aereas had taught him so many years ago, Phaeton made a great showy bow of obeisance, dropped to touch his golden pate to the golden bricks, and said, “Were I a god and not some lesser being, I would grant your every request.”


  “Inviting three guests, he invites three requests—” Aegis began.


  The new rhyme was interrupted when Tara flung herself on her still-rising godfather. Her black hair streamed in braids behind her, like the twin tails of a comet. “Godfather Phaeton! It’s been almost four years!”


  Tara was not as light as she had been, and when she leapt on her godfather, landing square between his wings, Phaeton nearly collapsed into a second bow. Instead, he heaved himself upright with a massive thrust of his arms, disentangled his goddaughter from his shoulders, hugged her, and set her back to ground again.


  “Forgive me, Tara. Please. I am as glad to see you as you are to see me. But where is your lovely mother?”


  “She said she needed to go to Sigil—wanted to see Boffo about some business of father’s, left undone these eighteen years.” The stern honesty in her voice rang with the tones of her father.


  Nina smiled to herself: even eighteen years living next door to an amoral aunt had not drummed the righteous idealism from Tara. Good for her. Nina looked up past the glimmering gate lintel at the slate-stacked sky above. “I hate to cut short this reunion, but the weather seems to be turning against us.”


  “A storm?” asked Phaeton, Nina, and Aegis in incredulous unison. An accord between these three was enough of an oddity that it shut two of them up.


  Aegis went on, “This is heaven, Mother. There’s not going to be a storm here.”


  Nina frowned. “Most folk would say there’s not going to be an ex-genocidal ex-general of a fiend army in heaven, either, but here I am.” It was Nina’s typical response to incredulity. “Let’s go.” She softened her tone somewhat as she hooked her arm in the angel’s. “Besides, not once in eighteen years have I seen the dwelling of this or any angel. I wonder what a devic garderobe looks like.”


  Phaeton looked chastened. “I’ve invited you many times, you know, but you always said that bit about the ex-genocidal ex—”


  “Understood,” Nina replied curtly. She tugged up a hood to cover her head. “The sooner we get to your dwelling, the less likely I will be recognized.” For a time, Nina walked along silently beside Phaeton. At length, she said, “I am nearly reformed, you know? The voices in my head are down to whispers. They no longer tell me to slay myself, only to change my hairstyle. Soon I’ll be good as new.”


  “Once a ghara-girl…” began Phaeton. It was a longstanding joke between them.


  They walked down the hilly golden streets of Tuscan. It was not a planned city, this metropolis of minarets and spires and domes, gleaming beneath the cerulean sky. It was not a planned city, but could have been, with its graciously wide avenues, overhung by slender curving lanterns that must have made even the alabaster walls seem gold at night.


  The city occupied the eroded caldera of a dead volcano. Buildings of granite and marble, plaster and mosaic tile, stood in bright, smooth contrast to the rugged black columns of basalt beneath and around them. At the highest points of the city, on its periphery, two hot springs bubbled forth and eroded the landscape inward. At the lowest point, the two springs cascaded to converge in a stormy channel.


  Phaeton explained the surroundings as he led them toward his home. “The Golgoath’s geyser rises in the east, snakes through the outlying burghs, cools, and loses its taste of sulfur. It makes the eastern city green and lush—in fact, it waters my own garden, so you’ll see it up close. It is said the waters of the Golgoath have mild healing properties. Not so the brimstone Meccaic, which erupts from a thinner geyser. It runs straight through the western half of the city to drop in a steaming waterfall into the central valley. The western city is dry and hot and sulfuric.” That was Phaeton’s description, a city of height and depth, heat and cold, nature and artifice, balm and poison.


  Nina’s impression was more uniform. Whether a hot spring or a cold spring, a building of white sedimentary rock or an outcrop of volcanic intrusion, every part of Tuscan was severe and alien and unwelcoming. The doorways, though serenely tall and thin, were closed and bolted. The ironwork gates bore sharpened spikes at their tops. Even the streets of gold brick, said to be thousands of years old, did not bear the mark of a single foot or a single wagon wheel having turned across their faces.


  “What kind of people could live here?” Nina wondered to herself, then realizing she had said the words aloud—and had interrupted Phaeton’s travelogue.


  “Aunt Nina!” Tara said in shock.


  The angel looked stunned, distressed. “My kind of people.”


  Before Nina could frame a suitable apology, she got a very different response to her question.


  Another deva paced lightly toward them, this one a living statue of white stony flesh-sculpted musculature, a classically aloof face, and eyes with no pupils whatsoever. He stopped just short of Phaeton and brought one perfectly formed foot up to touch another perfectly formed heel. “You have visitors, Phaeton?”


  “I have visitors, Julius.”


  “I do not know them, do I?”


  “You do not know them, Julius.”


  The statuesque creature considered, staring baldly down at the cowled figure, the young woman, and the tiefling lad. When he spoke, though, it was to Phaeton. “There has been talk about you, Phaeton—you and a supposed witch.”


  “Witch? Which witch?” Phaeton asked with genuine innocence.


  “What?” the other replied.


  “Which witch?” Phaeton said.


  Aegis saw his moment and chimed in:


  
    

  


  
    “Julius questioned Phaeton, ‘What?’
 And Phaeton: ‘Stick it up your—”
  


  
    

  


  Nina collared her son, preventing the inevitable rhyme. There were glares exchanged among all the creatures there except Tara, who was looking down and trying not to laugh.


  Julius did not deign speaking to the less-than-devas. “You are in a tenuous position, Phaeton. Do not make it worse by associating with foreigners.” With that, Julius pushed on through the crew, parting them as though they were not there.


  Nina glared after him and asked Phaeton, “What was that all about?”


  “Heaven is a relative term,” responded Phaeton with resignation. “This is his, and he wishes to keep it heaven by keeping out creatures such as I.”


  “And such as we,” said Aegis.


  Phaeton waved away the encounter. “He’s only trying to give fair warning to a neighbor.”


  “Neighbor?” Nina asked.


  “Yes,” Phaeton said dismissively. He turned, let out a whuff of air, and gestured. “This is where I dwell.”


  At the high end of the street stood a small, walled estate, its ancient redoubts showing red brick beneath chipped, whitewashed mortar. Ivy grew in clumpy clusters all along the high outer wall and up the sides of three small towers, which stood at seeming randomness within the courtyard.


  “Ah,” Nina said, thinking of all the sterile severity of the rest of the city, “home.”


  “Yes,” said Phaeton with sad contentment, “home.” He hurried his pace ever so slightly. In moments they stood before a stout red door. Phaeton reached his golden hand into a hole in the post, manipulated the puzzle lock secreted within, and swung the door wide. “Welcome to my home.”


  They stepped through that broad archway into a garden. The place must have taken some of its inspiration from Boffo’s rose garden, a bright ruby in Sigil’s all-pervasive soot. Tuscan, by contrast, had a sterile, all-pervasive gleam, but Phaeton’s courtyard was not that way. It looked and smelled of pleasant and decorous decay: crumbling brick, wrangling ivy, overgrown rosebushes, stepping stones in shaggy wells of grass, a meandering spring divergent from the Golgoath itself.


  Perhaps, after thirty years of truck with humans, Phaeton had learned something after all.


  “It’s beautiful,” Nina said genuinely. She so infrequently found reason to notice or appreciate beauty, her son and her niece gazed in amazement at her. But Nina wasn’t finished. She walked out among the pendulous grape bowers along one wall and breathed in deeply. “It is places like this that earn Celestia the name heaven.”


  Phaeton flushed from gold to faintly orange, and he said simply, “Thank you.”


  That was enough talk for a time. Even Aegis forgot to be clever in those next moments of wandering and looking.


  Phaeton was the first to emerge from the reverie. He clapped his hands lightly together, then rubbed them in eager anticipation. “Why are we standing around here? I’ve gotten our feast nearly ready. Come.”


  He led the pensive stragglers into the largest of the three towers, which had only bare, dry, well-swept earth as its floor. A large, ash-filled firepit lay at its center and a cellar door at its side. There were no upper floors in the tower’s five-story height, but many windows and doors along the curved wall. In various spots on the inner curve, platforms jutted out into empty air, some obviously tables with thick plank benches siding them, others mere window seats. One was clearly a slant-topped desk accompanied by tubes that held maps and shelves of books and drawers. Another was unmistakably a stove and water pump.


  Aegis laughed aloud. “A bird cage. You live in a bird cage. I suppose it makes sense, given—”


  He couldn’t finish his thought, for just then Phaeton wrapped them all in his powerful arms and leapt upward, wings thrusting mightily against the once-still air. The ascent was slow, letting the passengers see each level in detail: a series of pantry bins and shelves, stacked with jars of preserves; an ironwork stove bolted to the wall nearby; plush sleeping sacks hanging on the next levels; above them a study of sorts and a library with shelves up a full twenty feet. Higher still was a parlor platform with couches and chairs, a fireplace of its own, and the largest area of floor. At the topmost level was a wide welcoming landing with pegs for coats and umbrellas, wardrobes, and seats for changing into traveling clothes.


  “So,” Aegis noted, proud of himself, “you brought us in the back door. You receive most of your guests up there.”


  “I have very few guests,” Phaeton said, almost apologetically, then added, “and those I have can fly.”


  “An observatory,” Tara said, looking upward. At the very height of the onion-shaped dome was a complex set of lenses arrayed on multijointed lever-arms. Beneath it was a seat that consisted merely of two boards fastened at a shallow angle to recline below the lens contraption.


  “I can make the dome invisible. It is one of the only bits of domestic magic I’ve not been able to get rid of.”


  “Get rid of magic?” asked Tara as he set the group down on the parlor and busied himself arranging logs in the dark fireplace. “Whatever for? Magic is wonderful.”


  Aegis thought himself wise enough to answer for the angel. “It’s an aesthetic concern, just like horses are wonderful, but you don’t want them in your house.”


  Phaeton gave the boy an appraising look, and said with complete sincerity, “Once you grow into your opinion of yourself, you will be a great man, indeed.” Phaeton frequently did that to Aegis, disarming the sarcastic young man with unintentional insults.


  Nina and Tara found the moment hilarious, the self-important lad showing red even through the pancake powder on his face, and the innocent angel trying out an uncomfortable smile. The latter ended the standoff by leaping away from the platform and its thick carpet and soft chairs to gather a burning brand from the stove. He brought the branch back, jabbed it beneath the fireplace kindling, and in no time, woke a cheerful fire.


  “I’ll bring our food here. The table is too disconcerting for those who don’t have wings,” Phaeton said. He turned. White shoulders and wings flashed between the bulk of the soft chairs, and he was gone to make more preparations.


  Nina looked about with a sigh, appraising the seats available—a backless couch covered in white embroidery, a maroon chair with padded headrests, an elegant tan settee with a low back, and a dark green couch with thick pillows. The maroon chair was nearest the fire, and the headrests identified it as a chair for old women. She sat, and found the seat warmer and softer than it had looked. She pulled the knitted throw down from the chair back and spread it over her legs. Another deep breath came and went.


  Only then did Nina notice Tara, across from her in the settee, gazing intently her way. “Aunt Nina, I’ve never seen you so relaxed.” It was Tara’s way, a clumsy intimacy that had been her father’s, too.


  Nina swallowed the sarcasm that at first had come to her mind. Her niece was guileless and harmless; Nina decided to be, as well. “It’s just been so long since I have been home.”


  “Home?”


  Nina nodded. “My father’s cabin was like this—strange, and yet comfortable. This place reminds me of it. Comfort. Safety. Friendship. Battles are fought and soldiers slain to assure these simple things. It almost makes war seem… justified.”


  “Tea,” announced their host, arriving with a silver service complete with a steaming kettle and four shiny cups. Beside these were small cakes that showed the brown crust where they had been formed by the angel’s iron cook pan.


  “You drink tea, and eat cakes?” Aegis asked, amazed.


  Phaeton bowed his head as though accepting a compliment. “I have been studying the habiliments of your culture.”


  Tara smiled, lifting a book from the small stand beside the settee. Its cover read, The Habiliments of Human Culture. “I see.”


  Phaeton busied himself, distributing the tea and cakes, and was gone quickly again.


  With crumbs hanging untieflinglike from his black-painted lips, Aegis said to his mother, “You really could live like this, in a tube?”


  “Yes, I could. Home is where you are welcome. I am welcome here. One person’s heaven will not be another person’s.”


  Aegis became suddenly philosophical, as was his wont. “That’s the problem with calling any place heaven. It’s only heaven for whatever god made it. To everybody but the high-up man, it’s just another day at the salt mines.”


  Nina looked at her son and realized Phaeton had been right about this kid. He’d make one hell of an adult… if he survived long enough.


  He wasn’t done. “Which means that the so-called heavens are no better than the so-called hells. A fiend in heaven is as unhappy as a deva in hell.”


  “Maybe that’s my problem,” Nina said, the bitterness suddenly returning, “a fiend in heaven.”


  “At worst,” Phaeton said, winging in to sit on the backless couch and sip tea in a comical simulation of ease, “you are a reformed fiend. You’ve made a home for yourself in Moddos, and have done many good things for her folk. Reformed fiends like you are often better friends than devas that have neither fallen nor been redeemed.”


  Nina glanced up from the teacup she cradled in her cold hands, and she smiled her thanks.


  A harsh knock came at the door at the top of the tower.


  Phaeton set down his cup, careful not to spill, and said, “Excuse me.” He launched himself up toward the door. The surge of his wings buffeted the crumbs from the plates below, and Aegis irritably finger-combed his black hair.


  The sound of wings ceased as Phaeton lighted on the landing high above. Then came a soft creak as the door came open. Phaeton began a pleasant greeting, but his soft tones were interrupted by a harsh, loud voice: “Where are the visitors that came to you today? Bring them out to us, that we may know them!”


  Phaeton’s voice replied in appeasement, and he quickly shut the door on his words. From the sounds that came through the stone wall, he seemed to be pleading with an angry crowd.


  “A mob of angels?” Aegis wondered, cocking his ear to listen to the argument. The ever-voracious eighteen-year-old put down his cake, stood up, and crept to the wall to put his ear against it. “They are saying something about us, about you, Mother, something about witches and fiends.”


  Nina grew pale. Her body ached in the warm safety of the chair where she sat. “Not even here. Not even here.”


  Aegis listened with fearful glee. “He’s really giving it to them. But they’re only getting angrier. They say they know who we are, and the atrocities that you were never tried for—”


  A sudden crackle resounded, and an incandescent blaze filled the air outside. The light was so powerful that it knifed through every shutter slat and cement crack, and the darkness inside was crisscrossed with glaring beams. A bright flash, the brief shout of blinded angels, and then the door slammed above again.


  Phaeton dropped among them in one great rush.


  “Come,” he said.


  They stood, startled, and he swept them up in his arms, leapt from the parlor platform, and descended in near free fall to the ground below. He touched down and released them roughly. The three struggled to stay upright as he flung back the cellar doors.


  “Flee for your lives,” he rasped out. His eyes held embarrassed apology, and Nina could not help thinking of the poor creature poring fragilely over his book of human etiquette. “Do not look behind you or stop in the passage. It lets out into the Golgoath Stream. It is fast-flowing and cool here. Take a log from the woodpile and cling to it as you let the waters bear you to the Golgoath Cascade and into the Hidrene Valley, then past the Meccaic Cascade and out to sea. From there, escape how you may from Celestia. You are no longer safe here.”


  With those instructions, he pushed them past the cellar doors and onto the descending stairs.


  “What about you, Godfather?” asked Tara anxiously.


  “I am about to destroy this place. The blindness of your pursuers will not last long. Hurry.”


  Tara had descended a few stairs, but she turned and said sadly, “Destroy this place? Your home?”


  “It is the only way they might believe we are dead. And if I don’t destroy it, they most certainly will. Now, flee.”


  “What about you?” repeated Tara.


  Phaeton fondly cupped her chin in one hand. “I’ll survive, and I will come looking for you.”


  “We’ll go first to Moddos, to meet Gwyn when she returns,” Nina said as she descended into the cellar.


  “They were waiting for you. It may already be too late for her,” replied Phaeton. With that, he leapt upward.


  Tara released a moan of terror for her mother, but Nina’s hand was too quickly latched onto hers, and she pulled her niece down into the fetid cellar.


  “The sooner we get to her, the better. Now come on.”


  Those were the last words any of them spoke as they ran down the ill-lit passageway. Only the faint glow of light spilling in a grate at the far end kept them from ramming into the blue-gray shapes of wood and clay and iron that loomed up on either side of the dark passage. Soon, they had cleared the clutter of shelves and old machinery. The nimble Tara had taken the lead. She rushed to the end of the tunnel, where three stair steps led to the grate. Its stout black bars were covered with spongy moss, and beyond it ran the Golgoath.


  The water churned whitely in the narrow, steep channel it carved among the buildings of Tuscan. A light ghost of steam peeled slowly up from the surface of the stream, and a warm mist shifted restlessly among the bars of the grate.


  “I guess cool means no longer boiling,” observed Aegis wryly.


  Nina kicked back the grate, and it swung soundlessly ajar. She grabbed a short log from the pile of wood at the top of the stairs and thrust it into her son’s hands. “I hope your face paint is waterproof,” she said. Selecting similar boughs for Tara and herself, Nina said simply, “Follow me.”


  Descending the three steps in one bound, she pushed past the opening and plunged feetfirst in the milky wash. Even in the roar of the current, which grabbed her like a claw and flung her down the channel, she heard and felt the concussion of two more bodies plunging into the stream. Then, she had time only to clutch the log bobbing along above her head and struggle upward for a breath. When her head emerged from the foamy surface, she saw Tuscan sweeping dizzily away around her. The three towers of Phaeton’s home had already shrunk to inconsequential spikes in a forest of others. She knew they were his only because of the swarm of devas darting angrily around them…


  And then, because of the explosion.


  The onion-shaped cap of the main tower blew upward, borne on a column of orange smoke. The stone walls bounced once, and the tower expanded to twice its size. Sometime in that expansion, the integrity of the structure was lost, and walls became stones and mortar only. They viciously sliced outward into the spinning swarm of angels, a hail of brimstone.


  Nina was dragged under again. She sputtered and choked, yanking on the branch.


  She glimpsed the scene one last time, and angels were dropping dead from the sky. There was no sign of Phaeton, anywhere.


  The channel steepened, then sluiced around a bend, and Nina was battered against the wall. Amidst the cooling waters, she felt thrashing blows from two soft forms. Tara and Aegis had been flung up against her.


  The three were caught for a moment in a twirling eddy current, and Nina saw her son, brown skin scoured of its white and black paint, chin foamed as though he had a ragged beard, eyes wide with terror. Tara looked little the worse for wear, her braids streaming and her tan face flushed.


  “Everybody here?” gargled Nina jokingly.


  And then everyone wasn’t. A sudden current yanked Aegis away from the women, bore him along a long smooth curve, and hurled him over a roaring waterfall.


  



  
    ♦ My Doors Are Forever Closed ♦
  


  
    

  


  “Saints and proxies!”


  His shop was burning.


  He had tried the doors. They’d been barricaded from the outside. He’d thrown Tara’s baby chair through the parlor window, but the chair only crashed against a barred shutter.


  Boffo fell back. His eyes teared from smoke and heat as the violins and rebecs hanging beside him on the parlor wall crackled and split open with the blaze. The flames roared through his display of fifes and panpipes, singing eerily.


  Who would do this? Who would destroy his home?


  The kitchen was a roaring throat of fire, and already the joists Artus had cut and joined were burned half through. The room where Gwyn and Tara had once lived slouched ominously downward and rained big orange sparks onto the smoking table.


  Who would bake a gnome alive in his own shop?


  He had done everything he could do. All that remained was to speak the ancient gnome curse:


  
    

  


  
    “I curse you, my foe.
 Whatever you gain in this shall turn against you.
 Whatever you plunder from me shall bring you misery.
 Whatever gold you take shall buy your grave.
 My doors are forever closed to you.
 The sorrow shall be yours alone.
 I shall only laugh, and my friends shall dance on your dying day.”
  


  
    

  


  Quietly, fiercely, he finished the old, powerful words of the curse. Then he pulled open the door of his closet, stepped within, and closed it behind him.


  Two


  Closet Chronicles
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  It was tough, being dead. All the benefits were outweighed by the thousand petty annoyances. Aereas had never realized just how much he had relied on his body.


  It was nearly impossible for his mind to get to sleep without an exhausted body to force it to do so. Instead, his thoughts merely buzzed round and round like a fly in a stoppered bottle. His white-walled cubicle was just such a stoppered bottle, featureless except for a tiny closet on one side. With no windows and no door, Aereas couldn’t even tell night from day, and so, his ratiocination never ceased. The best he could do was think about sleep, which was not at all the same as experiencing it.


  He had asked for windows—certainly he had—and a door and a cot, but was granted the closet only, perhaps as a mocking joke. How many cloaks does a bodiless specter need to hang up?


  With no daylight, Aereas had taken to measuring the passage of time by the infinitesimal accumulation of dust on the floor. He dwelt in a crude hourglass. Whenever the dust had risen to another fourteen thousandth the height of the wall, he would think about sleep, just for old times’ sake.


  His body had been an anchor in various other ways, too. It had kept him in a room even when his mind had wandered elsewhere. It had kept his vision focused in one direction rather than all and none. It had made certain speakers in a room sound nearer and others sound farther. Now, every voice shouted equally into his mind.


  A body had also provided him an ultimate ground for desire: there had always been, at last, hunger and thirst, pain and pleasure, to dictate his actions. Now he was beyond such concerns. (Whether he was above them or below them was a question he had debated with himself too long, already.) His desires had floated free of their moorings.


  He would have no thoughts or feelings for days, and then suddenly become possessed by an overwhelming urge to design a table with two legs. He would continually repeat a single word to himself until it lost its meaning, and still continue on until it gained a new meaning, and again until it lost that meaning, too. His mind would unspool itself, seeking the sixth regular solid after the icosahedron, and finding five more, each with over nine thousand sides. He would imagine a tree trunk that would branch in a geometric progression where the whole expression was the number of feet along the bough before a divergence and the denominator was the number of branches produced. He would stare at the white walls around him until he could convince himself that what he was seeing was a meadow or a volcano, or a pulsing brain.


  And then, in the midst of it all, the Lady would summon him. She would rip his spirit from the cell and deposit it in the center of a shadowy umbra, in one room or another of her buildings of state. There, he would confront her enemies, folk the Lady wished to convict personally. She would rifle through Aereas’s mind, looking for words and thoughts, ideas she could use in delivering whatever sentence she had decided upon. After such trials, she deposited him again in his cell, leaving his psyche in tatters.


  Such was the life of a judge-executioner.


  Even so, he loved those trials. He had no other contact with living creatures, and so would prolong the sentencing in any way he might, using the time to wrap himself around and through the fresh minds of kidnappers and traitors and killers.


  Perhaps oddest of all, he didn’t realize things should be any different. It had been a long, long time since he had had a body, and what with the Lady’s habitual pillaging of his mind, he couldn’t even remember what that body had looked like or what it had done. He’d gleaned bits here and there from people he sentenced to death—fearful half-truths about a fiend war and a savior and a fallen angel, but none of it made any sense. He’d also gotten hold of his name from someone, and repeated it often enough in different levels of his mind that the Lady couldn’t strip all of the mentions away.


  Speak of the Lady. She had just arrived—not her, but the icy terror that presaged her coming. The white walls of Aereas’s cell were suddenly gone, with their thirty-three fourteen-thousandths layers of dust. Around him materialized a tiled bath, with steam rising in fat puffs up from bubbling pools. The whole place dripped. Condensed water inched down the groin vaults and back into the tiled tubs below.


  In one stony corner, Aereas hovered within the impenetrable darkness that was his manifestation. No one stood near him, and he wondered to whom he was intended to deliver a death sentence. He wondered, too, if he had ever been in this part of the Lady’s buildings of state, and whether he was even in one of her buildings now.


  He braced. Usually, now, her knives would plunge into his mind and draw out big quivering hunks of thought to be served up. Today, there was no such invasion, but merely a presence, a listening presence. Aereas listened, too.


  At first, he heard only the plash of water being laved over someone’s back. He adjusted his sight, narrowing it from the expanse all around to focus on a red-tailed imp, its wings flapping in slow contentment through the bubbling water. Then came the pad of bare feet. A boy of no more than ten approached the bathing imp and performed a quick bow.


  “The sorcerer has completed his work, and wishes to speak with you, Master Penshard.”


  “There’s my boy. Well delivered,” responded the imp with a grating voice and a mocking splash of his red tail. “It’s amazing how having half of one’s mouth sewn shut can make one more selective about what to say and what not to say.”


  The boy nodded again, and Aereas now saw that the far side of his mouth had been stitched together in a ragged line. “Thank you, Master Penshard. Thank you.” The boy made a none-too-lingering retreat, bowing himself out all the way.


  Into the space he vacated came a sorcerer, a lean spidery-looking man with gray robes that dragged through the puddles on the floor and drew water upward in long grasping fingers. The man’s face was gaunt, his eyes a bit too large for his head, but peaceful looking, all the same. Long white hair bunched at his shoulders. As the sorcerer strode forward, Aereas saw just how tall this wizard was, stooping lower and lower as he came, until he stood nearly doubled beneath the groin vault where Master Penshard lounged.


  The old mage looked up dubiously at the ceiling, and a drop of unwholesome water slid from the stonework to splash his cheek. Grunting in irritation, the man said, “Zinthricarius mastric thantretoredos.” Aereas felt the arcane logic of magic channeling through his brain. The vault above the mage swelled to twice its previous height, and the man stood up.


  “What have you done to my castle?” shrieked the imp in fury.


  The mage raised an off-putting hand. “Don’t worry. The space is extradimensional. None of your other rooms will be disturbed. I will dispel it, if you like, when I leave.”


  “Yes, of course,” rasped Master Penshard, already forgetting the affront. “The boy said you had it.”


  “I do, indeed,” replied the mage sedately. He reached into a small pouch he carried at his waist and drew forth a short length of chain. He continued to pull, and more chain came, and more, until it was clinking as it curled into a puddle on the floor. “Here it is, the only chain in all the planes that can bind the Lady of Pain.” Aereas peered at the thing, a circular chain carved from a single piece of bone.


  “How am I to know this chain is carved from the breastbone of Leonan, himself?”


  The spidery old man looked up with amusement. “You know it because I tell it to you. You know it because you have seen the other trinkets we have pillaged from the old corpse.” Into Aereas’s mind flashed an image of the old mage stooped over a wagon, on which he lashed down two gigantic teeth. “We have learned much about the shambling old skeleton in pursuing him. Perhaps I might fashion his skull into a great carriage.”


  “Yes, yes, Zabor, I know you are most capable,” said the imp in quick appeasement. “Give me the chain.”


  The mage was still paying the thing out onto the floor, and the pile of links had reached his knees. “That is what I am doing. Now, you must give me the rest of the payment.”


  “Of course,” replied the imp greasily. He slapped clawed hands together, and the boy with the half-sewn mouth came running. “Go fetch my chancellor and tell him to bring the payment.”


  The boy nodded and ran.


  Zabor glanced from the chain to the imp, whose claws were already looping eagerly through the links. The water of his bath seemed to bubble faster in his excitement.


  The spidery mage said, “Penshard, since when have you had a chancellor?” The words were no sooner done than the sorcerer quietly added, “Szitatisfero.”


  Suddenly, the tiled bath around the imp shrunk, and his red outsides split, shooting red insides in a fountain up from the bath to splatter across the groin vault above.


  Zabor considered the dripping vestibule. He almost imperceptibly reversed the action of his hands, feeding the chain back into the tiny pouch. He shook his head. “And I thought Penshard too stupid to conceive of treachery. Oh, well, if I can’t find a buyer, I’ll use the chain myself.” He was still muttering to himself and repositioning the chain when the so-called chancellor arrived. It was a white dragon, and it hissed a thin line of frost as it walked forward.


  “How droll,” the sorcerer muttered. He repeated the word that had shrunk the bath of Master Penshard. The spell had the same effect on the archway around the dragon, shrinking it and crushing the wyrm into two wriggling chunks.


  The mage flipped the last link into his pouch, sniffed the air, and walked patiently out of the distorted chamber. On the way out, he passed the mouth-sewn boy, who rushed by the mage to gape in amazement at the dragon.


  Then, Aereas, too, was gone, back in his cell. The details of what he had just seen—Zabor, Master Penshard, the baths, the chain—one by one were stripped away from his mind. She took everything, his memory of the location, the color and composition of the stone, the height and weight of the mage and the imp, physical descriptions—everything. Soon, his mind was like a tangle of tree branches stripped of every leaf.


  Not every leaf. There was one set of words, of symbols, that she had neglected to take: “Zinthricarius mastric thantretoredos.” He repeated the phrase four times, six times, ten times, until he had scattered it in all places through his mind. This was one idea she would not steal from him.


  The closet. It was just the space he would need. With an easy turn of thought, he gazed past the doorless entry into the dim emptiness beyond. Another thought, and he set a glimmering point of light at the top of the storage space. The Lady had granted him meager powers in his own cell, most of which were meant to make up for lacking hands and feet and a backbone. Aereas had ignored most because they were too paltry to be useful. Besides, until now, his spectral self wanted for nothing that they could attain for him.


  Until now.


  He peered at the floor of polished oak. His mind reached out to the floorboards, sensing the natural curves and knots in the wood, swelling them, accentuating them. A floorboard near the center of the space buckled slightly, as it would in time, with age. It formed a rill, and the splintered edge of it lifted a quarter inch from the planks around it.


  Then, turning his mind to nearer boards, Aereas slowly leeched the water free from the resins that held it trapped. Those planks shrank slightly, dried out, and an irregular puddle of water formed atop them.


  His mind was starting to hurt. It was enough for now. Or almost enough.


  “Zinthricarius mastric thantretoredos.”


  They were not just words, but true magic, for their patterns had been imprinted on the spectral mind of Aereas. The closet space swelled outward until it matched the size of the rest of the cell.


  “Zinthricarius mastric thantretoredos.”


  Again, the enlargement, until the space was eight times the size of the cell.


  “Zinthricarius mastric thantretoredos.”


  Sixty-four times. And again, and again, until the light that Aereas had set so high in the space beamed down like a great sun, and the buckled and splintered floorboard made a magnificent distant range of rankling mountains, and the irregular puddle of water had formed itself into a wide, deep sea that reflected back the dancing light of the sun.


  Aereas slid his ghostly emptiness through the closet doorway and out into the world he had made. His spirit danced with the natural winds of the place and played over the face of the deep.


  



  
    ♦ Girls Are Tougher ♦
  


  
    

  


  Barru the ogre blinked in wicked satisfaction as the fire he had lit drove him back, away from the blazing music shop. The gnome’d be put in the dead book for sure after this one.


  He felt a jab in his back—his brother, Harrald.


  Barru said, “We done this one good ’nuff.”


  You’re taking responsibility for this, then?


  “Not jus’ me, but you, too,” said the ogre, wanting to calm his hot-headed brother before it came to blows… again. As Barru turned to explain, he realized Harrald couldn’t talk directly into his mind. He then saw, instead of his brother, a black-haired, lavender-eyed woman.


  Ogres club first and ask questions later. Barru responded accordingly. When his club struck the woman’s head, though, instead of pulping skull and brain together into a paste, the club shattered and fluttered away in a flurry of splinters.


  I am under the Lady’s own protection. You cannot harm me while I am in the city. I, on the other hand, can harm you.


  The black-haired woman produced a coal-crusted log from behind her back and brained Barru brutally. As the ogre went down in a nerveless jumble, he glimpsed Harrald rearing up behind the woman. There was an instant of bleak hope, and then Harrald’s club also shattered, and the woman struck again.


  Barru had enough time to frown before his eyes slid closed. One way or another, the lights were going out: in the next instant, Harrald collapsed atop his brother.


  Girls are tougher than they used to be.


  Three


  Bone and Crone
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  Leonan awoke, startled. How long had he slept? A day? A week? A month? There was an autumnal crispness in the air.


  A season. He had slept a season.


  He did not sit up. The pine forest around him was only just tall enough to hide his skeletal form if he lay down. Not until the sun had fully set would he slowly rise, letting the spruces and firs slide out from between his ribs. At least these trees held their greenery. The broadleaf woodlands would no longer offer him any cover as autumn deepened.


  In eighteen years of searching, Leonan had not found another body to inhabit. He would not trade undead godflesh for undead mortal flesh, and he was unwilling to exorcise a native soul from its body. Other gods might not flinch away from possessing a peasant, or a pig, or a pet, but the onetime catlord had sympathy for all so-called lesser creatures. Necromancy would only make his fate worse, and, so far, the other magics had failed him.


  But this land, this autumnal pasture of heaven, was said to hold a great mage—one who, perhaps, could give him new life in a living body…. Or, perhaps, end the torturous old life yet clinging to desiccated bone.


  The titanic skeleton was a liability, certainly, but not as much as the whole body had been. He’d spent his first summer in the Beastlands surrounded by a perpetual cloud of ravens, picking away the dried flesh. He had quit that plane, wriggling through an Outlands gate—he did not even know where—to fight his way past the startled townsfolk and run faster than ravens or devas flew, only to reach another Outlands gate and dive through it. The ravens did not follow. His speed had assured that. Neither did much of his flesh. The townsfolks’ torches and flaming arrows had made sure of that.


  Now he walked a pleasant enough land—pleasant except for the shortness of the trees, the long bare spaces between them, and the ever-vigilant farmers of the place.


  He’d briefly considered removing his head, as Nina had done for him, and leaving the rest of his body behind. He could, then, roll his way along. Or, perhaps he would leave a stump of neck to use for hopping about. If he left his collar bones, he could use them like a pair of crude legs. Such alternatives were quickly discounted. What benefit he might have gained from the diminished size would be sacrificed in diminished speed. That, and there was the problem of leaving a largely intact god skeleton for someone to raise somehow and put to heinous purpose. It was bad enough to loose a bone, leaving it to be made into one foul artifact or another.


  His thoughts had occupied him until the sun had fully set. Now, in slowly rising from his forest bed, Leonan felt a strange tugging, and then an odd freedom. Next came the plink plink of dry bones dropping onto rocky ground. What had he lost?


  He sat fully upright, his much-scarred skull pulling free of the trees. There were still some vines tangled in the crown of onyx-rhino horn that the fly lord had grafted onto his head. No matter. He had more pressing concerns.


  His bony hands raised to his chest, and felt… nothing…. Nothing until the opposing digits clicked into grip around the curved thoracic spine. His ribs were gone. Gone!


  He thought he had sensed creatures picking, picking at his bones, but had suspected goblins, dogs—perhaps the odd human. But this time it had been more, much more.


  Leonan rose to his feet, turned around, knelt, and studied the ground where the ribs had fallen. Undamaged, the bones were nicely fanned outward upon the floor of pine needles. It couldn’t have been a creature seeking marrow, or the ribs would have been gnawed, mangled, strewn. Leonan reached out and lifted one of the curved bones. It was in fine shape, no toothmarks, no splintery cracks, no… He studied the end of it, flat and fuzzy, like a sawed log, as though the rib had been cut away from the breastbone.


  The breastbone. Picking among the trees, Leonan couldn’t find his breastbone anywhere. He checked again, sifting the undergrowth. The sternum was gone.


  Why would anyone go to the trouble of sawing the breastbone away from a sleeping godskeleton?


  A thousand explanations immediately presented themselves. Perhaps the breastbone, since it lay immediately upon the heart, could be shaped into a talisman to control him. Perhaps the removal of the sternum would start a quick disintegration of the rest of the skeleton. Perhaps the breastbone of a god, when ground down, could make a powder that would make any drinker immortal.


  Of all the bones to take, this one boded worst. Leonan sat back on his bony pelvis and looked about, above the black nighttime tips of the trees. No longer could he simply run, hiding from place to place. Now, he must track down and confront his tormentors, retrieving from them the bone they had stolen away.


  Where had they gone? If only there had been snow on the ground, he could have tracked them more easily. As it was, Leonan’s season-long slumber had caused irreparable disruptions in this needled forest. He rose, vacant sockets patiently surveying the fringes of his bed, with its churned needles and bent-back trees. The moon had risen and peaked in the sky and begun to descend before Leonan at last gave up the search. There were no tracks. The grave robbers had been careful about that.


  Still, he had to act. There was a slim small light on the horizon, like a well-trimmed lamp set in a slightly open set of shutters, a beacon to some welcomed visitor. He would be a visitor, certainly. As to whether he would be welcomed…


  Gathering his errant ribs from the trees where they lay, he bound them together with the vines that had been stuck in his rhino crown. He slung the strange bundle in his pelvis and set out at a loping, titanic stride for that slim light.


  In seven shuddering steps, he was almost there, and the light was suddenly snuffed. He saw the cottage, though, and maintained his pace toward it. In an uncommon quirk of morbid humor, Leonan pulled one of the longer rib bones from the bundle in his pelvis and turned its hammer-hooked end downward—a giant door knocker for a giant hand.


  He reached the cottage, a little box of logs and thatch with spots of stone and mortar here and there. The place must have been cozy in its day, but had seen many hard years, and not enough upkeep. In fact, the gray thatch of the roof was so thin that Leonan could see the glow of a rather large fire on the small hearth within. The blaze cast the shadows of thin rafters in sharp relief, and Leonan thought he could even make out a small table and a bench.


  Bringing the hooked end of the liberated rib to bear on the tiny door, Leonan lightly rapped thrice. Beneath the thatch, an old, rickety figure rose from an old rickety chair and crept toward the door. It was a woman. Somehow he knew that even before she spoke.


  “Who’s there?” came her craggy, suspicious call, and the door came open a narrow handsbreadth. Old white hair, long as a maiden’s, streamed momentarily out into the cool night.


  Until that moment, Leonan had not considered that if he knocked, he would need to speak. He knew he could speak without lungs or voice box or tongue, just as he could see without eyes, but it had been some time since he had done so. He opened his gap-toothed death’s-head and tried to form the sounds for “hello,” but all that emerged was a rattling hiss.


  “Damn kids!” shouted the old woman. “Can’t you leave a blind old woman alone?” With that, she slammed the door.


  Leonan could see her beneath the thatch, shaking her head and walking back to her chair by the fire. He felt his phantom brow furrowing, and he straightened his back. Perhaps there was another cottage in sight, and he wouldn’t need to plague this old crone longer. A full pivot of his head told him this was the only cottage—his best hope of finding the lost sternum. He rapped lightly on the door again.


  The response was immediate from the woman at the fire: “Ha, ha. You’ve had your laugh. Now, get, or I’ll put a hex on you.”


  A third set of knocks, and Leonan mustered a greeting, “Hello, old crone.” There was no breath in those words, though they rumbled with the low terror of the wind, and the thin rafters trembled.


  A pause came after that. It seemed even the cool night breezes stilled to hear what the woman would whisper next. In ears that were long gone, Leonan heard her soft voice, “Oh, I know you. You’ve taken Buchvold, and now you’ve come for me, too. I figured the light in the window would bring one of you to me, either him alive, or the one that took him away.”


  There was so much Leonan would have said to explain, if only his voice were a gentler, more glib thing. Instead, he simply introduced himself. “I am Leonan, an undead god.”


  “Yes,” the woman replied softly. “I knew it was you, the leonine god of the dead. Well, you may as well take me.”


  “I do not wish to take you,” replied Leonan. “I seek those who stole my breastbone.”


  The woman stood up, and her stride held something of frustration and anger. “You make my eyes go out, wither my cottage away to shambles, take my husband, and now you won’t take me.”


  “I seek those who stole my breastbone.”


  “I did,” snapped the old woman as she tossed back the front door. “Now let’s go.”


  Though he sensed the faint tingling of weak magics about the old crone, Leonan knew her claim was improbable, if not impossible. If she were a true mage, a godbone-stealing mage, she’d have whipped up spells to overcome her blindness and fix her roof. Still, Leonan’d had little practice at socializing these eighteen years, and so he blurted, “Return it to me.”


  The crone was busy wrapping herself in a series of ragged shawls and threadbare cloaks, the sum of which made her look like a barrel-bellied alley cat. As former catlord, Leonan had a weakness for such creatures. “Can’t,” she claimed at length. “I already carved it into a canoe, but it sank, thank you very much.”


  “You did not take my breastbone,” Leonan accused. “Do you know who did?”


  The crone lifted her cloudy eyes up toward the voice of the skeleton-god and said boldly, “If I did know and wouldn’t tell, you would be forced to kill me, right?”


  Leonan hadn’t thought things through this far, though he followed her lead. “I would be forced to.”


  A near-toothless smile answered that. “Then I do, but won’t, so you must.”


  Now Leonan knew how the old creature had survived so long—too cussed ornery to die. He also had a sudden insight as to why Buchvold had ventured out to his death. Another full turn of his head told him there were still no other cabins nearby.


  “I must do nothing,” Leonan replied, at last remembering himself. “I am an undead god, and you are just a crone. I have no more use for you.”


  “Oh, no, you don’t!” shouted the woman. “I’ve heard tales of you, cursing a body by never ever paying a visit, so she stays alive even though her body falls to dust around her, and all she’s got left is just cold bones. You’re taking me, now, and that’s that. Ending up just bones—that’s not fit for a dog.”


  Or for a god, thought Leonan. He did not speak, simply turning on a heel and stalking off. He had lost his breastbone during the day; he didn’t need to spend the night losing argument after argument with an old husk of womanflesh.


  He strode away, the nub-ends of his feet crunching in the dead dry wheat of the surrounding fields, left to rot for want of a harvesting hand. A small creek, swollen with the cold rains of autumn, meandered along the edge of the field. Leonan stepped in it, incapable of feeling its chill. He had been incapable of feeling much of anything for more than a decade.


  But tonight, he had felt something. Pity. That old woman, for all her crotchety argument, had reawakened something living in him. His breastbone was gone, yes, and his heart long before that, but there was an odd warmth hovering in the empty air just ahead of his spine.


  She and he were two of a kind, living skeletons: creatures dwelling inside shelters that were falling down around them, and being pestered by children and goblins and dogs. Both had grown weary of the minimal existence left to them, both seemed incapable of dying, of lying down and settling into nothing. It was a fate not fit for a dog, not even a bad dog, with more fleas than flesh and more bark than bite.


  “We’re going to walk all the way to Hades?” came a complaining voice.


  Leonan stopped in the midst of a stubbled field, where his feet slowly sank into the tar-black earth. He felt twin warmths now, not only the pity of a phantom heart, but the irritated itch of a bramble caught in his shin bone. He stooped. It was no bramble, but the old woman, clutching tightly to his lower leg.


  Even though she had eyes that she could not see with, and the skull had no eyes with which it could see, the two creatures glared into each others’ faces. As would soon become the rule, the woman spoke first: “Because if we’re going to, couldn’t I have more comfortable accommodations, something that doesn’t swing so much?”


  Leonan was incredulous. He felt like saying something about accommodations, that if he could not be comfortable in his own bones, certainly she would not be. But the scraggly, fat-bellied she-cat that clung pathetically to his leg was alone in the world, as was he—a condition that he could solve here and now.


  He reached for the bundled ribs, spread them into a cupped pallet in his empty pelvis, secured the raft in place, and then plucked the crone from his leg bones. He set her gently down in the cradling space. Some old instinct surfaced when he said, “There.”


  He began again to walk. She began again to talk.


  “I take it you’re just one big skeleton, and that right now I’m riding in your hip bones, which seems like just about the draftiest bumpiest ride you could give an old woman.”


  “Look, I’m just a skeleton. What do you want?” rumbled Leonan.


  “I’d bet your braincase is warmer, rainproof, better cushioned against jolts like these.”


  “I’m not going to let you crawl in my head.”


  “You’re not the greater god of death, are you, but just some lower-level message-boy skeleton, right?”


  “Do you want to go back onto the ankle?” asked Leonan in a growl.


  “I’m fine. I’m fine,” she said. One of her skinny hands waved away the conversation.


  Leonan shook his head. She had evidently been testing his limits, whether she knew it or not, finding out how far she could push him. Pretty far, as it turned out.


  “Name’s Clare, by the way,” mentioned the old woman. “But you probably knew that, being a god and all.”


  She didn’t know when to shut up, this one. Leonan decided to take the offensive. “We’ll sooner get to… where we’re going… if you help me find my breastbone.”


  “So that’s what’s holding things up! You’re not going to just let it go?”


  “I cannot. It can be put to heinous uses.”


  “Ah, you’re responsible for whatever bones you go out with, and if any are missing, they dock your pay, right?” Clare laughed to herself, a sound that was both chilling and warming. Leonan was glad he had no lips to betray a smile. The crone took a couple of bone slivers from the ends of a nearby rib, gathered her white hair into a sloppy bun atop her head, and held it there with the slivers. Then, pillowing her hands behind her head, she said, “Well, let’s see. What does this breastbone look like?”


  Leonan wondered at this. It was a breastbone, a giant breastbone….


  “That’s a little humor,” the blind woman said. “If you can talk, you can laugh, and if you can laugh, this job doesn’t have to be so hard on you. You might even get a promotion, get to gather up kings and queens and not just lonely old women.” That was a double-edged comment, and Leonan imagined it cut her as sharply as it cut him.


  “Would anyone around here have use for a god’s breastbone?”


  She considered. Her wry old face brightened with a coming joke. “Well, it’s not sledding season yet.”


  Leonan found himself laughing a bit at that. It felt good. It put flesh on his bones for a moment. He had been solitary so long, beyond any society except that of ravens and maggots. Just hearing a voice speaking to him in calm tones was a balm to whatever soul remained in his old bones.


  “See? I told you you could laugh. Thank the gods. Even a sick sense of humor’s better than none at all. As to your breastbone, I can’t think of anyone hereabouts having enough bladder control to stay in the same kingdom as a huge skeleton collecting souls for the hereafter. If he ever got his hands on it, old Zebidiah Cook would likely make it a table for playing cards on, and would tell everybody in two counties about it, and for spite put out his ashes in the little divots and say something almost clever like ‘ashes to ashes,’ but he’s the only one I can think of who’d even mess with such a thing. No, whoever took it wasn’t from here.”


  At last, she was being honest with him. Her tone was so relaxed, her voice so anecdotal, that she must have been speaking what she believed to be truth.


  “I think I smell smoke—somebody burning wet spruce. That’s got to be Taddy Coborne. He’s always getting fires in his chimbley, but’s too much of a layabout to actually cut his wood ahead of season and let it dry a bit. Watch that you don’t step on his hovel. It’s worse off than mine, and he’s got two kids.”


  Leonan topped a rise and saw immediately what she meant—a shabby little cabin with a slumping roof, piled too high with new thatch while the old rotted beneath. He had to sway his hips to one side rather sharply to step over the thing rather than on it, but one heel clipped the fireplace, knocking the top two feet into the unkempt chicken yard beside the house. The frantic flap of fowl answered that indiscretion, and an angry shout from within.


  On impulse, Leonan ran away, like any naughty boy. Once he’d cleared a ridge some leagues away, he slowed.


  “Would you mind telling me before you run?” the hag asked in irritation. “You almost dumped me back there. And what was all that clatter?”


  “I accidentally knocked over his chimney.”


  She clucked. “It needed rebuilt, anyway.”


  “You said only foreigners could have taken my sternum,” the skeleton-god said. “Where would they have come from?”


  “There is only one possible place, and if you’ve walked from my place to Taddy’s, you’re heading right for it.”


  Leonan raised his gaze, seeing a ridge of stone standing black against the starry sky. In its center there was a cleft, like a gap between one set of teeth and another. “That chasm?”


  “It’s more than a chasm. It’s a tear in the worlds. Some folks say it happened when one of you gods shot an arrow that went wild and sliced through everything. You can get to anywhere through there.”


  “I don’t want to get to anywhere. I want to get to the same place where the thieves went.”


  “Well, that wasn’t here, so you’d have a better shot of finding them through that cleft. Besides, if you’re soon enough, the same passage that they took will be open.”


  Leonan’s rain-polished skull bent downward in consideration. “What is the key to the portal?”


  “Don’t need one. The key’s been jammed in the lock for centuries, least that’s what everybody says.”


  Nodding in silent decision, Leonan quickened his pace toward that starry rent.


  “You thinking about running?” asked Clare, flailing for a handhold.


  “I’m about to run,” Leonan said.


  She quickly scrabbled for purchase on a slim process along the inner pelvis. “Thanks for the warning,” she said sarcastically.


  Though the chasm appeared to be leagues distant, the running skeleton-god reached it in ten bounds. He didn’t slow. The mountains had become no more discernable, only black solidity against blue-black heavens. Into the space, he plunged, with the exact aspect of a man leaping into cold, running water, though he had no lungs for gasping breath.


  There was a moment of brilliant flashing lights, and a thousand scenes of worlds within worlds. Leonan felt no solidity beneath his feet. He was falling and could not spare a glance to see if the crone were yet with him.


  Then his heels joltingly struck ground, as though there had been one more step on a stairway he had descended, and he staggered to a halt.


  The starry, rocky rent was gone. Gray ground and gray sky were left, infinite gearwork moving in silent majesty above.


  “Mechanus,” groused Leonan as he caught his balance on the slowly turning world.


  



  
    ♦ Red-Handed ♦
  


  
    

  


  Factor Nystuff tipped back his battle-black helm, spikes of ebony hair replacing spikes of bone. He scratched his head.


  It didn’t make sense. Two ogre bashers set fire to a music shop, then get into an argument and knock each other senseless. That’s what the battered old tiefling claimed, and the gawking crowd around him nodded in agreement.


  “Just a couple idiot vandals getting caught red-handed,” the tiefling reiterated. His own hands were rammed like sheathed stilettoes straight down into the pockets of his cloak.


  The Harmonium factor sniffed the air skeptically and turned away from the gawking crowd. The kip had already burned to its foundation, leaving only a couple chimneys, a potbelly stove, ragged stumps of smoldering wood, a door… standing, without blemish or char, though its frame had burned away to soot….


  It didn’t make sense.


  “Biles, get over here,” Nystuff shouted to his factotum. The lean young lieutenant responded quickly, though at a walk. Nystuff had never seen the man run.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “What do you make of that door standing there?” the factor asked, pointing.


  “Sir? What door, sir?”


  Nystuff wheeled, soot roiling away from his horned heels. The door was gone. He turned back in astonishment, and saw that the tiefling eyewitness, too, had vanished.


  Four


  Cataract
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  Tara had no time for dread. Aegis was gone, over the falls.


  Nina’s fingers slipped from the wall, and the current tore her away, as well.


  Tara lunged to grab her aunt, but already, a stone’s throw of turgid white water separated them. She thrust herself from the canal wall. A warm current, sinewy like a muscle, flung her along. She slid through the shallow curve, then felt the joined-stone walls give way to rough, raw granite.


  Over it all, the waters ran, their desire inexorable, their tide unstoppable.


  The muscle of the liquid lifted Tara for one dizzy moment, as though to show her the panorama of her coming fall. It would have been beautiful had it not been so terrifying: the heavenly city of ivory and gold, the great black chasm, the clinging ledges of green, the lightning-white river below. Between that low channel and this high spot, there was a cascade a mile high.


  Tara crested the wave, and plunged.


  The white foam around her lost all its weight, and any heat it had had. She tumbled free in the pelting droplets, no longer propelled by them, but among them. The world turned over. In midair, she spun, trying to right herself. Her efforts tugged her free of the plunging waters, and now she saw the chasm completely.


  No mere cleft in stone was this, but another world, a vertical world that girded up the horizontal one; sheer cliffs of black rock held thousands of jag-edged outcrops, from which hung veritable gardens; mosses lay in warm green carpets and dangled in velvety curtains; among them bloomed strange flowers with long yellow stems and purple and red blossoms; a golden radiance hovered around these ledges, clouds of bees—


  She spun over headlong again, and the ledges flashed by in nauseating panoply.


  Wriggling like a cat, Tara managed to stop her spin, though with her head downmost. She had fallen perhaps a quarter mile already. She glimpsed—there, among the tiny cliff-gardens below—two flailing points: Aunt Nina, who had also pulled free of the cascade, and, farther down, Cousin Aegis, tumbling in the waters.


  Would they live? Could any of them survive that terrific impact, that impossible cauldron?


  A strange calm came over Tara. It suddenly felt as though she were not falling at all, but soaring birdlike past world after minute world. Each ledge was a perfect home to some plant, some creature. A longing tugged at Tara to veer toward the lovely stony shelves, but none of those ledges could save her. The impact would bring certain death. Unattainable, deadly, beautiful—the paradises flashed past.


  She considered the roaring white cascade beside her. It did not hold certain death. It held cold, pounding thunder, terrible weight, bone-crunching hammer blows, tumbled tangled drowning beneath black seas… but not certain death.


  Godfather Phaeton would not have sent them over this cascade unless he knew they could survive it. And what had he said about the Golgoath Stream, about its healing waters?


  Tara spun slowly about and dived back toward the torrid flood. It was falling slower than she, its weight eased downward by the compression of liquid below. Tara plunged into the flow. The water thundered and spattered and pummeled; it coursed in cold intimacy over her skin, as though sensing the thrumming hot tides of blood within.


  Perhaps that was it—the kinship of blood and water—perhaps that was what might save her. Her body was little more than water, and if she let herself move within the current, as part of it, she just might survive.


  Such thoughts kneaded the tension from her. Rigidity would kill. To make herself hard like stone would be to suffer the same fate as whatever rocky outcrops had once jutted into these falls. They were gone, pulverized, and only the water remained.


  Water had been her father’s element. He had been like it: patient, gentle, powerful, flexible, persistent, always seeking his level. To survive, Tara would need to be like water, like him.


  The liquid quickly compacted around her, drawing the errant spray back into the main belly of the falls and squeezing the last of the air out. Without thinking it or willing it, Tara released the lungful of air she held. The falls squeezed it from her. Had she tried to hold it within, the force would have blasted out her teeth.


  Then the cascade plunged, not through empty air but through other water—foamy, thin water. Tara did not fight it, following the dense shaft of liquid as it thrust down deeper, deeper into the lake, coursed along the concave belly of a rocky basin, and then angled slowly upward, rising.


  Tara felt elation as she began floating upward. Jumbled bubbles gently nuzzled her legs and arms and face. Most of the air bubbles bumped along her skin and trailed up and away, though many seeped through the coarse weave of her trousers and shirt, and joined to make air pockets. Before she knew it, the rump, shoulders, and sleeves of her clothes were inflated, and they pulled her upward. It was as though Phaeton himself were there, drawing her toward air and light.


  With breathless wonderment, Tara realized he was there. He had known they would survive the cascade and would not survive the mob. He had known his dear goddaughter would fall with the water, let it balm the bruises and abrasions that might have slain her, and rise with the air.


  Still, it was none-too-soon when a blue-lipped Tara broke the surface of the pool and gasped a deep breath. She used it to laugh, and gasped a second.


  “Swim this way!” shouted Nina over the roaring waters. She waved Tara toward her, toward the middle of the pool and away from the battering hammer blows of the cascade behind her.


  Tara held that second breath and swam. Even as she did, she felt the slow lethal drag of the foamy waters at her. It had been one thing to join herself with the waterfall during its mile-long plunge, but would be quite another to drift back under it and be pounded and shredded by the dense cascade. Her arms ached from the pummeling she had already taken, and from the breathlessness. She began drifting backward. Now it was time to be like the stone, she thought, time to be hard and heavy and resistant.


  Unable to battle the top current, Tara took three quick breaths, let out the last, and dived down. Schools of bubbles buffeted her and tried to drag her upward again, but she cut through them and pressed lower. A monstrous surge flung her back, as though some deep denizen lashed her with its tentacles, but she fought onward. Reaching a rocky spur at the bottom edge of the churning pool, Tara got her feet beneath her and kicked out and up.


  She surfaced beyond even her Aunt Nina, who labored still against the cascade’s pull. Pride reddened Tara’s face, along with the gasp of air she took, but then she grew pale again.


  Nina was just a slick tangle of black hair above the whitecaps. Only one ear and one frantic eye showed with each convulsive pull of her free arm. Her other arm was wrapped around the shoulder of her limp son, dragging him along behind her. Suddenly ashamed at having congratulated herself so soon, Tara swam toward them.


  Always the most athletic of the three, Tara reached her aunt and her cousin, swung an arm over Nina, and reversed her stroke. Nina was cold and slack beneath Tara’s arm, and Aegis would be even worse. If they survived at all, they’d have nothing but damnations for the angel who sent them sluicing down into the bowels of Tuscan.


  Of course, Tara realized grimly, Phaeton himself might be dead even now.


  “Take us to land,” Nina gasped out.


  “Phaeton said to follow the cataract—” Tara began.


  “He’s my son, damn it. Take us to land!”


  Free of the treacherous currents, Tara plunged toward the rocky shoreline. She was still a stone’s throw from it when Aunt Nina pulled free and stood up, her feet on the pool’s basin. She dragged a battered-looking Aegis toward her, across the choppy top of the water, lifted him into her arms, and harshly squeezed him to force the water from his lungs.


  The cough held no life to it. It was a dead man’s moan, air shifting of its own accord within still flesh. Some blood came with the air, and some pink-tinged foam. Nina loosened her hold and rushed toward shore, lugging Aegis limply over one shoulder.


  Tara merely stood and watched, tears streaming down her face.


  Nina reached a fist-shaped white boulder, threw her son onto it, and pummeled his back. More pink bubbles gushed forth, and a thin stream of blood like a crimson snake moved through the lichen. She thrust a hand beneath his mouth, checking for breath. The tight anguish on her face told that she felt none.


  Her fists again struck the boy’s back, and she shouted, “Live, damn you. Live. You die here, I die with you. Live!”


  Tara approached slowly, not wanting to intrude upon the moment of grief.


  Her aunt flipped the body over and felt for breath again. She struck his chest. “Breathe!”


  The rock glistened with water and blood, some of which came from the battered body of Aegis, and some of which came from Aunt Nina’s own knees as she struggled over her son’s still form.


  Tara reached the stone and felt its coldness beneath her hands. “Aunt Nina,” she began quietly.


  The brown face lifted toward her, wide eyes ringed in red, but yet without tears, as though the waterfall had stolen them. “He did it. Your godfather killed my son, killed me.”


  With a brief jag of anger, Tara pushed her aunt back from the body, leaned over the unbreathing boy, set her lips to his in a final kiss, and then blew all the air of her lungs into his.


  He lurched, gasped, choked, and slid off the stone into the shallows. Aegis splashed for a second, then opened eyes the match of Nina’s. He glanced over at the waterfall—at his bloody-lipped cousin and his mother. He wiped his mouth with sudden irritation and said, “She kissed me!”


  Nina laughed as she fell to her knees beside her boy and hugged him. Tara merely stooped and washed the blood from her lips.


  



  
    ♦ I Want ♦
  


  
    

  


  His stilettos were thrust deep into the edge of the wood, and he seemed to want them deeper—ramming the door toward his partner. “Faster! You think that Harmonium Hardhead’s not going to come looking for us?”


  His partner, a gray-skinned manta, shouldered the rough-edged door across the ridge of his fishy spine. His voice rang eerily from the cobbles beneath him. “I tell you, Jandau: there’s something not right about this door. Not just magic, but raw power.”


  The tiefling hissed cruelly. “Of course it’s powerful. Why else would Sung Chiang want it?”


  The manta slid smoothly around the corner of an alley and headed for the abandoned building at its end. “That’s another thing. When I plucked you out of the skies, I didn’t think you’d be back in with that old thief. He’s already gotten your hands from you. What could you possibly want with him?”


  They had reached the abandoned building, a looming thing of slumping brick and vacant-staring windows. Jandau kicked in a tattered old door and shouldered his way through. “That’s just what I want from him. I want my hands.”


  Five


  The Worm Primeval
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  It was a better closet than a world. If Aereas had had a coat to hang, he might never have created the world in the first place. But specters and gods needed no coats, and perhaps that was how most worlds were born.


  He laughed in his own mind. Ah, I am a god here. A god of the first order, of the only order. I am the one and only, a petty god sufficient to a petty place. The Closet Lord. The ruler of small spaces.


  He laughed again, and there was nothing of levity in it. It was a perverse diversion, this minute exploration of his minute world, but a better diversion than seeking the square root of negatives or creating for himself an incorporeal friend that consisted entirely of dangling modifiers. Back to the business at hand.


  He moved over his world and its fertile fields of dust, spread thick and white before him. In a long gourd-shaped band was a thick jungle of curled yellow palm leaves, likely the dry-scaled skin of the joiners who had built the closet. They had been spirited by the Lady into Aereas’s cell while he was away, and in that wink of time they installed this whole mocking closet of space. One of them must have scratched himself over this spot to make so verdant a forest. The pale fronds stood in leafy clusters just beneath what might have been Aereas’s right shoulder, if he yet had had a body. To him, it seemed an old, self-satisfied band of banana plants, undiscovered yet by man or ape, but found now by the Closet Lord, and named: banana plants.


  On the near edge of that dense tropical forest was a kidney-shaped field of a different sort—spiky white plants in row upon row, like milkweed. Perhaps this was, in fact, a patch of plaster dust, dropped by some file in the very pattern of the metal. But, to Aereas, this was cotton. Wild cotton. Undiscovered. Unsullied. Pristine and perfect.


  Oh, how much better this was than trying to divide by zero.


  The cotton field stretched to the very edge of a crystalline sea. At this size, water had different properties than it did when small, and the edge of that sea was a curled belly, held in place by surface tension. Atop those perfect waters he could see in glassy representation the inverted light he had placed at the top of the firmament—the light cantrip that had become to this whole closet world a sun. He saw, too, beneath the mirror face of that water, the noble wooden planks he had dehydrated to make this sea. Perhaps the waters would once again sink into the scaled and cracked grains of wood, and the sea would eventually be gone, but he was the Closet Lord, and his will here was flat. He would make the sea again.


  He glided slowly over the face of the deep, remembering how, as a child, he had spent one winter day on his back, scooting along the floor of his mother’s house and imagining himself upside down. He had walked on the rafters and shakes above until he got a long splinter in his shoulder, and his mother had had to lift him and pull out the dagger of wood and stop his crying. He remembered, too, the afternoon he had spent on his belly beside an ant colony, watching them work, moving their tiny inconsequential clods around on their backs, responding to the jab of his stick into their hive. He had fiddled with the mortal creatures until he realized the soldiers had crawled up his pant legs, and his mother had touched each red welt with a balm.


  Now there was no mother. She was dead, being slivered again and again by the worms that the fields of Caonan had grown for bearing her remains away. There was no mother to pull from his shoulder the wooden dagger of happenstance or balm the angry red welts of retribution. Nor was there a shoulder or a leg to bear the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. He had ceased to be a child with his playthings. This was his world, and he its god.


  The sea came to an abrupt end, its rounded edge scalloped like the shell of a creature that might live in any other sea, in any other world: this world was too young to hold any life. The floorboards—the land rose up in striated majesty from the reaches of his sea. Rills of bare wood stood like proud, smooth granite, defying wind and rain to tear down their dense glory. They may have been wood-grained years to any axeman’s eye, these rising layers of cliff, but to the soul of Aereas, moving in unseen splendor over the land he had made, they were millennia, striated ages of growth and erosion, decay and resurrection.


  These terraced cliffs would, one day, be the dream of poor villeins seeking arable farmland. These shelves of blond, soft wood, each encased by dark thin stripes of brown, would someday hang heavy with crops for harvest and would, everyday, provide the eye of the farmer with a transcendent beauty that would make even the meanest of them a sometime-poet.


  The rills rose upward in confident stair steps, ever higher, as though they belonged to a ziggurat that extended to the very sky. High they rose at first, but in time grew shallower, more pessimistic, and gave way to rumpled highlands of gnarled wood and ruptured grain. Here, the low arable slopes surrendered to heedless hostile mountains, whose climes and climates challenged instead of welcomed settlers.


  Only Aereas was welcome on these tectonic heights, forced up by the pressure of plank against plank. Only the Closet Lord could enjoy these angry, torn places, for only he could navigate them easily.


  Or so he thought. Here was his first glimpse of life in his world. Large, translucent creatures moved in many-legged flight over the hills—aphids, dust mites, or something similar. It was as though they were too small for light to hit them, these albino creatures of sliding shells and terrified eyes and bristle-clawed legs. Mountain goats. That is what the Closet Lord would call these minuscule beings. They had no fur, and their eternally hunched shoulders bore heads with antennae rather than horns. But let these mites of his be mountain goats.


  He pulled his godly eyes up and away from the startled herd, feeling an odd pity for them all. Why should such simple creatures be subject to the killing gaze of a god? Instead, let them graze on joiner-skin and plaster powder. Aereas knew enough of mortal terror to know he would not wish it on anyone, not even dust mites.


  He rose, above the terrified, scurrying scatter of mountain goats, above even the last of the fisted heights of the crags he had made with the puny magics the Lady had granted him.


  Beyond them lay another land, with none of the white fields of cotton nor the self-possessed crops of banana, nor even the wide and illimitable sea. Beyond, the world sloped quickly, almost apologetically, away, ending in a flat plain upon which the grain of floorboards was no more than a slight irregular rill every league or so.


  In spots, various types of dust had clustered together. Perhaps they had been blown and annealed by a sneeze from one of the mythic carpenters who had first laid the foundations of this world and plumbed its four corners. Aside from these occasional haystacks of lint, though, the land was barren and mean, sere and challengingly level. The mind of the god swept over this great pale expanse of infertile world, seeing only the freckle-spots of collected dust for leagues without end.


  And then, there was something more, something oozy. It moved slowly among the static blobs of crusted dust. Aereas glided through the air toward it. The something became in time a rolling wheel of flesh, arching and straightening, rotating among the bales as it pushed its way along. At intervals, it would seize upon one of the nearby lintstacks and consume it somehow into its worm wall, only to arch and roll right on past.


  Aereas approached the worm. That was what it was, an oozy, legless monster, its vile O of flesh coiling and extending and coiling again as it made its repulsive way along his land. In all his creation, this was the first aspect, the first being, that he could not call good. The squirming thing, no more than a recursive digestive tract with neither mouth nor anus, was an abomination in an otherwise perfect world.


  This would be fun. He had administered many death sentences during the eighteen years of his service to the Lady of Pain, but this conviction and execution would be sweetest of all. Aereas wished he had his hands back for some dramatic flourishes, but, failing that, he flung the static-charge-cum-lightning bolt down at the wormy being.


  Blue fire, born from an apparently empty sky, leapt down upon the pulsing creature, and the raw energy ripped sawlike through one side of the circular beast. White wormflesh sizzled brown, then black. The wound split open and cauterized in two halves, making the round creature into a straight line.


  Aereas allowed himself another mental laugh. It was like burning wasps beneath a magnifying glass. It was sport, pure and simple.


  The slimy creature roiled in pangs of pain and terror, and then dragged itself pathetically along the world. The god of this world, determined that worms should not inhabit his paradise, readied another shock to slay the severed beast.


  And then a voice spoke to Aereas through the stillness. Do not kill me, for I know you, Closet Lord, and do you homage.


  The cruel attacks forgotten for the moment, Aereas projected his mind outward to the beast. You speak? How is it you can speak?


  I have always spoken. I could sooner answer how it is that I crawl and creep.


  Aereas moved toward the riven creature. Its hide was rumpled, scaly, and bristling with minute orange feelers, slim hairs for sensing the world around it. It was oozy only along the burned cut-line of Aereas’s attack. For a moment, the Closet Lord considered whether he should simply slay the creature and end its pain. Instead, his mind reached out again. All the others of your kind speak?


  There are no others of my kind.


  No others? As improbable as it seemed to have found a sentient worm in his closet, it seemed utterly impossible that this creature should be unique in all the planes. Aereas could more easily believe his sentient worm was a liar, trying to protect its kin.


  Have the others been slain by evil Closet Lords such as I?


  There have never been others, the worm projected to him, just as there has never been another Closet Lord.


  Not only was this worm sentient, but wise. Aereas moved slowly around the severed circle, studying the creature. So, you are coeval with me? When I was made Closet Lord, you were made sentient worm?


  One riven end of the thing arched in a shoulder-shrug motion. We are not coeval. I am primeval. I have always been.


  This worm was either a terrible liar, an egomaniacal lunatic, or just what he said, an eternal sentient grub.


  The smart grub spoke again. I was to always be as I had always been. But the Closet Lord has seen fit to change me.


  Aereas suddenly liked this sullen, philosophical maggot. Isn’t it strange how temporal circumstance intrudes upon eternity, every once in a while?


  The worm somehow seemed impressed by that thought. Before the Closet Lord came, there was no one and nothing mighty enough in my eternal world to do this to me.


  Aereas laughed, at last having gained the upper hand over this handless creature. The eternal world you refer to, this closet, over which I am lord, has existed only a few years.


  The closet over which you are lord has existed only a few years, yes, but the space where this closet now stands has existed as long as time has, and I have been in it. The location and I have gone on unchanged while around us everything has changed.


  But now the Closet Lord has come and changed both this location and me. You have removed the location from Sigil of the planes, and made it extradimensional. And, you have removed me from eternity, and made me mortal.


  These were sobering thoughts. Aereas considered the seared ends of the creature and its new linearity. It had had no head and no tail before, no beginning and no end, but he had sliced into the eternal circle and uncoiled it into a straight line. Well, Master Worm, having once been mortal and now, myself, being immortal, I must say I think you have the better end of the deal. I was once a straight-line creature, as you are now, once moving toward one thing and away from another rather than spinning and spinning around myself. But now all I do is spin. All I do is chase the tail I no longer have.


  My name is not Master Worm or Master Anything. I am the Oroborus Worm, both male and female, eternal…. Or, I should say, I once was. The worm coiled in upon itself, experimentally touching its tender burnt ends together. It winced. It is no hardship to be immortal and complete and alone. I believe it will be a hardship to be mortal and incomplete and alone.


  Aereas had only one response to that. Yes. Yes, it will.


  Then something amazing occurred. The worm twisted upon itself, spinning half of its body one way and half the other. The center skin of the worm pinched inward like the twist of gut between two sausages. An agonized shudder ran through both ends of the creature, and yet they spun over again, wrenching the skin until it reddened angrily.


  With a gurgling tear and a stream of garbled and incomprehensible thoughts from the worm’s mind, the beast tore itself in two. Unlike the first cut in the thing’s flesh, immediate and clean, this rupture was jagged, raw, and pulpy. The two segments lay pulsing separately among the impassive lintstacks, and Aereas’s mind was filled with the psionic equivalent of terrified shrieks.


  The Closet Lord drew himself back, up, and away from the writhing thing. It had killed itself. Once mortal, it had found the weight of that curse too great to bear. Mortals, at least, have that prerogative, thought Aereas grimly.


  Suddenly, though, he realized why the thoughts of the worm were so garbled. They came not from one mind, but from two, the severed ends of the worm.


  What he had just witnessed was not a death, but the painful, fearsome birth of a new race. To be mortal and incomplete and alone was, indeed, difficult to bear, so the worm had changed the one factor it could. It had made itself some company.


  Aereas drew closer to the wounded creatures, knowing that the rumpled tear they had made to separate themselves would never truly heal, that each broken end would long for its counterpart, and seek fusion, connection. This eternal and endless worm was a wise creature, indeed.


  I am the Closet Lord, maker of the land where you abide, said Aereas to the two creatures. You may call me Aereas. And what names shall I call you?


  One side spoke for them both, We were once the Oroborus Worm, complete and alone from all time to all time. Now, my mate shall be called Orob, and I Orus, equal halves of a mortal whole, Holy Aereas.


  Had he possessed lips, Aereas would have smiled indulgently at that. I am just Aereas, not Holy Aereas.


  Orob said, Ah, but perhaps we might call you Holey Aereas.


  The Closet Lord was nonplussed. How so?


  Orus responded, Because you are being riddled by worms.


  The pun was painful and, therefore, superior. Aereas studied the two oozy creatures before him. The first creatures of my paradise, then, are fond of riddles?


  That observation surprised the worms. Orob said, When we were whole, we had no need for riddles, for every answer lay within us. But now, all the questions are in me….


  And the answers are in me, finished Orus.


  Orob’s burnt-fleshed head rose in sudden inspiration. Why is Aereas the Lord of Closets?


  Orus’s response was immediate, Because his Lady is Lord of everything else!


  The Closet Lord was pleased. Between them, the worms held more wisdom now than they had when they were whole.


  Breaking into the string of riddles spooling out between the worm halves, Aereas said, I name you, Orob and Orus, the first citizens of my paradise. It is contingent upon you to tend this place, shepherd its other creatures, and guard it against attack.


  Orob said, What shall we do if we run across attack?


  Run across a tack? Why, we’ll bleed, of course….


  Aereas left the quizzing worms as their jokes rolled on.


  



  
    ♦ What That Door’s Got ♦
  


  
    

  


  They had no sooner gotten into the abandoned building than the door slid, scrapingly, across Krim’s spine, dropped to the floor, broke through the rotten planks, dragged itself down into the slot it had made, yanked Jandau after it, smashed the tiefling’s face into the boards, pulled him bodily through the gap, preceded him into the rolling darkness of the basement, rammed through the basement floor, flung itself into the subbasement, ripped Jandau past the second set of planks, struck firm on the moldy flagstones of the subbasement, teetered in impossible balance for a moment, and hurled the blade-handed tiefling over into a squishy, headlong landing in an old, open cesspit.


  Krim hovered at the first-floor hole and looked down. A puff of mold spores and dust belched up through the basement floor. It seemed to the manta that this door had not just magic or raw power to it.


  “A curse,” Krim said, as though explaining it to himself. “That’s what that door’s got on it. A curse.”


  Six


  Leonan Hosts a Party


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  Upon their emergence from the rift portal, Clare asked the skeleton-god for a complete description of the land where they found themselves. As she said, she was “familiar with these parts,” and so might know where they were. Leonan dutifully described to her the gray metal ground stretching away to a distant, tooth-edged horizon. Beyond that was a darksome sky filled with the ghostly shapes of gears, levers, axles, tumblers, pendulae, triggers, screws, belts, chains, cogs, bolts, springs, latches, hydraulics….


  “I’m not so familiar with any of those parts,” she said with a laugh, and elbowed him in the hip bone. “But I’d agree with you. This must be one of the endless wheels of Mechanus, land of the modrons.”


  Leonan turned around. He had been catlord at one time, and though he had never run into any of the living clockwork beings called modrons, he had heard many terrible stories from tailless felines who had. “Let’s see if we can go back.”


  “It’s been my unfortunate experience…” Clare began, but didn’t finish her thought. It mattered little: Leonan was already walking. “What do you see? What are you walking toward, Mister Death-God?”


  “Nothing,” came the near hiss of the gap-toothed skull. “I’m walking toward nothing. Just more of the same.”


  “Well,” the old woman said, “tell me when you get there.”


  He did not pause, continuing well past where the portal would be if it could be reached from Mechanus.


  “It may be a one-way deal,” noted the old woman. Her craggy voice was borne on the wind to the nonears of the god. “Perhaps that key jammed in the doorway keeps it open, going only one way and not the other.”


  “Perhaps an old woman ought to shut up a moment and leave this search to the god of death,” Leonan said irritably.


  “A god of death, not the god of death.”


  “Silence!” An hour ago, he had not spoken to another soul for over a decade. Now he was telling his single companion in all the planes to stop talking. And it felt good. “As a god of death, I can at least exercise the right to work in silence.”


  Clare was obedient to the letter of this request, uttering not a moan of response. In hearing only sulky silence from the woman, Leonan began to feel he had been too harsh, and that thought itself amused him: a god of death was being too harsh. Ha!


  Still, it seemed the woman was right. The metallic skitter and thrum and scratch of Leonan’s foot bones on the plate-metal ground sounded like the frantic clicking of some demented clock, and yet the toothy horizon was no nearer. He slowed, and his steps sounded tentative and pathetic. He stopped altogether and stood.


  Only then, in the bitter silence of Clare and the utter stillness of his own bones, did Leonan really feel the place. The ground upon which he stood was not dead and quiet, but moving, with a ratcheted, incremental rotation. He felt the shutter-click of the world, and occasionally caught the profound moan of the metal itself, resonating with its labors. The sky was not inhabited by ghostly machinery, but by turning, working mechanisms. Despite the cold calibration of the revolving world, despite the unwelcoming and unforgiving metal, the place was vibrantly alive.


  He had stumbled, unknowingly, into the gearwork that lay behind the painted clock face of the planes. He had punched past the surface world with its arcane symbols and demarcations, weird cycles and epicycles, coming at last to the cog-work that quietly and competently kept it all running. It was not magic or divinity that made these worlds whirl safely around and past each other in their intricate juggler arcs. It was a machine—this machine.


  Leonan hadn’t found a way to trade his skeletal body for that of a living creature, but in this domain of soulless machines, he could, perhaps, find a suitable body of metal, and shuck forever the decay that had haunted him.


  “Clare, my dear,” said Leonan at last, “we no longer seek just a breastbone for me, but an entire new body.”


  She folded her arms over her cat-paunch belly and said, “I wouldn’t mind one that was warmer than this moldy mound of marrow. But how long will it delay my trip to the afterlife? Buchvold’s not getting any younger, you know.”


  Leonan set out again, walking at an easy, loping stride. “I will become a clockwork creature. I’ll somehow shift my essence into one of these soulless modrons and—”


  “Hold on there, Horse Shanks. Any modron you meet will tell you it’s not soulless,” interrupted the crone.


  He still wasn’t listening. “And then, in my metal form, I can return to Sigil and to—”


  “Please cease your forward locomotion!” This time, the interruption came not from Clare but from the tinny ground itself. Not the ground, actually, but a creature on the ground.


  Leonan halted in his tracks, which was fortunate, for the speaker stood resolute, inches from the god’s clicking toe-bones.


  The creature looked like a short, metallic starfish draped over a rodlike stand. From its thistly head, five arms hung straight down, obscuring a narrow metal torso that branched into five steel-toed feet. On the head, above each of the starfish arms, was a single bulging eye, under which ran a pessimistic mouth. Five feet, five arms, five mouths…


  The mouth nearest Leonan’s recoiling toe bone went on: “Identify model number and function.”


  Leonan stared down at the creature. It was no taller than the old woman. He could easily kick it a league away.


  “Identify model number and function,” the metal beast repeated. “Visual scan of your morphology produces no precedents.”


  Still, Leonan said nothing.


  “Whatever your construction, your failure to respond indicates to us you are incapable of response, and therefore must be a rogue modron. Giving you the liability of the doubt, we hereby enact a field demotion according to Region 14 Sector 53 of the Modronic Codex and through the power vested in us by Decaton Beta Zed—”


  “Seems a rather self-important little mushroom, to me,” Clare said from where she lay.


  “It speaks? We must assume from this display that the unidentified structure is capable of speech but unwilling to be subject to us, Pentadrone Alpha Phi Twelve.”


  Clare rolled to one side and sneered, “Of course we can speak, and of course we will not be subject to you, Alphie.”


  “We are not to be called Alphie. We are Pentadrone—”


  “I am Leonan, former catlord, former Sigilian café, former dead astral god, and present undead skeletal god,” he said with elaborate decorum. He bowed, and Clare had to hold on to keep from being dumped out of the tilting pelvis.


  “Your morphology does not accord with standard modron construction and so we must assume you are an intruder upon the Seventh Lift-Slip Cog of the Replacement Lever-Arm of Ditritus in the Transaxle System!”


  Leonan was simply glad to know where he and Clare had ended up. Apparently, however, Pentadrone Alphie had spoken the words as a summons rather than as instruction. The metal ground abruptly rattled with the skitter of literally thousands of other modrons: scuttling spheres that clomped along on two feet, ogling the ground with idiot intensity in their single eyes; cubes with faces like flattened frog heads and scrawny wings that held them just barely aloft; skittering pyramids with six insectile legs and two clawed pincers; blocky waddling metal men who let out quiet amazed bleep noises as they came on. They seemed to materialize out of the very horizon like roaches emerging from under a door. In moments, the pentadrone was surrounded by a milling mob of metallic monsters, their various claws and appendages clicking, awaiting the order of their master.


  The old woman obviously could not have seen the marching armies, but she could no doubt hear them. “This time, you don’t have to warn me before you start to run.”


  Leonan glanced toward the horizon. More of the metal monsters flooded toward them. “Running will do no good, at this point. Besides, I thought you were ready to die.”


  “If I’d wanted to go this way, I could have just thrown myself into Buchvold’s axe shed,” Clare replied. “If this becomes a fight, I can’t help you much. The only magic I know is a fire glamour Buchvold taught me.”


  The pentadrone broke into their conspiratorial whisperings. “We had hoped you would prove to be a decaton. We are a Phi Series alpha pentadrone, and therefore are not equipped to indefinitely lead this force of base modrons. But, as acting governor of the Seventh Lift-Slip Cog of the Replacement Lever-Arm of Ditritus in the Transaxle System, we hereby pronounce the order for your execu—”


  “Silence, Pentadrone Alpha Phi!” shouted Clare. She had gotten to her feet and stood in precarious peroration on the pelvis raft. “It was likely your jabber-jawing that got this slip-shift disk into the mess it’s in! Don’t you want to be part of the Second Replacement Level-Arm of Detritus, or whatever?”


  The pentadrone took a long step back from Leonan’s toe bone. “We said that we were not designed to indefinitely—”


  “I said silence!” shouted Clare.


  Leonan leaned his head down to his pelvis, finding himself much more flexible without a rib cage. He whispered, “What are you doing?”


  Clare hissed back, “Listen and learn.”


  She turned back toward the groveling pentadrone and said, “You talked about some Decalogue Betty Zed—”


  “Decaton Beta Zed,” interrupted the drone.


  “Yeah, her. How long has it been since you got orders from Decaton Beta Zed?”


  “Four seasons,” replied the drone.


  “Four seasons!” Clare responded. “Decaton Beta Zed is dead and buried. That old decaton type isn’t used anymore. They discombobulated it more than two seasons back. I’ll bet you don’t even know what a decaton looks like anymore, do you?”


  “We were not equipped with self-updating recognition procedures. Our paradigm data must be reinitialized—”


  “I’ll rematerialize it for you!” Clare cried. She flung her hands out to either side, indicating the skeleton in which she rode. “This is what a decaton looks like now!”


  The pentadrone dropped miserably to his knees, all five of them. He looked Leonan up and down.


  “Does this big old white machine standing here not deserve for you to go down on your face?” Clare demanded.


  The pentadrone made one more long appraisal of the towering skeleton, and then fell facedown. He apparently communicated his dread to his immediate underlings, for the winged cubes dropped from the sky, and then the insect-legged pyramids went down, and the amazedly bleeping boxes, and last even the idiot monodrones.


  “Now, since you all have been taking orders from this disconnected and outlandish pentadrone so long, it’s safe to say the Seventh Slip-Lip Cod’s been out of gear for far too long. That’s why a decaton Death-God himself has come to set things aright.”


  From the face pressed heavily against the unyielding earth, the pentadrone said a muffled, “We have been languishing all this while without direct orders. Tell us what you wish and we will do it. You will see that we are the most efficient base modrons you could seek.”


  Clare dusted off her hands in self-satisfaction. “Well, for starters, you all could get up from there and make us feel more at home.”


  First, only Pentadrone Alpha Phi stood, and the face that had been pressed against the ground blinked once with its single eye, and began to sing.


  Yes, to sing.


  
    

  


  
    “Be… our… host.
 Be our host.
 Of our service we will boast.
 All our servos have been waiting,
 All our gears anticipating….”
  


  
    

  


  Unfortunately, that was not the end of Alphie’s impromptu performance. His other faces joined in on the next chorus, making five-part harmony.


  
    

  


  
    “Be our host.
 Be our host.
 In our machines, you are the ghost.
 Tell us what to do and where to,
 And we’ll quickly rush off there to….”
  


  
    

  


  Now all the miserable mechanical monsters, beginning with the winged cubes and progressing down to the lowly monodrones, began to sing and dance. The skill at both, of course, depended upon the individual, though the slamming and crashing of the ubiquitous monodrones caused at least a few breakdowns in the kick line.


  Already, Clare had collapsed on her pelvic pallet and, with ears covered, was screaming for the torture to end. “Saints and Proxies! Shut up!”


  



  
    ♦ Carry Me ♦
  


  
    

  


  Krim, I presume, came the confident mind-voice of a woman behind the manta.


  He spun away from the hole in the floorboards and flashed his tail scorpionlike above him, ready to strike. There, standing in the ruined doorway, was Nina herself, the Bitch-Queen of the Abyss.


  “Nina,” Krim grated out, trying to ignore the muffled curses and sloshing coming from the subbasement, where Jandau fought to free himself from the cesspit. “I thought you had been… How pleasant to see you! I am sure Jandau will be happy.”


  Jandau, aye? said the woman, moving toward the manta. What does he want with Boffo’s door?


  Krim blinked, his bulge eyes trying to make out Nina in the ratty dimness. Something wasn’t quite right here. “He says it’s Sung Chiang who wants it. He says Sung Chiang promised him new hands if he brought the closet door to Gehenna.”


  Sung Chiang? Nina replied. And so you helped him burn Boffo alive in his own shop, just for a closet door?


  “No, that wasn’t us, Nina,” the manta said. His flesh shivered across his abraded spine. Whose wouldn’t in the presence of this fiend-eating fiend? “Chiang had already sent ogres for that part before he even told Jandau. And I came into this all only when Jandau arrived in Sigil. If I’d known it was Boffo’s kip—”


  Don’t worry, Krim. You’ve been a friend to my husband. It is Jandau and Sung Chiang I plan to take to task.


  She reached the hole in the floor, and her eyes flashed lavender in the instant before she dropped through the gap. She disappeared with fluid grace, and he heard her feet land on the toppled closet door, two floors down. Then came whimpered greetings from Jandau, and thrashing. Much more thrashing.


  “Gwyn,” Krim realized suddenly. Not Nina, but Gwyn. Wasn’t she under the Lady’s own protection?


  With a gentle tail-whip, Krim darted down through the riven floors. If Gwyn’s ghara-girl temper was anything like Nina’s, she’d pummel Jandau unconscious, deposit him at the Doomguard armory for execution, and then go to Gehenna to knock the snot out of the thief lord, himself.


  It wouldn’t be the first time Krim would have to carry Jandau to safety.


  Seven


  Under the Steaming Sky


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  She actually kissed me, thought Aegis giddily.


  At least, he thought he was giddy. It might just have been the four or five minutes he had spent breathless beneath the water, or the multiple blows his head had sustained in his tumble, or the bruises spreading across his back where his mother had pummeled him. It felt like something else, though. It felt… not half bad.


  The feeling contrasted markedly with the dread of devic attack and the weary terror of the trip so far. Even these felt good compared to his mother’s plan for the rest of their escape: cling to jagged shards of wood and drift on down the ravine, past the place where the sulfurous Meccaic waterfall plunged into the valley, and out through the white water that emptied at last into the sea. Great plan, Mother. Even if they survived cauldron and flood and rapids, what then?


  It had been a very bad day so far.


  But, the kiss… ah, the kiss. That was different.


  “Look, it’s the only way. You heard Phaeton. He’ll come for us if he can. You’ve already summoned him with your amulet. Now, we’ll see if he comes. But what if he can’t? It’s up to us to get out of this, and if we get some help from above, well, fine.”


  It was his mad mother speaking, the one who’d been called the Bitch-Queen of the Abyss—and not even by Aegis. She was pretty much the reason they were all in this jam.


  She was pretty much the reason Aegis was ever in any jam. Perhaps, at last, one of her insane foul-ups would get them all killed. It was the hard way of getting out from under her heel, Aegis realized, but dead or alive, he’d be out from under by the time this all was done.


  She was the reason they had to hide out in the damned heavens in the first place. Could there be a worse place to be a kid? Archons walking all over the place asking you how your studies are going. Devas flying all around looking to make sure everybody’s wearing a halo and that it’s polished clockwise. Unbelievable. There wasn’t a freaking fishing hole within a day’s walk of the house, and even if there were, there’d probably be angelfish in it so you couldn’t eat them, anyway.


  And here was Aegis, son of the planar Public Enemy Number One. She’d had her romp in hell, and used up her son’s, and his son’s, and on down for ten generations.


  “Look, Aunt Nina,” Tara started in, “just because I’ve used the amulet to summon him doesn’t mean…”


  She was big and beautiful, twenty-seven, yeah, but half-ghara. He was half-tiefling, and everybody knows ghara grow up slow and tieflings fast. She was even prettier when her hair was soaked like that. It almost made her look like one of the gehreleth greasers, and they were some of the best looking nonhumans in the planes. “… and nobody’s arguing that we’re going down there.” She pointed down the narrow cleft, at the cold churning water. They were all still immersed in the stuff because Nina didn’t want them to be spotted. “What I’m saying is can’t we wait until Aegis catches his breath?”


  Gods, what a woman! He’d not be catching his breath anytime while she was nearby.


  “No,” Nina said, and she slung one arm over the log she had and pushed out toward the center of the sluicing flow.


  Aegis felt a hand on his arm. Tara, of course. He had to hunker down in the cold water to keep from going over dizzy. She said, “You go next. I want to be able to keep an eye on you.”


  He nodded and pushed off, holding to the chunked piece of wood he’d salvaged. Since when did he let a line like that go unanswered? He wanted to keep an eye on her, too. Oh, well. After the pummeling he’d had, he figured even a tiefling son of a Bitch-Queen could get away with being a little soft.


  The water in the middle was colder, or it felt colder because it was running so fast. But then he got knocked against some rocks, and he started feeling a sting that was either warmth or blood. The foam around him didn’t look red, so he figured he’d ride it out.


  He turned around. Tara was there, her face set and serious above the battered bough she held. Her dad must have been one hell of a guy, having a daughter like that, and, for that matter, going down to hell to save his mother and then getting walloped and then coming back to Sigil and saving her anyway. Too bad his mother wasn’t worth saving.


  Now it was definitely getting warmer. The chill was gone, and he turned around to see why. They were being swept along toward the cauldron where the Meccaic spilled. What a sight! It was like a huge geyser, only backward, the water coming down rather than going up and the steam everywhere! For a moment, the stream started to feel like it wasn’t even there, probably because it wasn’t hotter or colder than he was.


  In another stone’s throw, it was definitely warmer, and shallower, and it stunk of rotten eggs. Aegis’s feet touched the smooth-banked ground, and he strode for a moment against the sweeping tide. The force was terrific. He hadn’t realized just how fast he’d been moving through the river until he wasn’t moving anymore, and the river was pushing impatiently past him on all sides. The hot water made his bruises ache and seared his wounds, and, suddenly, a delicious pang trembled through him.


  Tara came rushing up toward him. When she saw him standing there with rapids rolling off to either side, there was a questioning look on her face. He stood, waiting for her to be swept to him.


  His hand leapt out and snagged hers, and fora moment he pulled her up to him and kissed her—kissed her right on the lips. And then they were both grabbed by the water and flung onward, swept away together, struggling to hold to their floats.


  When, at last, the flailing had stopped and they were drifting side-by-side past the Meccaic’s cauldron and into the chill waters, Tara said, “What was that for?”


  The smart-mouthed glib-tongued tiefling suddenly had nothing to say. What had that been for? he wondered to himself. Was she angry at him, now? Had she wanted to keep her eye on him just to prevent such things from happening? Questions flooded through his mind, but he somehow managed to say, “I wondered what it would be like… when I wasn’t unconscious.”


  Tara laughed. Oh, thank the gods she had laughed. For a moment there, Aegis was thinking he’d followed in his mother’s footsteps and made a jerk of himself.


  The laugh didn’t last long, though. It was over as soon as the first wall of foam struck them and filled their mouths and noses. Then, it was just hold-onto-your-log-and-your-breeches-and-anything-else-you-want-to-still-have-attached-when-you-get-to-the-bottom-of-the-rapids.


  Which happened to mean, hold on to each other.


  



  
    ♦ A Yeti Next Door ♦
  


  
    

  


  Gwyn emerged from the abandoned building, her back bent beneath the cursed weight of the cursed door. She knew it had been cursed. She felt it. Krim had warned her, too, letting her take the door in exchange for Jandau’s life.


  Curse or no curse, it didn’t matter. There was only one way Boffo could have escaped, and that was through the door. If he’d survived the fire, he’d done so by going into Caonan. To get him back, she would have to mount the door on another closet, speak the keyword from within, and pass through the portal to find him.


  But not here, not in an abandoned building. Someplace safe. Someplace where the door would be guarded while she entered it to look for Boffo. After all, Jandau was still down there, licking his wounds. He’d be back for the door.


  There were a few gawkers in the gloomy alley, drawn there by the sound and smell of Jandau’s cesspit struggles. Gwyn passed among them, her glare sending their eyes down toward the ground.


  None followed her into the street. None followed her to the back door of Boffo’s across-the-road neighbor. She knocked.


  A white-furred yeti, dressed in a smartly tailored, double-breasted, wool suit answered. “Gwyn? Good to see you! How is Tara? All grown up? What are you doing with that door?”


  Hello, Mister Iannth. It is good to see you, too. I’m glad you remember me. I’m also glad I can still mindlink with you. I was wondering if I might borrow your closet?


  Eight


  Foundations of the World


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  Aereas had not yet seen all of his world. In addition to the forests of skin flakes, the fields of plaster powder, and the mountainous pile of disrupted planking, he had found deep, spongy patches of mold, like high wet heath verging on the brown sea. Beyond the heath, he discovered divots of black mildew ringed in white. He named them Badlands, and noted their beauty even as he was glad he no longer had a nose or lungs for the spores to infest.


  There was much more. The world of his closet stretched out farther even than his godly eye could see. Instead of roaming the whole of his creation this first moment of time, though, he determined to return. It had been so long since he had spoken freely with any creature that his discussion with Orob and Orus had overfilled his narrow soul, and he needed to retreat to his cell-cubicle-home.


  In wingless majesty, Aereas turned and soared, slow and sullen, over the ragged crest of the Floorboard Mountains. There, near the ebony peak of one ridge, he saw an enormously deep crevasse that ran straight down into the depths of the mountain. The sides of the black rent bore angled striations of tortured wood, at this size harder than granite.


  He did not even will it, or wish it, but found himself descending into that cleft. The tan layers of wood sifted down into a deep walnut-tone, and finally into a darkness that the god himself could not see through. He sank, through layer upon layer. In any other world, he would have already descended a geological millennium of millennia, but here, the layers could not have been more than single years. He paused, counting the levels above him.


  Exactly eighteen. In this single simple flight, he had ritually returned to the year he had lost his corporeal form—when Sigil had purportedly been saved from some fiendish attack or other. Come to think of it, those eighteen years had indeed been a millennium of millennia. An eternity.


  Farther down. He could not see the strips of ruptured wood he was passing, though it must have been eighteen more by now, back to the years of his childhood. He had vague remembrances of it, snatches: a small brown girl in the benevolent blue shadow of her father; a homemade torch flickering wildly in a child’s upraised grip; a tidal pool, clear and still and shell-crusted beneath an azure sky. It had been another eternity from that time to this.


  On down.


  The rent was deep, straight, cold, black. Still, down. Just about here, the father of that girl would have been born. And, beneath that lay lives of strangers and ancestors, whose faces were blurs of misremembered and time-distorted caricature. At least they would have names, the grand generation, but then came the nameless great-grands and the great-great-grands.


  He was through. It was as sudden as that. He had been so consumed in fancies that he had not seen the narrow slit of light at the bottom of it all until he had passed through. Below lay a half-lit ancient space of rough-sawn joists and tumbled rock rubble and the precision-cut corner of two dress stones. The light came from an age-separated seam above the corner pieces, and it shone an inverted cone of orange up onto the minute crack from which Aereas had descended.


  The foundations of the world. He could stop here and feel his tiny closet world well supported, on petrified wood and antediluvian stone. But light had drawn him as a human, and it would draw him now again as an eternal. He moved through the dry, unfinished space, toward that inept gap and the illumination that came from it.


  Past the tiny hole, the world opened into gray infinity. Aereas felt a spasm of terror at that huge featurelessness, but then remembered his focus. He had become accustomed to gazing at things fractions of fractions of inches away. The gray chaos convulsed as though turning inside out, and then his sight pressed the walls of stone back against the distance.


  A dungeon. It was a deep, blackguard hole, circular like an old cistern and centering on a stout pillar that flared out at ceiling and floor. That center post looked like a great black tree trunk, especially given that it held aloft a thick thousand dangling leaves, which ringed it round and merged with the very stone ceiling above.


  Aereas moved toward the underbelly of those dark leaves, and realized soon enough he had gotten the size of them wrong—the size and substance of them. They were not just body-sized, but actual bodies, in various states of decomposition as they hung from the knobby chains that had hoisted them up to their death posts. Prisoners, tortured for answers and small betrayals, and then lifted up to the heavens to die.


  As he approached, Aereas saw why he had first mistaken the bodies for leaves. Many had leathery wings splayed outward in autumnal desiccation, and even those without wings were merely skin stretched across bone. The Lady’s minions had done their work with these creatures, draining them of secrets and blood and life, all, before letting the empty husks hang in threat over the still-living prisoners that lined the outer walls below.


  Sometimes, apparently, the dangling threat was more than implied. A weightless body just now separated itself from the anklebone that had held it aloft all this while. It whirled downward to crackle dryly against the head of an immobile giant sloth, imprisoned below.


  In these eighteen years, Aereas had delivered perhaps ten times this many prisoners down to death. He had likely pronounced doom upon each of those clustered here. It had become a simple necessity of his being. He had no choice in the matter. It was a kind of societal egestion, unpleasant but necessary, something to be done but not dwelt upon.


  But these creatures were dwelling upon it. These murderers and traitors and monsters had performed the sorts of atrocities that made this their inevitable end. They deserved to be here. They deserved to be hung upon the great meat hooks that six of them currently occupied, supinated in the air, bleeding slowly from their pierced guts. They deserved to be stretched until none of their joints could truly be said to join anything anymore. They had done such things that their mortal flesh was incapable of bearing enough pain to atone for their spiritual crimes.


  Aereas began to drift back to the tiny crevice he had come through. He would never return to this horrific Hades, this underworld. It should have been enough for him to see only the foundations of the world, and not the depraved perverse place of terror that underlay them. The turtle that bore the world on its back swam in a sea of blood.


  Something white flashed in his mind, and he paused—a white cord, a chain. Unlike the spiked iron strands that suspended the other creatures in that place, these links were ivory. The chain stretched from the ceiling of the ghastly chamber nearly to the floor. Someone especially familiar hung on that chain.


  Aereas moved down through the cold wet air, toward the still form. It was a man, an extraordinarily tall, skinny man. Over his near-naked form was draped a long, sodden, threadbare stole, as though in mockery of wizardly raiments. As Aereas approached, he saw the blood-browned shocks of white hair standing atop the man’s shriveled head and bunching up beneath his closed eyes.


  It was the wizard, the spider-thin old man who had carved a chain from Leonan’s breastbone, a chain that could bind the Lady of Pain. That selfsame chain was noosed around the man’s old, bony neck, like a butcher’s chain holding a skinned goose.


  Aereas searched back through his mind for the name of the mage: Zabor. In time, gazing upon that wretched body, he remembered other things, too, how this old man had repaid the imp’s treachery by shrinking his baths around him, how he had used the shrinking command. What was that word? Aereas knew he had it tucked away somewhere, on some scrap of memory. Ah, yes—“Szitatisfero.” With the memory of the word came the memory of the intricate magical pattern it entailed.


  As he had done with the enlargement incantation, Aereas mentally repeated the shrinking command many times, scattering iterations of it in every corner of his polyangular psyche.


  Zabor. Simply thinking the name again seemed to awaken the old man. His bruised and bloodshot eyes opened in slow unison until half the man’s pupils were revealed. There was infinite sadness in those battered orbs—sadness, pain, resignation.


  Before he knew what or why, Aereas concentrated and said the word. “Szitatisfero.”


  He had directed the magic at the strangling man, to let him slip free of the killing noose, but the chain also shrank. Mage and chain drew upward. Aereas rose after them, and said the word again:


  “Szitatisfero.”


  Smaller still, the once-fifty foot chain was now no more than five inches, the man no more than an inch tall. Aereas repeated the command, and again, until man and chain both were minuscule. With a mere touch of Aereas’s petty powers, the prisoner and his bonds were released into the control of the Closet Lord’s power. Like a tiny wind bearing a dust speck along atop the wet air, Aereas whisked Zabor from the center post toward the corner chink.


  It took ages for the particle to make that journey, but the Closet Lord had worlds of time, and the mage slept in a tossing delirium of pain. Then, up among the half-lit foundations of the world, through the illuminated slit, past piled anonymous years until the dimensionless god brought the fetal mage and his bone umbilicus out into the majestic mountains of the closet world.


  There, Aereas set the man. His mind touched the chain that could bind the Lady of Pain, and he spoke the other words: “Zinthricarius mastric thantretoredos.”


  Outward, the chain swelled. He invoked the enlargement magic again and again, until the bone links rankled across the landscape like an enormous limestone wall, built to keep barbarians at bay.


  Leaving the panting, sleeping mage atop the mountain, Aereas lifted the chain outward and bore it to the four sides of his world. There, he laid it in place—a wall to deny passage to one Lady in all the worlds. With that bone chain surrounding the closet, she could not pass into Aereas’s world. She likely could not even learn that the thing existed.


  Once the task was finished, he moved back across his lands, to where the spider-thin mage lay, nearly naked in his sodden shawl. Aereas descended near to him. Into the man’s sleep, the Closet Lord reached his mind.


  Zabor, awake. I have need of you.


  The words were no more than whispers, but the old mage opened those tormented eyes. A beatific smile emerged on cracked and bloodied lips. He let out a sigh that Aereas at first feared would be the man’s last.


  Zabor spoke, “I had thought I would never see another dawn.”


  Aereas felt his own smile creeping across lips he did not have. You are no longer dead. Arise. Enter the dawn of a new world. You are the first man to dwell here. I need you to tend this world of mine. I need your magic.


  A laugh, an actual laugh, came from lips that had been nearly dead moments before. “If what you want is a mage, I am not your man. The Lady has pulled from my mind all but the simplest sleight of hand tricks.”


  Aereas considered. However slight they may be, you do have hands, which I do not. Rise. You will find this is a world like no other. You must find things here you may eat, such as the mountain goats that roam this place in herds, or the fronds of my pale palms. You must find ways to clothe and shelter yourself. I can help you little with these things. Only know that I forbid you to hunt the worms Orob and Orus, or their offspring.


  Mustering his trembling strength, the old man lifted himself on narrow shoulders and looked deliriously around. “I will tend this world. You have brought me up from death to life. I was to be gone by now. All the time I have left is yours.”


  No, I do not want it. Let it be your time. Live.


  Zabor nodded at the wisdom of this, bowing his head in a moment of thanksgiving. “What name shall I call this place?”


  Name it yourself. Tell me whatever name you devise.


  He nodded to that, as well. “What name belongs to you, invisible benefactor?”


  Invisible Benefactor will do, or Closet Lord, said Aereas, holding back his name from the once-powerful mage. Such confidences must be earned.


  “Will there be others like me? Will you bring others here to start their lives again?”


  We shall see, Mage Zabor. We shall see.
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  Gwyn had no sooner disappeared into the closet than there came a knock at the front door. Iannth looked toward the sound, the white hair on the back of his apelike head beginning to rise in warning.


  Was this, perhaps, the assassin Gwyn had warned him of?


  He glanced for a moment at his clean, quiet home—a place that, until now, had never been visited by violence or scandal. He had made a beautiful, safe home for himself here, and would have done anything to defend it—anything but betray a friend.


  The knock came again, muffled and insistent, as though it were made by an elbow instead of a fist.


  It must be the tiefling with daggers for hands.


  Iannth sighed and loped to his front door. He opened it slowly, staring through the narrow gap at the white-faced creature standing on his front stoop. His hands were thrust down into the pockets of his black cloak, his wan face showed scar after scar, and his thin lips drew up into a smile that stopped before it reached his eyes. It was he.


  “Excuse me,” the tiefling began politely, “I am an agent of the Lady’s, here to investigate the fire across the street.”


  Iannth nodded once. He had never before done what he was about to do. There was a first time for everything.


  Even as the tiefling prattled on with his lie, Iannth fisted the hand that was hidden by the door and drew his arm back. The long limb reached quivering extension. The door swept inward. The tiefling’s eyelids shot up like tight-wound shades.


  There was a crack that was so loud Iannth could see it in the air. Then the tiefling shot, cometlike, backward across the street, and would have hit the wall of Boffo’s shop except that the wall was no longer there. He pitched into the blackened foundation.


  Iannth looked with new appreciation at his white-haired knuckles and thought, perhaps, he could have been something other than an accountant.
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  It took hours to calm down the singing, dancing, metallic menagerie. During that time, Leonan decided that mechanical notions of aesthetics in music and choreography were very different from human (or, for that matter, undead divine) notions.


  He also decided that as fun as it might be to drive the life out of one of these creatures, it wouldn’t be much fun to inhabit one of their bodies. Better to stick with the godsbones.


  The key to calming the whole band of modrons was finding their self-appointed drum major, Alphie the Pentadrone. That was harder than it sounded. With every cog creature that was capable singing at full voice and the others adding excited little bleeps and blurps to the chorus, Leonan and Clare couldn’t pick out the pentadrone’s uniquely annoying voice. For that matter, the polyrhythmic shimmy-shammy fandango fling that Alphie had instigated had spread out plaguelike to the whole plateau.


  In the end, Leonan spotted Alphie, wriggling among his comrades like the bee that has found the flower garden. Unfortunately, to reach the reeling jitterbug, the skeleton-god had to take one small step—and crush a few of the other ball-bearing beetles. He tried to tread on monodrones that had already been incapacitated by the too-ardent moves of their brethren. Even so, he was sure two or three innocent monodrones (if there was such a thing as an innocent one, or a guilty one, for that matter) went to meet their mechanical? penciled makers. Leonan made sure their sacrifice would not be in vain, however, snatching up the clog-dancing pentadrone.


  The five-faced milkweed machine went immediately limp in the skeletal grip and shivered fearfully. In like and dutiful manner did the multitudes below, a faithful nation falling in a widening wave of paroxysmal praise before its god. It was nice to finally be noticed.


  Leonan lifted the tiny metal man up to his gap-toothed face and said, “No more dancing.”


  Perhaps fearing that his prostrate, shuddering terror might qualify as dancing, Alphie went utterly still, and so, too, did the masses all around the skeletal feet.


  “And no more singing,” came a craggy shout from below. Leonan didn’t have to look to know the crone still clutched her aching ears.


  “Have we failed to please you, decaton Death-God?” groveled a rigidly still Alphie.


  Leonan felt a moment of pity for the miserable creature. “Due to no fault of your own, such displays of singing and dancing will no longer—ever—be required.”


  “I’ve never heard anything more putrid in all my life,” groused Clare to herself.


  Surely Alphie could have heard her, but he directed his monotone query to the titanic skeleton that held him. “What sort of… displays will be required?”


  Leonan was a little rusty on the business of being a god, forgetting how often well-meaning worshipers asked for advice and direction. The truth was, he had been named a god by Clare in a desperate attempt to keep from being dismantled. She had stopped the modrons from killing them; now Leonan would need to give them another task.


  “How was it that this cog became disjointed from the rest of the machine?” Leonan asked to stall. It was clear he would not find a body worth inhabiting in Mechanus, and the sooner he could find a way out of it, the happier both he and Clare would be.


  “The Monkey Wrench unhinged us,” replied Alphie simply.


  “What monkey wrench?”


  Alphie paused, and the lips of his upward-directed face moved in uncertain consideration. He seemed to reach a conclusion, “Ah, we had not considered that the drone nomenclature would be unfamiliar to you. The Monkey Wrench is our name for a minor god of chaos who appears now and then to disrupt the machine.”


  Leonan nodded, and rephrased his original question. “How did the Monkey Wrench unhinge the gear?”


  “He jammed a dead body in the gearwork. It is the first we know of the Monkey Wrench reaching into other planes in order to realize his chaos. The body bound up our cog against the adjacent tumbler, ground off three teeth on one side of our gear, and bent our axle so that we still spin, but no longer contact another gear,” Alphie explained.


  “Is the dead body still stuck in the teeth of the cog?” Leonan asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Take us to this dead body,” Leonan said. He set the pentadrone down.


  Removing the corpse wouldn’t fix the axle, but it would be a start, and perhaps a solution to the problem would present itself. As to what corpse could possibly be big enough to dislodge a cog in Mechanus and bend one of its enormous shafts, Leonan did not want to conjecture. He watched as Alphie scuttled rapidly through the crowd of machines, heading in the direction from which Leonan and Clare had arrived—toward the distant, unseeable rift.


  “Alphie,” shouted Clare irritably, “tell these old wrecks to get up and out of our way so we can follow you!”


  Immediately, it was done, the quadrones taking wing, the tridrones skittering away like spiders, the beeping duodrones and monodrones hopping aside with alacrity.


  “Tell them to follow us,” Leonan further commanded as he took his first step forward.


  “About a mile behind,” added Clare.


  The skeleton-god was walking again. It felt good to be moving. His joints had stiffened, whether with immobility or dread, he could not guess. The clang of his taluses against the tympanic ground was a good sound. It meant that he and Clare had not been similarly chucked from the edge of this gear to gum up the works elsewhere.


  In two strides, he had cleared the scampering multitudes and caught up to Alphie. Stutter-stepping to keep from passing the scrambling pentadrone, Leonan stooped and picked up the metal creature again. “I’ll do the walking,” he said. “You just tell me where to go.”


  “Adjust present bearing zero zero zero mark zero three,” replied the pentadrone.


  Leonan sighed through his remaining teeth. “Please indicate only right or left.”


  “Right… left… right… left…”


  “Withhold directions until I have deviated more than thirty degrees to either side.” Leonan said, and began to run.


  “Hey!” came the indignant shout of Clare. “I thought we agreed you’d warn me about running.” When he slowed, she continued, “and if the metalhead gets to ride in your hand, why am I still down in the pelvis?”


  Sighing again, Leonan lifted the crone and deposited her in the nose-hole of his skull. “I’m goink to rud,” Leonan said, realizing only then how her presence would affect his speech. He had never spoken when Nina rode there. It didn’t matter. He would run full-out and bring them as quickly as possible to the corpse jammed on the gear.


  “So, Alphie,” quipped Clare, her voice gaining the godlike resonance that Leonan’s had lost, “how long have you been ruler of this little piece of heaven?”


  The pentadrone did not respond.


  “Oh, sorry,” the crone said, then droned, “Pentadrone Alpha Phi, request report concerning duration of current activities.”


  “Four seasons.”


  The old woman laughed. “That’s right, four seasons…. Did it ever occur to you that perhaps this Seventh Slip-Shod Replacement Arm Cog might itself have been replaced, and you simply haven’t been notified?”


  “It did not occur to—right!—us. To consider such possibilities is unproductive.”


  “To search for truth is unproductive?” baited the crone.


  “Pentadrones do not search for truth. Truth is given to them by decatons.”


  “And where do decatons get it?”


  “Left! We have never considered and will never consider such meaningless questions.”


  “They probably get it from nine-a-tons, and eight-a-tons, and seven-a-tons. Get it?”


  “We are not listening to you,” the drone responded, though his eyes had blinked with each new level the hag named.


  “Did you ever play pixie postman? I know, pentadrones don’t play. Well, in pixie postman I whisper something to somebody, who whispers to somebody else, who whispers to somebody else, and by the time you’ve gotten to the end of it, the message is completely different from the one I started. Did it ever occur to you that by the time the truth sifts down through all those machines, it ain’t the truth any more?”


  “Things do not occur to us,” said the pentadrone with quiet finality.


  “Saints and Proxies!” Clare tried a different tack. “You say you don’t search for truth, then say you’ve spent four seasons giving truth to your underlings?”


  “Correct. Left.”


  “And what truth’d you give them?”


  “We told them the final order we had received: clean the rust from Sector Three.”


  “And when the rust was gone?”


  “We told them to keep the gear clean until further orders came.”


  “Aha!” shouted the crone. “There. See? You found your own truth. You told ’em a clean gear’s better than a dirty gear.”


  “A clean gear is better than a dirty gear.”


  There was a crafty, toothless smile on the old woman’s face. “And did a decaton ever tell you that?”


  The pentadrone appeared to think. “No. But it is obvious.”


  The crone continued, “And you told ’em orders would be coming?”


  “We told them to clean until orders came.”


  “You told ’em orders would come—”


  “Orders always come,” the pentadrone said.


  “Did a decaton tell you that? Or, maybe it’s just obvious.”


  “Left. It is just obvious.”


  “The plain truth.”


  “The plain truth,” the machine repeated, apparently before it had recognized the heresy lurking in the idea.


  “So,” said Clare, triumphantly leaning back in the sinus cavities and weaving fingers together behind her head, “maybe you don’t search for truth, but you found it, all the same. And you didn’t need no damned decaton.”


  Suddenly, all five of the pentadrone’s mouths were speaking in a monotone, “We submit, decaton Death-God. Your inquisitor has found us out. For some time now, even before the disjoining of the cog, we have been entertaining our own thoughts.”


  Leonan kept running, his empty eye sockets focused upon a large black hump on the approaching horizon.


  The five mouths of the pentadrone went on dismally. “You may dismantle us immediately, or may wait until the illegal thoughts can be extracted and studied.”


  “There id ith,” Leonan said, awestruck.


  The corpse was enormous, indeed. The mound became clearer, a brown slope of what appeared to be taut-drawn cloth over a broken-spined back. The arched flank stretched across four of the gear’s enormous teeth, a creature easily ten times the size of Leonan’s skeleton.


  Only another godcorpse could be that big. It was the same size his corpse had been when it floated in the astral, surrounded by an eternal lifetime of compacted memories, hopes, dreams, terrors. Another ten strides toward the body, and Leonan’s worst fears were realized. It had come here straight from the Astral Plane.


  All around the wrecked form of the body were silvery threads, tangled in gossamer webs. How many astral travelers had been forever severed from their physical bodies when this enormous corpse had gotten fouled with them? How had the thing been flung from the Astral to this corner of Mechanus?


  The questions compounded as Leonan neared. The head of the corpse was still invisible beneath the jag-toothed horizon line, but one shoulder showed, hunched and immobile, casting its gargantuan shadow over that end of the gear.


  “What god could—” began Leonan to himself, but the thought stopped with a frisson of chill.


  He suddenly recognized what corpse this was. It was far worse a thing than any dead god could be. It was far more destructive, more powerful. It was a corpse he had hoped would never be unearthed again, anywhere in the planes.


  As he grimly thought of it now, he wondered why it had taken him twenty-eight years of plane hopping to run upon it.


  Leonan fell to knees of bone, and he crumpled to his elbows, releasing a rattled Alphie and unceremoniously dumping Clare from his face. She hit the ground and rolled away, luckily, since just after her, the skull of Leonan cracked piteously against the metal.


  “No! No, it cannot be!”


  Clare scrambled blindly back and ran into Alphie, knocking him over and flopping atop the pentadrone. “What is it?” she cried out. “What is it?”


  “It is the dead body,” the modron responded, “the dead body sent here by the Monkey Wrench, four seasons ago.”


  Clare disentangled herself from the downed drone and rose, trying to muster her dignity. “Blast that four seasons! How long is four seasons in Sigil time?”


  “A season is approximately seven Sigilian years,” replied the drone, still not attempting to right itself.


  The gear had been disjoined for almost twenty-eight years.


  “That’s when the Great Rift became a portal,” Clare murmured numbly to herself. “That’s when the god-thing ripped through our world….” A pathetic clinking of rib bones cascading from Leonan’s pelvis drew Clare’s attention, and she called out, “What is it? Who is it?”


  Leonan sat back on a now-empty pelvis, propping his huge skeletal frame up in the shadow of that dead thing. “It is the book.”


  “What book?”


  “It is the book of infinite portals, the book of gates to and through minds. It is the Journal of Artus Whitesun, Custodian and Keylord of the Lady of Pain!”
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  The second time Iannth answered the door, his fist was already cocked and raised overhead.


  The black-armored man on the front stoop cringed back, his bristle-black beard standing out in consternation.


  “No more assassins!” Iannth roared, showing his teeth.


  The armored man lifted hands before him in an attempt to quiet the angry beast. “Yes, agreed—no more assassins.” A snicker came from a composed, cleanly attired associate behind the man. Gritting his own teeth, the black-bearded fellow said, “I am Factor Nystuff, an agent of the Lady. Did you assault that tiefling, there?” The factor pointed behind him, where a pair of Harmonium officers were fishing a limp body up from Boffo’s gutted foundation.


  Iannth nodded and smiled, feeling a flush of unaccustomed ferocity. “I did. And I’ll assault you, too.”


  “No need for that,” said the factor. “Good work, citizen. He is a wanted criminal, not only for the destruction of the gnome’s music shop, but also for the aerial assault, eighteen years ago, on Sigil.”


  Iannth’s cocked fist relaxed a bit.


  The factor glanced past him. “We are taking him into custody for the Lady. As a piece of evidence, she wants, also… that closet door you have.”


  The yeti’s fist resumed its trembling position. “How do I know you are her agents?”


  No sooner had the double-breasted monkey-man said these things than a pair of glowing creatures dropped from overhead to bracket the factor. By their long robes, staves, drawn gray faces, and haloes filled with nonsense symbols, Iannth knew them to be the Lady’s own dabus.


  He stepped back from the threshold. “I will not oppose the Lady.” Only then did he see that two more dabus were already within, removing the door from its hinges.


  “No,” said Nystuff with relish as he strode into the yeti’s parlor. “No, you won’t.”
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  The white water tumbled in a long, forbidding trough past bituminous mountains, sheets of obsidian, and shores of gray ash.


  Nina grimly studied the rapids that lay before her, worse than those she had already ridden. Fleeing Tuscan amidst those waters would be no safer than hiding in a bison stampede, but it was their only hope.


  Already, devas soared in falcon armies above the outraged city, and they no doubt had marshaled the wingless archons to march in columns through the wastelands and stick a sword in every bush and cleft they saw. Even the abundant and aggressive greenery that topped the gray-black badlands offered no haven for Aegis, Tara, or the Bitch-Queen of the Abyss.


  Well, Nina thought wryly, those angels might have falcon eyes, but they’ve got pigeon brains.


  The only escape was the river, fast and camouflaging—certain death to any mortal creature. It sounded like fun.


  “Keep each other in sight,” Nina instructed tersely over the foamy roar of the first rapids. “Keep air in your lungs. Breathe out and in only when it’s safe. Keep your legs up.”


  “We’ve made it this far, Mother,” shouted Aegis. He smiled as he drifted beside Tara.


  Nina nodded, thinking: you have made it this far.


  For a child conceived on an abyssal battlefield, carried during an aerial assault on Sigil, and born in hiding in a celestial safe house, he hasn’t turned out half bad, she thought. If ever we escape these angry legions of heaven, there might even be a bright future for that kid.


  She turned her attention to Tara.


  The girl has always been sweet to me, and an unfailing guardian of Aegis. She knows her father would still live if it weren’t for me. She knows I am to blame and that if she wants to live near her cousin, she must dwell in an obscure village in Celestia rather than with Boffo in Sigil or Artus in Caonan. And now, because of me, she has no home at all, and her mother—


  Nina didn’t want to think what might be happening to Gwyn. Even now, as Tara bobbed down through a spinning basin only to be launched half out of the water on the other side, the girl spared her aunt a smile.


  The child is incapable of bitterness. I wonder how much better off we all would be if I were—


  It was Nina’s turn to drop from sight for a moment, spin once in a gray cauldron, and come surging up the billow on the other side. As she topped the swell, she saw Aegis and Tara clinging to each other for a moment, seeming to talk, and then being borne apart by a strong crosscurrent that sent them along divergent paths. Aegis splashed, turning to see Tara, and even thrusting himself up so his hips cleared the wave, hoping for one final glimpse of his cousin.


  They were not cousins, really, but children of cousins—seconds once removed, or something. They were not really children, either, but a woman and a young man. The eight years between them had once been an eternity; now it was nothing at all. Already they watched for each other, Tara gliding along on a smooth plunge, and Aegis tumbling through the turgid turmoil that any son of Nina would have awaiting him.


  Despite efforts to pull herself toward the smooth sluice where Tara descended, Nina was dragged after her son, through the pummeling rocky trench. She kept her legs up, kept air in her lungs, and the gush flung her quickly through the treacherous passage. She went so quickly that she rushed upon Aegis: he’d gotten snagged, one leg wedged between a pair of basalt rocks that stood like gate guards before the affluence.


  “Hi, Ma!” was all he got out after his initial yelp. Then he wrestled his leg free and went under.


  Nina, all too used to snatching this kid back up, darted after, holding her float-log with one hand. She jabbed her hand among the storm of bubbles and black swirls, felt something soft, and pulled. Up came her son, gasping, sputtering, preparing a jab—but her son, all the same. At least that was something. If this had been a river in the Abyss, you’d never know what you’d get when you pulled up something soft.


  “Save your breath,” Nina said, cutting off the kid’s witticism. “It’ll keep you up.” So, too, would his log, which tossed and tumbled a stone’s throw ahead. Nina nodded toward it. “Let’s see if we can catch it.”


  Aegis returned the nod, and both sculled across the boiling mound of water and air. They gained rapidly on the dancing bough.


  Spitting some water from his nose, Aegis innocently asked, “So, this is pretty much how you treated Uncle Aereas?”


  Nina laughed inwardly. Even if all she had endured had not been sufficient punishment for her crimes, this child, her own flesh and blood, was a practiced torturer. “I treated him much worse. Would you like to see?”


  Dutifully holding his breath, Aegis shook his head vigorously.


  They’d almost reached the kid’s lost log, and Tara, who was entering a deep canyon bend ahead, fought to catch sight of her fellow refugees. She at last did, and her eyes grew wide in terror.


  Nina saw the shadow too late. Aegis apparently didn’t see it at all, reaching outward for the branch.


  The sky fell on her, heavy and white. Nina lost hold of her float, plunging beneath the pitching cold swell. She thrashed against her captor, and white plumes blizzarded in the water around her. A terrific set of fingers sank through her sodden shift and bit into algid skin, down to hot red life. The claws drew her suddenly, smoothly upward.


  They broke from the water, her captor, and then she. With them came a streaming cascade of water as heavy as a third body. The foamy rapids slanted away beneath. The logs, two black specks below, tumbled around the bend.


  Nina tossed her head back, a movement that cleared the water from her eyes, rammed the breath from her captor’s corded belly, and let her glimpse the angel for the first time. She saw a golden jawline in black silhouette against a quicksilver sky. Above it came, in stark, triangular intervals, the upjut of spraying white wings. With each disappearance of them behind the sculpted shoulders of the creature, the river fell farther away beneath them. The deva held Nina with two downthrust arms.


  This was not Phaeton.


  She drew one of her own well-muscled arms back and swung a tight-balled fist for the deva’s throat. Her aim was true, but the throat was a rock-solid thing. Luckily, her hand was already numb from the cold waters. She took another swing, and a third, each time wishing she could reach that granite jaw: there was a spot just behind that cleft chin that would turn from granite to glass if she could just—


  Something was yanking her downward, or yanking itself upward. She looked down, and saw the small chaos-shadow on the torrents below—herself and the angel and… something else. Then, on her kneecap, appeared a hand. Someone was crawling up her back.


  Aegis. Until then, she had had no idea how numb she had been, feeling only a dull pressure as Aegis propelled himself up from her legs to the angel’s, and still up. The wiry hellspawn clambered between the deva’s shoulder blades, slid his arms around the base of the creature’s wings, and pinched them together in a wrestling move Tara had taught him. The half-tiefling boy was no match in strength for the angel, which still flew, but the kid’s tenacious hold encumbered the creature so that it couldn’t rise farther up the black canyon walls.


  The kid was a scrapper, all right. So, too, was his mom.


  Nina balled her fist one last time, spit on it for good luck, and pounded the angel’s voice box from baritone to contralto. That did it. These two trout were putting up a little too much fight. The hold of the fingers loosened.


  Nina looked down. It would be a three-story fall, at least, but the water here looked deep—gray-blue. It was survivable, especially after a mile-long drop. But what would this deva do once he had let them go? Tell the others.


  Just as the talons released her shoulders, Nina lurched and whirled, grabbing the angel’s leg. She dangled, the river below roaring in watchful threat. They had to bring this angel down, wound him enough to ground him. Nina climbed the leg, seeing her drenched son clinging above. The angel shook his calf furiously. Nina drove strong, long nails in and clung. She reached the creature’s belt, latched onto it, and swung upward, aiming a kick for the glass spot on the creature’s jaw. The swing went wide, slapping the deva’s head but doing no worse.


  Blue-green flares of light began popping around the three, spinning off ineffectually into the rushing air. He was getting desperate, evoking whatever innate magic he had. The angel’s combatants were too near to dislodge with lightning bolts or fireballs, and, besides, the flying and fighting and encumbrance made spellcasting impossible.


  A cloud of reddish coiling disks appeared ahead. The deva dived into them. The saucers struck them and branded them all with stinging welts.


  Nina hissed, one shoulder suddenly scarred and oozy. That cold water sure looked inviting. Still, what would be even more welcome was a little payback. She gathered her anger, letting it coil the spring in her gut, then swung back and forward, lurching up to kick the creature in the jaw. This time, her aim was true. Her heel bone rammed into the long, thin line of golden flesh, and a snap and a cry came the next moment. Then, she was tumbling free.


  Her injured shoulder had had enough. The wrenching kick pulled free her hold on the angel. She fell, headlong, toward water, or rock—she couldn’t see which. Her eyes were yet on the retreating tangle of gold and black against the sky, and then, the angel, too, was falling. The triangular fury of the wings ceased, and they went slack, up and out, arms in a headlock. The creature spun over and began to plummet. A black form that Nina knew to be Aegis pushed outward on wings of wet fabric, and came on.


  The hammer blow of water struck Nina’s shoulders and back, knocking the air from her, and she plunged into the turgid chill. She felt her hooked body descending, rigid and uncaring, to snag a moment on a rock and tumble free in a brief maelstrom. Coming again to her senses, she spun over, set feet to stone, and pushed off. Just before her head broke above the cackling current, she heard the twin explosions of Aegis and the deva striking the water. She surged above the wave, and saw where they hit, but that was all.


  A swell clapped her in the face and spun her. She gagged on spray and was under. A boulder loomed up, vast and prohibitive, and rammed her aside. She rolled over and tried to push off, but found her feet in clear air.


  The waterfall was only ten feet high, but she fell through the air without drawing any of it into her lungs, then slapped down flat-faced atop the pool below. There was no air for growling as she won free of the undertow, and dragged herself to the same rocky prominence that had dealt her so rude a blow. She pulled herself up onto a slim flat shelf of the black boulder, and, with nerveless hands, crawled her way upward. Her fingers left wells of red like the crimson paw prints of a wounded cat.


  She surmounted the stone, wiped black strands from her face, and glared upstream. The angry rolling mounds of water showed no face above them, let alone two. Aegis. Where was he? Had he been knocked out by the impact, or fouled by the angel and dragged under? Nina moved to the edge of the stone, ready to wade against the rushing current if she glimpsed his black hair, his brown face.


  Nothing. Only the roar, which was so loud now she couldn’t even hear it. Her eyes darted, sweeping through each pool, past each rocky snare. Nothing.


  When Nina realized her own panting had slowed and her own breath was near-dead in her lungs, she knew he could no longer live, could not have held his breath this long. A thrashing motion caught her eye: white wings laboring up from the shoreline. So, the moth had survived to go gather the others, but her son was dead.


  Nina bit down upon that idea, and tasted the blood from her own lip. She began to turn, but saw the white wings flopping down, powerless, upon the silty shore, and the black-garbed form that stood, panting, above it.


  Aegis. The little bastard had taken the time to drag the angel to shore! Nina spit, and the red spot blipped immediately away in the voracious waters.


  Aegis looked up, saw his mother, waved, and took a foolish running dive into the rippling waters near the shore. He swam for a moment before lifting his head to bob above the waves that rushed him angrily along. Nina waited for him to plunge over the small cascade beside the stone where she stood. Then she leapt free and plunged into the waters, as though she were jumping into one of her childhood tidal pools.


  



  
    ♦ The Way of the Door ♦
  


  
    

  


  It was the third time that one of the men carrying the door had slipped, only this one wouldn’t be back up anytime soon. He’d landed face first on the iron edge of a sundial (what any sane creature in Sigil needed with a sundial, Nystuff would never know), and flopped backward, face crimson. A couple of the men rushed to their bleeding comrade, though the rest, as one, dropped the door to the ground and backed, wide-eyed, away.


  The factor was furious. “What are you doing?”


  “You heard the yeti,” answered a crane-throated yokel that had been enlisted to help carry the door, “it’s cursed. Two sprains, and now this!”


  “Spooks, spooks, and barmy spooks!” shouted the factor. “You’ve all convinced yourselves it’s cursed. You probably can’t walk and breathe at the same time, either.” He stomped over to the door, lifted it before him, and set it across his spiked shoulders. “I’ll show you how blasted accursed it is!”


  Not waiting for those who tended the bleeding man, Factor Nystuff stomped off down the road.


  It had been a spectacle, this whole business—ogre vandals, tiefling assassins, doors that wouldn’t burn, yokels that couldn’t walk. It was no wonder there was a mob following them toward the Lady’s Ward. It was no wonder the citizens of Sigil turned aside and lined the pavements to see what was happening. The sooner the factor could submit his report on this whole matter, the better.


  A regional jail squatted on the corner ahead, an iron-barred barracks. Factor Nystuff had half a mind to leave the door there and let someone else get headaches from it. Too late for that, though; the men were following, watching him at a skeptical distance.


  In the spirit of haste, Nystuff stalked angrily around the wrought-iron corner of the jail, only to be confronted with the largest crowd yet. They stretched down both sides of the slowly rising way, and stared at Nystuff with something other than interest. Something more like hatred.


  “There he is!” someone shouted as the grizzled factor marched up the cobbled path. “Barassbus! Murderer!”


  Suddenly, the lines of citizens converged, and from their sides and backs, they produced clubs and staves and rocks. Factor Nystuff actually took two more confused steps upward before the mob was hammering on him, smashing armor, cracking fingers, spitting, shouting.


  In the sudden melee, Nystuff lost hold of the door, and it slid from his back, making a boom as it slapped down on the street. Hands now free, the factor grabbed up his own weapons—a billy club and a sword—and laid about with them.


  Between the thunder of the fallen door and the fury of Nystuff’s self-defense, the mob fell back.


  Someone shouted in disgust, “Hey, how’d he get weapons so fast?”


  Another cried out, “Did your guard buddies arm you, Barassbus?”


  “Where’d he get Harmonium armor?”


  “He kinda don’t look like Barassbus—not blond, nor skinny.”


  The factor raged, “I’m not any ‘Barassbus!’ I am Factor Nystuff of the Harmonium, and I demand—”


  “Look! There’s Barassbus!”


  The crowd no longer heard the factor’s tirade, streaming past him to pummel the prisoner whose release they had awaited.


  After a few more words, Nystuff clamped his mouth shut and stood, staring in stunned amazement, while behind him, the mob murdered a murderer.


  “They told you it was cursed,” said Factotum Biles as he walked up to his commander.


  The only other creature in the crowd that acknowledged the factor’s presence was a man with one leprous am, who scuttled up to offer him a drink of water.


  Nystuff dashed the tin cup away and sneered, “You don’t want my blessing, man. Not today!”


  Eleven


  A Creation for the Creator


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  The man Zabor was doing well, Aereas noted as he approached the saddle pass atop the Floorboard Mountains. The mage had been industrious since Aereas’s last visit, which had seemed only a few hours before. In that time, Zabor had done the work of a year. It was as though the enlargement spell had stretched out time as well as space.


  Zabor had built himself a house of wood chips. Of course, at this size, the oak flooring was more rock than wood. The house was long and irregular, following one wide patch of wood grain. Zabor had mined the soft tan summer growth from between two dark narrow bands of winter growth. The sides of the shallow quarry became waist-level walls, upon which Zabor had stacked the chipped material removed from the hole. The resulting foundation was very strong. He had mortared the upper walls in place with wet clods of plaster, thrust between the stonelike chips of wood. The structure was a regular bunker, part excavation and part elevation.


  Atop the walls, Zabor had placed thin strong fibers—the shedded legs of a millipede or some such creature—and then thatched the whole thing with flossy pollen he’d harvested from a nearby hillside. The handiwork was solid and patient.


  With pride, Zabor described his workmanship to the Closet Lord.


  May I enter? Aereas asked, gesturing with an unseen limb toward the open doorway.


  Zabor nodded, and held the door open with a thin (yet clearly visible) limb. The old man still looked spidery, despite the five successful hunts he referred to and the clothes he had loomed for himself from dust-yarns.


  Aereas entered. Though the exterior had looked only sturdy and practical, the interior was charming. The doors on each end of the structure and the two on either side of the middle had been fashioned round, each carved out of one piece of the softer tan wood. Zabor had found a red mold somewhere, powdered it, and soaked it to make a dye, and all six doors had been stained crimson with the stuff. Between them ran a hall-like building with high curved rafters, fitted perfectly to the mage’s extraordinary height. From these rafters, at intervals, hung small rosin lamps, their bowl-shaped bases formed of a fired soot compound, and each topped with a small burning ball of wood sap. Along the walls were carved benches or beds, and in the slight enlargement on one end of the structure, Zabor had erected a table. The top surface of it bore intricate soot-lines where the old man planned to carve an epic in relief.


  What do you use to cut the wood? Aereas asked.


  The man proudly lifted a keen-edged curved pick from an assortment of them that he had at his workbench. “One of these—termite mandibles. I’ve slain three already. Excellent meat, though I am having trouble drying it. If only I could find some salt here, I could dig a pit and—”


  As the man spoke happily, hopefully, of his life, Aereas drifted toward the mortared fireplace the man had made for himself. Within it, two more globes of the rosin were burning, and putting forth a tart clean scent.


  This was no hermit’s hovel. This was a house meant for entertaining—three beds, a table that could seat twelve, five coat pegs by the door.


  You are lonely here, Aereas noted, breaking into the man’s stream of talk.


  The observation seemed almost accusation, the way Zabor stopped his thought and rose to his full height, a baleful glare of consideration on his features. Then, in one exhalation, all that ephemeral dread sifted from him, and he said, “Not so very lonely. You come every year or so. I’ve met Orus and Orob, and have spent two nice evenings riddling with them.”


  You have made these other two beds in hopes the worms will need to stay the night? And these four extra pegs so the aphids can hang their coats?


  The man looked miserable, deflating even further. He turned, and in a rush, sat upon one of the benches. “These are matters of comfort to me, Closet Lord. No more than that. I’ve set a roof over my head, even though you send no rain down on this land of yours. I have made myself lamps, even though your sun shines ever, without even moving across the sky. So, yes, I’ve made three beds and a large table, and I plan to make myself a twelve-setting service of plates, even if you bring me no one else to eat off them. These are just matters of comfort.”


  Yes, comfort. Aereas thought on that, piecing together the shattered remnants of memory: I’ve been through heaven and hell, fought battles against fiends and angels, even doffed mortal flesh like a robe and ascended to immortality, and yet the one thing still denied me is comfort. It seemed so petty and banal a concern. Those who lived in comfort were those who had ceased striving. That which was comfortable was always mediocre, unimpressive, insignificant. And, yet, Aereas craved it now above all else he had ever known.


  A bed in his cell. That would have been a start. Something he could at least look down at and think: I once had a body that was about that size. Had he had a bed in his cell once? He could not know, with his chronically ravaged mind.


  “You are lonely here, too,” noted Zabor wearily.


  Yes, the Closet Lord said simply.


  The old mage raised venous hands before his drawn face, and he said, “I have only these hands, which have been drained forever of their magic. They build now by brute manipulation, by friction, pressure, torque, apprehension—by opening and closing. With them, I am making a world of my own, with sights and furnishings that please me. You command great powers, and with them have made this world, magnificent and broad. My creations are small and weak, yours are great and towering. But, the irony is that when I fashion myself a bed, I can lie down and sleep upon it, and when I make myself a table, I can set it and eat at it. You can only float above your world and consider it. You cannot live the freedom you have created for me.”


  True enough. I long to sit here with you at this table and trade stories, smoke a pipe, eat a dinner. But I have nothing to sit with, nothing to hold a pipe with, no reason or need or ability to eat. The only curse worse than being a soul imprisoned in flesh is being a soul released from that prison.


  Zabor looked up. He let out a long breath. “I wish you had a shoulder, because if you did I would clap a hand to it right now and say, ‘Come outside. I have one last creation for my creator to see.’ ”


  So saying, Zabor opened the red door that led from the dining room out onto the open mountainside. Aereas followed. The old mage walked up a set of shallow stairs and started out along a narrow trail he had worn into the side of the mountain. The path led around the base of a nearby rocky prominence, and as Zabor walked that way, he gestured behind him, smiling like a schoolboy with a surprise prepared for his father.


  Aereas trailed the old mage, wondering if he had done more harm than good rescuing the fellow from the bone chain. When they rounded the dark spur and Aereas saw what stood beyond, all his reservations fled.


  There, in a wide, natural niche in the mountainside, the old hermit was building a temple. He had begun a ring of thirteen columns, standing in a classically proportioned arcade along the irregular face of wood. Each column was built of rocklike wood rubble joined with rosin. The first of the twelve was already finished off with a facing of fluted plaster. Each column was joined to its neighbors by a hefty lintel of wood, also destined for a plaster coating.


  At the center of the half-circle of columns sat a dais, and upon it, the huge wooden framework of a vaguely human form.


  Whose temple is this? Aereas asked, awe in his voice.


  Zabor nodded toward the dais. “The name is already engraved upon the platform.”


  Aereas drifted forward until he could clearly read the inscription: The Closet Lord.


  At first, he had no words. What a strange and beautiful structure to build in these wilds. Aereas said, You have made me a grander home than yourself. Why?


  The old mage shrugged. “One’s gods should be better off than one’s self.”


  I am not your god, Aereas said. I am lord of a closet, nothing more.


  “I reside in that closet,” said Zabor, “and I need a god. Like it or not, you are he.”


  Aereas tried a different tactic. How can you make a statue of me when you don’t know what I look like?


  “Just the reason I invited you over,” said Zabor. He stooped, picked up a waiting shard of soot and began to sketch on the ground. His old hands moved with deft surety, and it was only then that Aereas remembered these same hands had carved a fifty-foot length of chain out of a single bone. “I was imagining something like this.” With a few quick, confident lines, he had evoked the long slender shins and arms of a great lean god, whose hands hung huge and dexterous beyond the arms of the chair where he sat and whose head tilted in a look of vast solemnity.


  Aereas laughed—not a scornful laugh, but the mild, gentle chuckle of a friend. I suppose it doesn’t matter how I look. I’ve not had a body in eighteen years.


  “It does matter how you look,” said the old mage with mocking derision. “It matters to me. Tell me how you used to look, eighteen years ago.”


  Aereas paused, considering. How had he looked? His mind had been so frequently ravaged since then. Any true memory of his own reflection was gone. It seemed suddenly strange to him that every man knew himself best from the inside out, but worst from the outside in. I think I was tall, thin, muscular, young….


  Of all the words that had once described him but did so no longer, the last burned most painfully. Aereas dismissed the thought by watching the old man’s sooty hand trace out a quick figure.


  I had dark brown hair, long and straight, and sometimes wore a beard, but usually did not.


  “What was the shape of your face? Triangular, oval, circular, square?”


  I don’t know. Sort of a squared off oval.


  Zabor marked in the face beneath a shock of dark brown hair. “Were your eyes high or low, small or large? And what was the mood of them?”


  They were high and large, and their mood was, say… idealistic.


  Four swift strokes brought in these new features.


  “Aquiline nose?”


  Why not? And since I can’t really remember, give that chin a little more strength, and the mouth a little less sardonic twist. There. That’s about it. That is either what I looked like or what I wish I’d I looked like.


  The old man sat back. He gazed down at the ghostly sketch of the god that hovered, invisible and incorporeal, before him, and seemed to see the Closet Lord for the first time. “You were just a young man when you became—”


  I was twenty-some.


  “Not even a third of my age,” noted the old mage with a gentle smile. He knelt there, staring at the likeness for a few moments longer, then rose and dusted off his knees with his clean hand. “Well, Closet Lord, you will soon have hands and feet and a head, so you can actually be in your world.”


  Aereas began a reply of thanks, but suddenly felt a frisson of cold and fear. It was the Lady. She was calling him, and was unsettled that he seemed not to be in his cell. Aereas rose up and outward, speeding for the blurred distance where the closet ended and the world began. He saw the white rankled line of the bone chain that kept the Lady’s mind at bay, and crossed it.


  The moment he had overflown the spot, a vast cruel fist seized upon his mind and drew him upward, outward, toward her waiting sentience. Even as his spirit was being unceremoniously dragged through wall after wall of the Lady’s chambers and dredged upward five floors, she was stripping from his mind the words she would use, the trial words, the condemnations. He went along without struggle, quietly secreting away the name of Zabor and the incantations of expansion and contraction.


  Suddenly he appeared within the huge impenetrable blackness that was his livery during trials. He was in a big, airy upper courtroom, its walls lined with niches that held no statues, its marbled floor large enough to hold hordes, but holding, in fact, only one young, chained girl.


  She would not have liked being called young or girl. He could tell by the look of serene pride on her face, by the scaled armor of a dungeon guard on her back, and by her upright stance. She was a proud young guard, guiltless of whatever crime the Lady was about to prosecute her for.


  Child, he found himself saying, the word his, though the intonation and meaning was all the Lady, when you were assigned to the door outside the torture chamber, it was because we knew you would amount to nothing. The torturer is a master, has never lost a prisoner, whether to excessive torment or to escape. You had the easiest duty in my service, and you failed at it.


  “I did not fail,” she protested. “If the mage escaped your torture chamber, he did so by some means other than the door.”


  If the mage escaped… do you question whether the Lady even knows when the traitor she has captured has escaped? Do you question whether the Lady can know where every soul in this building is at any time?


  “Of course not. I was just saying that there must be another way—”


  The only way is out the door, the door you supposedly guarded. He could not be magicked away. He could not be spirited away. And, it was not simply that he escaped, but that he took that accursed chain of his along. The truth is that you aided his escape, and are protecting him, even now.


  The girl dropped to her knees, and contrite tears streamed down her cheeks. “No! Please, believe me. I am innocent. I have not betrayed the Lady, or my post.”


  My dear, do not beg until it is to the torturer that you do so. You will find out yourself how expert he is at his duties.


  “Please! Mercy! I am the victim of some kind of conspiracy. I tell you the truth.”


  You are sentenced to death in the very chamber you once guarded. But, before you die, be assured my torturer will extract whatever truth is in you. If you are innocent, you will be buried in the regimental cemetery, and your father will be gifted with your helmet. Take her away.


  The guards were always fearful of entering that courtroom. Now, as always, they did so with quick, terrified steps and grabbed the woman’s shoulders. She wrenched free, still pleading her case. Not wanting to spend any more time than they must in the sentencing room, the guards grabbed up the girl’s shackles and brutally yanked her backward. She fell on her face, still screaming, and left a smeared trail of red behind her as she went.


  Aereas watched, feeling his black enshroudment fizzling away into nothing, and his mind being dragged slowly, inexorably back to his cell. All the while that he went, he guarded the shrinking spell in his mind, and planned another trip down into the torture chamber.


  



  
    ♦ Not My Department ♦
  


  
    

  


  It was a battered and chastened Factor Nystuff who finally staggered into the courthouse. He wearily dragged the blood-spattered door to the forecourt of the main arraignment area. Though he had left the crime scene at the same time as the soldiers who escorted the tiefling assassin, he and his passel of peasant blockheads had arrived five hours after them.


  Nystuff’s progress could have been traced by a blind man. In his wake he left toppled fruit carts, grease fires, lamed animals, caving walls, unconscious spectators, dead birds, and all manner of other mayhem.


  The factor released the door, intending to let it fall dramatically to the marble floor behind him. Instead, it lanced one of his fingers with a long splinter, hit his heel, and sent the cursing man face first to the floor, where he slid toward the impassive clerk. Nystuff’s armor struck sparks along the paving stones as he went. He smashed against the man’s desk, and one spike of his helmet almost got stuck.


  Growling, the factor freed himself and stood. “I want this cursed door catalogued as evidence.”


  The slender man looked up disinterestedly, then gestured to his side. “Evidence check-in is downstairs.”


  Factor Nystuff took one look at the narrow, winding, rail-less stairway descending into a deep, deep basement, and spat blood on the floor.


  Twelve


  A Man of Letters
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  Leonan, his pelvis emptied of its one-time pallet of ribs, stood at the edge of the cogworld and gazed at the giant journal of Artus. “Ruined.”


  The errant diary had sliced a canyon in Clare’s home world, and then unmade the Seventh Lift-Slip Gear by getting lodged in the mesh, stripping three teeth, and bending the gear’s shaft. But the cogs had caused similar devastation to the book. The broken spine showed ivory pages through the rent in its center. A tooth of the cog had bit through one cover entirely and masticated many sheets of paper within. The grease of the gear had smeared, bloodlike, in the book’s wound. Torn pages riffled listlessly with the slow turn of the disjoined gear.


  “If it’s as dangerous as you say,” the crone piped in from where she stood beside the skeletal god, “it’s just as well that it’s ruined, that it can’t be used by just any scrap heap scally-wag that comes along.” Despite her blindness, she stood with hands on her hips and stared appreciatively up at the destroyed book.


  “It may well be,” said Leonan, saying nothing.


  He moved away from the blind woman and the pentadrone, who stood in quiet subservience behind her. Leonan strode to the torn cloth of the enormous thing, and saw the compressed layers of wood pulp and the parchment pages. Grasping the edge of the sundered cover, Leonan climbed up toward the ripped spine.


  If the book had suffered a mortal blow, it would have been just here, at the spine. Destruction of any number of pages could not have mattered, since the pages of the journal were infinite. Neither could injury to the covers have done much: Artus had had the thing recovered numerous times. But the spine. The magic lay in the spine. Break the back—of book or man—and you have dispelled the magic.


  Leonan surveyed the split spot, studied the feathery edges of pages yanked apart by near-planetary forces. “Yes, the book is likely ruined, a dead body as our friend Alphie has said. But I am unliving proof that power may still reside strongly in dead things. The book is still quite dangerous.”


  The pentadrone scuttled forward on its five legs and, standing beside the crone, said, “The Journal of the Monkey Wrench may further damage the Seventh Lift-Slip?”


  “I doubt that,” Leonan said, and a dry laugh came from his teeth. He thought how Artus would have liked being called the Monkey Wrench, and then remembered a story of Artus fixing just such a slipped gear using a “thermochemical explosion.” Leonan decided the old man would have liked the name just fine. “The only reason it caused the damage it did was because it got shredded in meshed gears. As you are painfully aware, there is no longer any meshing of gears here.”


  The pentadrone grew a scowl of thought on all five of his mouths, then said, “So, you will need to remove the book before you fix the axle so that our world slides into mesh.”


  Leonan shook his bony head. “There will be no removing of that book. Not even with all your mechanical armies pushing on it would you dislodge the thing. You could sooner move a mountain.”


  “What is a mountain?” asked the drone.


  The crone clapped the creature on the back—or what would have been his back if he hadn’t had faces all around, so she ended up slapping one of those. “Haven’t you got any faith, Mister Machine? That’s the thing you need to move mountains.”


  “Besides,” broke in Leonan, “even if we could move this literal mountain, we could not repair your bent axle. That would take a… a thermochemical explosion.”


  “And where’s your faith, Tom o’ Bones?” cackled the woman. “I thought you said the book still had power. Well, if it’s got power, use it.”


  “The power of the book is portals, gating, not repair work,” replied Leonan, dusting off fleshless fingers and beginning to descend from the covers.


  “Well, then I guess Alphie’s out of luck,” she muttered.


  Leonan paused in thought. “But if you and I go through the book, we can take it with us, remove it from the gear. That would move a mountain. If the drones could repair the three stripped teeth…”


  “We could do that,” Alphie interjected, “if you would order us to do so.”


  Clare beat a withered fist on her pate. “Saints and Proxies! You mean, you could have fixed those all along?”


  “Yes,” said the pentadrone, “if someone had ordered us to.”


  “Well, I am ordering you to, now. Get your drones to work rebuilding the missing teeth,” the crone said in a dictatorial voice.


  The drone slid a sly look up at the skeleton.


  Leonan irately said, “Just do it.”


  Those three words sent the drone shuffling quickly away, his mouths busying themselves with silent instructions he was sending to the troops that approached.


  The crone sidled up to the skeletal god and lovingly rubbed his ankle bone. “And that leaves just the two of us, and the shaft.”


  Leonan looked down at her with blank wonderment, and a shiver went through his bony leg. It was not cold or fear that caused the shiver, but the occasional thrumming vibration of living metal beneath his feet.


  Living metal. Leonan spoke quietly to the old woman. “Do you sense life in this gearwork world?”


  “Yep,” she said simply. “Have since the moment we got here.”


  “And, there is grease in that gouge there,” Leonan noted absently.


  “What are you driving at, Old Tom?”


  “The book has—or had—the power to create gates not only to places that were drawn or described in it, but also to the minds of living creatures that had made it a blood sacrifice. If the blood of a reader got onto a page, the book made a link to the reader’s mind.”


  “And you’re thinking the grease of the gear is its particular blood, and if you get inside the book, you can learn the mind of the gear, and perhaps fix the axle?” the old woman chimed in.


  “Something like that,” the skeleton replied uncertainly.


  “Well, now, if you enter that book to gate into the mind of the gear, you and the book disappear, and I’m left standing here. Is my little Death God trying to play hookey from Hades?”


  “There is much risk in this, but you can come along if you like. What power—if any—remains in the book, I could not tell you. We might not enter it at all, or might be slain instantly, or end up in the Abyss,” Leonan cautioned.


  “Hades, not the Abyss,” Clare reminded. “I’m almost positive Buchvold would have ended up in Hades.”


  Leonan went on as though he hadn’t heard. “On the other hand, perhaps I could find another body for myself in there. It was through this book that my soul was imprisoned in this decaying godcorpse in the astral. Perhaps, through this book, I might get another restaurant body.”


  “Well, Old Tom, gather up your rib bones, put me on my pallet, and let’s be on our way!” the crone said, clapping her hands.


  “Too precarious,” Leonan replied. “We may well be tossed around in there, and we cannot take the risk of losing contact. You wanted a ride in my skull; you can have one now.”


  He knelt, gently enwrapped the woman in a bony grip, and lifted her toward his skeletal face. Though previously all too eager for a trip inside the braincase of an angel of death, the hag now turned pure white as she rose up to the face. She grabbed onto one cheekbone.


  “Now, crawl all the way into the brain cavity. I don’t want you falling out.”


  “I’m crawling, I’m crawling,” said the exasperated old woman. Her voice echoed in the giant skull. “Are you certain it’s been cleaned out in here?”


  “I haven’t heard a rattle for five years now,” the skeleton responded, half-joking. “Are you in place? May I stand yet?”


  The watery echo of the crone’s voice was too muddled to make out, though it sounded affirmative. Leonan slung his rib bones at his waist again, stood, and felt the gently shifting weight of the old woman in his head.


  “Can you see anything?”


  Again came the incomprehensible response.


  “Good,” Leonan replied.


  He started up the gargantuan side of the book. If all went well, he would not be climbing back down the thing. As his hands raked across the rended edge of fabric, Leonan reminded himself he should close the book behind him, so that he would have it when he emerged—and so that it would shrink to his size. He reached the top of the broken spine and eyed the cross section of pages splayed open before him. He stepped into the gap, half expecting to be dragged inexorably away, into a world of pages and words and flat figures. He didn’t budge.


  Ah, the key. He’d have to speak the key. His corpse had once opened a gate through the tome using the skeleton keys of Artus’s—his adopted daughter and his true nephew. Leonan was fresh out of Artus’s relatives, however. Perhaps he could guess what key Artus would have used to activate the book’s magic.


  “Nina,” the skeleton intoned. He did not move. “Aereas.” Still nothing. “Boffo… Sigil… Lady of Pain…”


  No magic answered him, only the echo-distorted voice of Clare, who must have stuck her head into the nasal cavity. “What’s the delay?”


  “I’m seeking the keyword,” replied Leonan levelly, then continued, “Portal… gate… custodian…”


  “You need a key to use this book?”


  “Every portal requires a key…. Music shop… closet… Caonan…”


  “And you don’t know it?”


  “Keylord… skeleton key… Why would I be looking for it if I knew what it was? Now shut up and pull your nose out of my nose so I can speak clearly.”


  His request was followed by an irate sigh, the clatter of a none-too-careful retreat, and the almost indistinguishable echo of “Saints and Proxies!”


  Suddenly, Leonan and his old-woman conscience were swallowed by the tended pages of the book. Leonan got the peculiar impression in that moment that he was a badly baited hook, and the book a widemouthed bass, leaping up from unconscious waters and gobbling him down. Remembering himself at the last moment, Leonan reached upward, hooked a pair of bone fingers in the spine opening, and pulled. The torn page ends flashed by like fluttering gills, and then even they were gone.


  So were the bones. So were the thousand petty annoyances of gargantuan decay. Only Leonan remained, the spirit Leonan, as he had been in the obsidian sphere in the café, and the old crone, her spirit carried in the mind of Leonan, itself.


  Their bodies were not, in fact, truly gone, but made words. Leonan and the crone had been reduced to a long, jumbled paragraph that read thus:


  
    

  


  
    Prowl. Prowl, all you. Malkin cries in black alley night and
    in blonde grass of day to prowl, all you. Prowl. Miriam! I have catted and catted but no more and am no more eat but
oh Miriam what in the middle does there be but thee? Can all
there that was not, equal thee who is not? Oh, Miriam. And
these, these fleshes for which I traded all and you and got
steel heads jutting! I am no more notcat nor even notman but
huge and corpuscular and a riot of death until the buzzer
comes with his jangle of rhino horn all strung on silver astral
strings. In the horns’ shadow is chaos made order and the big
deathflesh compacts inward to a form no longer a world but
only a great great tree. I march among and upon fiends, dead
or not until the flesh too is gone and only bone for wandering
and running. Bone. Only bone. Prowling again. I have
been four things now and seek the fifth and final thing. Which must be rest because that is all I can do now that Buchvold has run off with some temptation or other into some death or other and left me just me in the falling-apart house that he could and would fix but never did. And hold the book
closed and close so it will not get away again, Leonan. Hold it
closed and close.
  


  
    

  


  But they were not in those words, either, but expressed by those words, as a man may be introduced to another man by a third man only through a single slip of paper that addresses each. Leonan and Clare were no more the words they struck indelible on the pages than they were merely the sum total of the letters in their names.


  Theirs were not the only soliloquies in that vast flux. Resonations of Aereas and Nina and—most of all—Artus lived on here, whether new thoughts or old ones could not be discerned. In a dead place, ghosts are more real than flesh. And there was something else here, something in long, low, suppurating agony, an immortal mind with a mortal wound.


  Danger was there, Leonan knew. Despair, dread, death. Be drawn into that black, silent undertow and never resurface. He clawed back, away from it, and lashed the fluid thoughts until he was safe.


  In that tumbling turn of words words words in the giant cistern of the book, the two were falling, sifting downward through lighter ideas and concepts, as though they were bits of waterlogged wood drifting slowly down into murk, to their inevitable level. Leonan felt these buoyant ideas brush and bump past him on the descent, and he let them go and sank among them. Shop fronts, faces met once and noted, down and discarded, terrors of emergence from the thrumming silken unawareness of womblife into the tumbled adult maelstrom—loves, losses, penetrating panics, mortal fear, and—ah, there it was, artifice.


  He felt the current of the new idea drawn cold and clear through the massy movements of thought and word, and felt, too, the weak tug upon him. He followed it, swimming headfirst.


  The deeper he went into that invisible slough the colder he became, the more rigid his movements, so that at last it was mechanism, pure and simple.


  He was nearing it, the mind of the gear, the mind of Mechanus.


  



  
    ♦ Spiraling Downward ♦
  


  
    

  


  The stairs crackled by in infinite jittering as Nystuff lay prone atop the heedless door that, sledlike, flung him down the long long curve that led to cursed evidence check-in.


  Thirteen


  Song Beside the Sea


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  After a rushing descent over miles, the great river reached tidal flats of black sand. For all its previous fury, the voluminous flood could cut no single deep channel to the sea beyond. The shifting beds would cave in upon any deep flow, and major channels were washed away with each briny tide. As a result, what had begun in two blistering white geysers leagues above ended in a thousand chill black channels coiling in everchanging tentacles toward the great water below.


  Bruised and scratched all over, the three river riders floated slowly, almost blissfully in the chill waters above the black sand and beneath the orange gloaming. It had been a horrendous day, from the swarm of devas to the final agonizing bends in the treacherous descent. Now they drifted languidly along, no longer feeling the cold, or much of anything else, no longer watching the sky for more deva scouts.


  Aegis had fared the worst, which was often the case with him, whether it was his fault or not. The Golgoath’s waterfall had done most of the damage: a black eye, a bruised shoulder, various strained muscles and joints, countless abrasions, and a hollow cough from having swallowed much too much water. Though the kid had gotten a little lift from having downed a deva, he lost it again when he realized Tara hadn’t seen his heroics.


  Nina was probably the second worst off. For all her rigid resistance of the flood, she had taken quite a few sharp blows and graceless surges. She felt as though her body had been leeched of all its fluids, and inside, now, she was dry sand and rubble, shifting uneasily, unwillingly.


  Then there was Tara. Her father must have taught her to swim—how he had loved to swim! She took to it like the proverbial fish. She had come through the cascade nearly unscathed, and had seemed ever limber and ready to bend around a bulling boulder or bump lightly from rock to rock. Bobbing along, Tara looked as if she wouldn’t mind another go.


  “I think the water’s getting warmer,” she said as they rounded one of the serpentine curves of their current course. The black flood was bearing them out along one of the island city’s basalt cliffs, riddled with caves as though the whole island were a great sponge.


  Aegis took an appraising look at his distant relative, his eyes lingering a bit longer than they needed to. “Hmm. You don’t seem to be bleeding enough to heat things up.”


  Nina’s eyes were haunted as she looked about. “I feel it, too. I wonder what perniciousness is in store now. We’ve been ingested, digested, egested, and flushed out the garderobe of the gods. Isn’t that enough, at least for today?”


  Until his mother had spoken, Aegis hadn’t known what to think of the new, warmer water. But, being a teenaged son, the first best response was always the opposite of what mom said. “Oh, Mother—why must you always find horrors lurking behind every good and pleasant thing? I’m glad to have a little body heat back.”


  The inky brook bore them into a fat-leafed break of glossy trees, perched on a shoulder of soil above the salty black sand. In moments, the banks of both sides of the spring were lined with trees that dipped eager, fingerlike roots into the ebony waters. Above, they hung out verdant red fruits and pendulous bowers of berries, many of which they recognized as edible. The heat of the tide rose steadily.


  “I don’t much like this place,” Nina said wearily.


  “I agree,” retorted Aegis with his accustomed sarcasm. “Bathwater to swim in, trees to hide us from the eyes of devas, fruit to feed us. You’re right. It’s a regular hell.”


  “We’re not going any farther,” said Tara.


  Aegis looked unsettled. “You don’t like the look of it, either?”


  She shook her head, and tattered braids dragged in the still, ebony water at her shoulders. “No. I mean, the current isn’t carrying us any farther. There must be a—”


  They all saw it before she could think of a word for it. Through a marshy canefield on the oceanside of the brook, a gentle crosscurrent sifted, dragging the placid waters slowly out to sea.


  “The warm water must be coming from up there,” Tara continued. She pointed with one slim, dripping finger. There was a cave ahead, and from its mouth poured a steaming stream. “A hot springs. Looks like we won’t have to worry about freezing tonight.” She looked up at the fruit trees. “Or starving, either.”


  “Well, despite all the odds against it,” Aegis said with characteristic irony, “we actually found a paradise in heaven.”


  Despite herself, Nina laughed at that. “It damned well better be a paradise. I’ve not got one fighting muscle left.”


  “A hot bath does sound heavenly now,” Tara said, and she swam forward in a sudden smooth stroking of arms.


  Aegis’s jaw dropped as she went, whether because of her expert stroke or because of her sleek physique, Nina couldn’t tell. Then, with much less grace and speed, he plunged after her. Nina merely walked slowly in their wake. In moments, the two were laughing and splashing each other in the steaming brace of the pool below the cave.


  Yes, they had come too far, through too much for this not to be a paradise, however temporary, however small. Nina strode with slow reverent grace into the deeper, darker, hotter water. If in any world there might be a paradise for Nina, it would be a hot place, a place that would steam the old flesh and blood right away, a place where she would always be new. This was just such a place, she realized, as the water balmed her hundred shouting scrapes and scratches. The black liquid, dark with soot and black sand, leached the blues and blacks from her flesh, drawing like to like.


  In time she rose and picked figs and fruits, eating many herself, and tossing more to Tara and Aegis. She watched her son, bounding faunlike through the water. Oh, how he would hate to be compared to a faun, though that was what he was, an irascible fey creature who hid his human hopes and foibles behind a mask of witty rhyme and poem. He was infatuated with Tara, that much was plain, and the fact of it cut to the quick. How like fate to reverse the unrequited love, to make Nina’s fiery, brown-fleshed son fall for the even-tempered daughter of Aereas.


  Oh, Aereas. Strange that so noble a man as he would have fallen for so ignoble a woman as she. He was the one who saved her from the Lady of Pain, and before that, from an infinite plunge from the floating city. Before that, he was the one who had sought her, and the one who had betrayed her, the one who had loved her.


  Nina stepped back into the streaming flood, letting the scouring grit of the water sweep across her and do its work. If there were a paradise for her anywhere in these infinite planes, it was that peninsula in Caonan, a world—a whole universe to two ten-year-old cousins. That tiny scrap of land had held them as even heaven and hell could not hold them.


  She walked again, brushing serenely past her splashing son. He whirled, for a moment knocking one sharp elbow against her side: that was what this kid was, she realized, elbows and knees, ever bent and jabbing whether in humor or running or squirming out of a headlock. She glanced reprovingly at him, and saw in his eyes that this particular infatuation was a headlock he’d not soon be slipping from.


  Aegis returned his mother’s look. She was so severe, so humorless. Boffo had said, during one of his visits, that she had always been intense, but not always so quietly angry. Instead of an apology, Aegis swiped a wave of black water at the side he had bumped. The gritty liquid struck his mother and slid away from boulder-scarred skin.
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  Aegis felt suddenly sorry. A larger, blacker wave struck the back of his head and flung his inky hair out before him, reminded him of more immediate and interesting prey than his mother.


  He spun on Tara. She was backing slowly away, hands up before her. Aegis gave her a predatory sneer and advanced. She began to laugh, and pantomimed a handlebar mustache over her mouth. Aegis reached up to find just such a thing—a brown seedpod—clinging beneath his nose.


  “Ah,” shouted the young poet in mock fury:


  
    

  


  
    “She sets my mother at my back
 to aid in her attack,
 And makes the very seedpods lash
 and make a crude mustache!”
  


  
    

  


  With that, he flung himself at Tara. Always before in this splashing fight, the contact had only been momentary touches of fingertips, brushes of elbows. But now, as Aegis came on, bringing a great dark wave he had swept up with both outstretched arms, Tara reared up, sudden and streaming, before him, planted two hands on his head, and thrust him under.


  He was swallowed by his own wave, and everything turned a sloshing, bubbling black. Tara paddled quickly backward. In another heartbeat, she would be gone.


  Aegis’s feet dug in along the rooty basin of the bowl, and he propelled himself after the sound of the flutter kick. His hand reached out and touched a fleeting foot, and he snapped his other hand out, grasping an ankle. Even beneath the water, he could hear her panicky laughter. Time to end that. He yanked toward him, dragging her underwater, and climbed up her legs, pulling them tight against his chest to keep her from escaping. Now, she was his! Past her hips and his wiry arms encircled her narrow waist and he squeezed to force the air from her lungs.


  It was no use, he suddenly realized. She was standing, her head above the water, and he hadn’t had a breath since she’d dunked him. Letting go of her waist, Aegis pushed off the bottom of the pool, broke from the inky water, and landed on her like a frightened cat, wrapping arms about her neck, legs about her waist. That, at last, had the desired effect. She overbalanced, pitching backward. She went under, and he rode her downward.


  Victory!


  Only now there came a fisted punch to a most intimate region, and Aegis’s hard-won breath burst from him in a cloud of gray bubbles. He gasped, getting a bit of black water for his efforts, and suddenly realized Tara was out of his grasp, and his legs and arms didn’t want to work anymore.


  Gritting teeth in the gritty pool, Aegis sank miserably to the bottom and sat there a moment in a crumpled stoop. As the lower pain lessened, a higher pain intensified. Pain and anger. At last, he lurched upward, breaking the surface of the water. His face was flushed from breathlessness and shame.


  “What did you do that for!” shouted Aegis and Tara in unison, standing across from each other, hands defiantly at their hips. Their eyes traded rage for rage, shame for shame, and both knew that a moment of accidental intimacy had passed between them. Their friendship could never be the same because of it.
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  For Tara, that realization brought a tear, lost in the mingle of black water on her face. But it was still a tear, and she felt it emerge. She said, “Why did you climb on me like that? What do you think, I’m just another boy?”


  He stared with blank incomprehension at her. “No, I’ve never thought of you as just another boy. We were just play-fighting, right?”


  She glanced for a moment away. Maybe it hadn’t been his hand. Maybe it had just been his sleeve, or a leaf, or her imagination. It didn’t matter. It was time he learned this, anyway. “I’m not just another boy. I’m a girl—a woman, damn it—and you don’t touch a woman like that.”


  Though moments before it had not seemed possible that his eyes could get wider, they did now. “Like what? We were playing!”


  “That wasn’t playing. By now you should know when to stop.” As soon as those last words had emerged, Tara regretted them and their tone. She had sounded like a moralizing mother.


  “I’m sorry,” he said in a tone anything but penitent, “but you shouldn’t have punched me there.”


  Tara felt herself blush. No, she shouldn’t have. “I’m sorry,” she spat with equal irritation. Then an edge of spite crept into her voice. “I guess we should just try not to touch each other anymore.”


  “Fine,” he said, stalking away.


  “Fine,” she echoed. She watched his young back, retreating. Yes, he was a man, or nearly one. Perhaps a year down the road, or two years… Hell, right now, seventy-four years didn’t seem to be enough time.


  Let him skulk off, she thought. Let him stew in his own juices. He’s got enough juices now to make soup for twenty. Let him cool off. The distance this will set between us will be good for both of us.


  What was it with that kiss in the rapids? she suddenly remembered, then put the question aside. The rapids had been the rapids. She would have kissed a toad if she thought it would have given them the luck to get out alive.


  No, this distance is good. Then why do I feel so rotten about it, and why does it hurt so much?


  Too many questions. Aegis was the teenager. He was the one who should be plagued with questions and racked with guilt. Tara shook her head, ducked beneath the water to clean away what she could of the grit and the memories, then strode up and out, streaming ink.


  She picked a path among the short undergrowth, careful not to let the unknown plants brush her bare legs. They could be poisonous. It was a short, winding way among the ferns and up a bank to the small, dark, round cave mouth where the hot springs emerged. On one side of the black stream was a ledge, and on that ledge sat Nina, small and brown, her sleek, mature body covered in a clean sheen of sweat. Tara stopped and stared, as she had often done when in her aunt’s presence.


  The woman, for all her madness, her barbed personality and checkered past, was mystery and power incarnate. Tara hoped someday to have a similar aura.


  “Did Aegis pass this way?” Tara asked.


  Nina looked up with all the languid sluggishness of a woman who had been to hell and back, and heaven and back, too. “No. Come in and sit. I feel like I could sleep just here, forever.”


  Tara nodded and, stepping past the lady’s brown, outstretched legs, seated herself along the wall. Nina was right: the wet heat of the place seeped deliciously inward across her skin. That, and the sound of water, and the bone-weariness….


  She lifted her head, and wondered why it was suddenly so dark outside, and why she was suddenly so thirsty. Nina still lay beside her, softly sleeping. Aegis was nowhere to be seen.


  Tara rose, feeling a slight chill as her hot flesh left the hot rock upon which she had lain. She stepped over Aunt Nina, who, aside from the slow breath in her lungs, appeared to have been slain by the wet oven.


  Where was Aegis?


  At the mouth of the small cave, Tara felt the first bump of the chill night air on her flesh, and recoiled. He is a man, after all. He should know his own way home. Despite these thoughts, she took a step, a single step, from the cave and gazed out at the palmy paradise. It stood black against a silver sea of moonlight. Aegis could have been leaning in sleep against any one of those tree trunks, or soaking himself in the ebony well where they had splashed.


  Remembrance of their encounter—the brush of a hand that seemed nothing now, and the glaring accusations of a friend she had had for eighteen years—made her wince. Her feet began their movement along the steaming stream.


  Tara’s bare ankles flashed through break after break of undergrowth—poisons be damned. Aegis was out there somewhere, and she would find him.


  She reached the pool where they had splashed, and it looked solid and still as soil. Gooseflesh covered her arms and legs. She was wet already, so she waded into the dark depths. The water was hot and welcoming, quiet. As if fearing to disturb the sanctity of the moment, she settled down slowly. Ah, that was it. She would stay only until she’d warmed up again, and then move on, looking for Aegis.


  As it turned out, she didn’t need to look for him at all, only listen. The black waters had just closed over her shoulders when she heard, faint and high, the distant sound of a young tiefling singing an old tiefling lay:


  
    

  


  
    “The oak tree bears its brown of death
 beside its bud of green,
 the livery of the breezes north
 into the easting spring.
  


  
    “And on bare boughs the sentries stand
 all papery and dry,
 and shells of granddad leaves remain
 to show that all must die.
  


  
    “But to the granddad husk it shows
 the soft vermillion stem
 that proves that life will conquer death
 and love rule in the end.”
  


  
    

  


  That was as much of the song as Tara had ever heard, a sweet simple sentiment about winter’s death and spring’s rebirth, but Aegis sang onward:


  
    

  


  
    “Why is it I, a teenaged boy
 am dead and dry within?
 Why is it you, a woman now,
 are avatar of spring?
  


  
    “The ninety moons that stand between
 your first breath and my own
 are ninety universes strewn
 between our final homes.
  


  
    “And so I, dry, and dead, and done,
 await your springtime face,
 forgiving winter’s setting sun
 and sorrow’s long disgrace.”
  


  
    

  


  He sang to her. He sang for her, extemporizing as he went, soft and sad, not really intending to be heard. As soon as she knew it was to her that he sang, she rose slowly from the pool, letting the water sheet away instead of dripping. On the bank, she moved outward, through the jungle, toward the voice and the sea. Each careful step brought her silently closer to the song and the soul that sang it, and the black leaves gave way in triangular kaleidoscope to the full silver of moonlight.


  There, on a rugged volcanic rock, sat Aegis. He stated outward toward the moon’s sleeping eye and the calm sea of mercury. Perhaps he had heard Tara’s approach, for he had stopped singing.


  She paused, watchful and heartbroken, wondering if she should just retreat. It was too late, though. He knew she was there. Yet treading softly, she cleared the brush and climbed the shallowly sloped rock. He did not turn. She came up beside him and sat down.


  He looked her way a moment, snake-lines of moonlight in his eyes. Then, without speaking, he turned back out to sea.


  Tara took a deep breath. “I’m sorry about—”


  He clamped a hand tightly over her mouth, and she squirmed for a moment in muffled protest. She stopped wriggling when her eyes followed the line of Aegis’s other hand, pointing out to sea.


  There, against the scimitar of the moon, flitted the watchful shadow of a black-winged beast.


  



  
    ♦ In the Study ♦
  


  
    

  


  “What do you see?” asked Boffo anxiously, crouched behind Gwyn, who was just about to stick her head into Artus’s tobacco stand.


  She leaned forward, and the too-narrow edges of the stand struck the top of her head. The stand tipped backward and fell quietly to the ground.


  I see nothing. I can’t pass through.


  The gnome wore a look of frustration. He coughed into his hand and said, “They must have gotten to Mister Iannth. They must have taken the door down.” Boffo gingerly lifted the tobacco stand, as though it were made of glass and might shatter in his grip. “So, we wait. Somebody’s going to try putting the door up somewhere, and then we’ll be able to get through.”


  Yes, Gwyn mindsent to him. We wait.


  Fourteen


  Roommate Troubles
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  From the very beginning, she proved harder to rescue than Zabor.


  For one thing, the young, dark-haired guard had been conscious where she hung, shackled, in the dungeon. When Aereas cast the first shrinking spell on her, she cried out, calling the guards to assure them this was no escape attempt on her part. Aereas eventually got the rebellious woman down to dust-speck size and began puffing her away from her shackles on the wall, but she was at the bottom of the great round dungeon, and the ceiling was hundreds of leagues up. Had Aereas been propelling the specks with his own breath rather than the minuscule workings of his magic, he’d have passed out before getting her even halfway up the wall.


  Once he’d steered her through the cleft and landed her near Zabor’s encampment, she shouted that whatever power had snatched her out of the Lady’s clutches should know it would be in big trouble once the Lady found out. This loud announcement was enough to summon the tall spidery mage from his lair. She saw him, rushed to the startled and hopeful man, and slapped him hard across the face.


  That was a bad first impression, on both sides.


  Aereas quickly spoke up, in hopes of explaining. The voice from nowhere, despite its comforting words, did more harm than good. We mean you no harm. This is Zabor— He got no further. The old mage was just then extending his hand in greeting when the young guardwoman slapped him again.


  “Zabor? So you’re Zabor, the reason I’m in this mess. Come with me. You are arrested in the name of the Lady of Pain—may she have mercy on your soul.”


  Having been slapped twice by an actual human hand, and having received no helpful instructions from the Closet Lord, Zabor surrendered to his captor, though she was half his height and one fifth his age. She reached to her belt for something to bind his hands with and found no shackles, not even a belt, but only the prison shift she had been dressed in before being shackled. Frustrated but not cowed, she grabbed one of the man’s thin old arms, wrestled it around behind him, and pushed him off down the trail—the only trail in sight—heading, no doubt, for Sigil.


  Being a minor god, Aereas had already determined he would be better off to let the young guard play out her anger rather than muddying the water with any undeniable facts. She marched Zabor around a looming height of stone and onto an official-looking esplanade. Classic columns, a stately statue in the works—this looked promising. The trail would lead past this outlying shrine and to… nothing, on the other side. The young guardwoman set her jaw, whirled her captive about, retraced their steps to the far side of the shrine, gritted her teeth, and spoke: “Which way to Sigil?”


  Zabor shrugged in honest uncertainty.


  At last, Aereas spoke: Why would you want to go back to that rat hole? You’re a condemned criminal there.


  She spun about. “Who’s there? I thought I heard someone before.”


  Though she could not see him and he had no body to do it with, Aereas sketched a bow in his mind’s eye and said, The Closet Lord, creator of this paradise, rescuer of wizards at the end of their chain and condemned guards at the beginning of theirs.


  The girl kept turning her captive, as though to keep the mage between herself and the speaker. “So, you’re invisible, so what? That doesn’t make you a god.”


  Zabor murmured quietly over his shoulder, “He rescued you from torture and certain death, pulled you up out of an inescapable prison. Gave you a new life, no strings attached. He did it for me, too. That’s what makes him a god.”


  The young woman sneered up into the empty air, apparently having been convinced the presence was not only invisible but incorporeal. “Well, if he’s a god, he can just unrescue me, and give me back my old life.”


  Your old life, Aereas assured her calmly, would last about a day longer, a day of torture. Now, not only have you let the great mage Zabor escape, but you yourself have escaped.


  “But I have done neither!” she raged, her face tight with anger. “You have done both of those things. I will explain to the Lady, and she will take your life instead of mine.”


  My life has already gone to make some poor recompense for an offense far greater than yours, child. The Lady has already wrung from me as much as anyone could—even my very words. I’m afraid she’d kill you, all the same.


  Either she was a quick learner or a gullible adversary, for, in despair, the young woman looked down at her prison shift, tossed down Zabor’s hands, and shook her head sadly. “Then I have no choice.”


  Aereas smiled inwardly. Some must be dragged kicking and screaming into paradise.


  Only then did Zabor break in. He extended a hand to the young woman, “May I show you my home, Lady—”


  “Grennich. My name’s Grennich,” replied the girl irritably. She, nevertheless, took his hand.


  As the two mortals turned down the thin mountain path laid out before them and their god hovered in the clear air behind their heads, Grennich looked out across the world she had just then so unwillingly inherited. Aereas followed her gaze, seeing beautiful pasturelands, fields white for harvest, an enormous and desolate lake of fresh water, a dense palm jungle, a high granite mountain—crevasses, moors, tarns, meadows, streams, herds of goats and sheep and bison…. It was a perfect paradise he had made, only more so because of the grand, lonely stone home of Zabor, first human inhabitant of his world.


  “So, we’re stuck here,” Grennich muttered to Zabor.


  Aereas heard the sound as though it were a whip crack. Before the kindly old man could speak, the Closet Lord petulantly said, Yes. You are stuck in heaven. This is your home now. Get used to it.


  It was, by any account, a lot to get used to. On the other hand, this particular woman had just recently been accused of a crime she hadn’t committed, and been condemned to a torturous death, all of which she’d taken quite admirably. Signs seemed to indicate she would be doing fine fairly soon.


  Aereas was about to point out that he had no more set out to be her god than she had set out to be his mortal. It just fell out that way, and he was not necessarily any happier about it than she was. But he stopped himself in time: humans would never appreciate such lines from their creators, redeemers, sustainers. Ah, well.


  “You built this house?” she asked. At Zabor’s nod, she said, “Not bad, considering what materials you had.”


  “Please, come into my humble home,” Zabor invited. He swung open one of those round, scarlet doors, and she stepped through.


  Just before the old mage ducked his head to follow, Aereas whispered to him, I apologize for her attitude and age. I had to work fast.


  A beatific smile crossed the old man’s sad lips. “I was not looking for a wife or a mate. Just company. She’ll be more than enough. Thank you.”


  Do you mind if I tag along on your tour? Aereas asked.


  “It would be my honor,” said Zabor, and he motioned the presence through the door.


  Aereas obliged, glad to be treated again as though he had a body. Inside, Aereas saw what Zabor would in another moment, that Grennich had begun her own tour. She was on the opposite end of the house, crouching beside the fireplace and turning the crank of a spit Zabor had improvised there. An unidentifiable hunk of meat hung on it, its exoskeleton beginning to burn.


  “This is your dinner?” Grennich asked.


  Zabor blushed and gave a little shrug as he rushed toward her. “I forgot about it. You arrived so abruptly—”


  “What is it?” she asked as he took the handle from her.


  “I call it buffalo shoulder,” Zabor said, “except that these buffalos have six shoulders. What it really is, I don’t—”


  “It’s delicious,” said Grennich, having pulled a strip of loose flesh off the beast.


  Zabor colored with pride, and immediately forgot his dinner again, ambling to the cold cellar he’d just stocked beside the kitchen. He threw back the door to show two other shoulders of bison hanging in translucent splendor within. “There’s more than I could eat before it would spoil. I hope you’ll join me for dinner.”


  She had already pulled free two more strips of the meat. “They hadn’t fed me since yesterday morning,” she said by way of acceptance.


  “Yesterday morning,” Zabor said wistfully. “I like the sound of that. We’ve got no night here. No night, no rain, no seasons.”


  I’m working on that, Aereas interjected.


  Grennich looked up, seeming surprised by the voice. “He’s still here? Pretty nosy for a god, isn’t he?”


  “I invited him,” Zabor said.


  “Closet Lord—is that what you call yourself?” she asked the empty air. “Closet Lord, don’t you have anything else to tend to?”


  Aereas’s voice was coldly amused. As a matter of fact, no, I do not.


  Grennich shrugged it off. “Whatever.” She dusted her hands off and said, “If there’s no darkness or rain, I can sleep outside with no difficulty.”


  Zabor looked distressed. “Actually, you wouldn’t want the stoats to get you.”


  “Stoats?” she said. “I’m a bit of a mouthful for stoats, wouldn’t you say?


  “Not these stoats,” assured the old mage. “Their mouth pincers are as big as your hands, and they could take your head off in one bite.”


  Stoats? Aereas said incredulously. Oh, Zabor, why didn’t you say something? You had to fight them alone here, before you had your house built?


  The old mage rushed back to his burning supper and took the spit from the fire. He looked at the smoking meat and said ruefully, “They only recently migrated this far. The house was almost finished before I saw the first one.”


  I’ll see what I can do about that, as well, said Aereas.


  “Don’t,” Zabor replied. “They aren’t very plentiful and they are—well, delicious.”


  Grennich had moved back among the sleeping bunks. “So, this is where you bed down?”


  Zabor abandoned the burnt meat at the hearthside and approached her. He pointed to the largest bunk. “This one is mine. There are two smaller ones. You can claim one of those.”


  She shrugged and indicated his bed. “Eventually I’ll be sleeping here.”


  Zabor’s eyes grew wide with shock and uncertainty, and he stammered something incomprehensible.


  Grennich elaborated, “I mean, when we build my house, I’m going to sleep in the largest bunk, too.”


  The old man squeezed out a few words. “We… build… your house?”


  She apparently had already forgotten the discussion, returning to the fire. “So, when is dinner ready?”


  



  
    ♦ Jared? ♦
  


  
    

  


  Jared sat, drumming his fingers. The graveyard shift. It wasn’t worthy of him. He should be fighting traitors and pillagers, not guarding old hunks of junk in the courthouse basement.


  It wasn’t all junk, though. Jared had seen a quite nice gold-handled dagger, entered in the evidence room late last night. It wasn’t magic, just gold. It had felt great to hold. He’d even slid it into his own knife sheath and looked at himself in a hand mirror marked with blood. He looked rakish in his black clothes, dark hair carelessly draped over his eyes.


  Someday. Someday when he had a chance to do some actual fighting and slaying, he’d get a gold-handled dagger like that.


  Why someday? Nobody was here tonight. Nobody ever came to check out the evidence. Why not today?


  He looked both ways down the empty corridor, then stepped back into the huge evidence library. Passing a leaning wooden door, he entered the row-upon-row of shelves that held the items. The gold-handled dagger glinted at him in winking welcome.


  Jared picked it up, flashed it, sheathed it, and walked with bouncing self-satisfaction back toward his post….


  Damned if his foot didn’t catch on that old door. Damned if that old door didn’t fall and hit a shelf. Damned if that shelf didn’t topple and hit another one. Damned if not another and another. Damned, damned, damned, damned, damned…


  Fifteen


  Tune-Up
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  “Are you still here?” the man of letters, Leonan, asked the old crone, whom he had carried in his figurative head bone.


  There came an echoing reply from within his head, Of course I’m here. When your skull gets smashed flat, I get flattened, too.


  “Good,” came the reticent reply.


  The godskeleton glanced over his body, paragraphed and paginated, bristling with odd bits of punctuation and occasional red letters. Words. Words—meaningless without an appreciating mind. With one, however, words exploded in connotation and denotation.


  Leonan’s mind certainly appreciated what it perceived.


  He wondered if perhaps he (and Clare) were the first literary characters able to read themselves. Yes, he had temporarily traded bones for words. During the last twenty-eighty years, he had resided in a worse body. Much worse.


  His mind’s eye turned its attention outward, away from his character description and reiterative sentence attribution, toward the setting and context of his current manifestation.


  This was a flat place, not a world that could be looked at. To be part of it was to be incapable of perceiving it. It was a plane with infinite width and height but no depth, so when Leonan looked laterally, he saw nothing. From that angle, the place was only a vanishingly thin line. To look up or down from the page was to see nothing at all. Only the flat plane of syntax and semantics existed.


  Even so, his was an appreciative mind. Just as he could read himself, he could read his world, too, not by looking at it but by feeling the sense of its grammar and seeking in it the press of another mind. (Clare’s, for instance.) His mind (and hers) swelled and welled the plane as, too, did countless others, including the mind of the machine.


  Beneath it all was the black, threatening turmoil of a greater mind, thoughts indolent with—and redolent in—anguish. Death.


  “There is great danger here, but I sense we’re close. Which way should we go?” Leonan asked himself.


  The quickest way to Hades, I’d say.


  “Do you sense the locus of the mind of Mechanus?” Leonan asked.


  Maybe I would if I didn’t have your big fat brain in the way.


  “There is a discontinuity in the paragraphing ahead,” Leonan said. “It might be a shift in point of view.”


  Without waiting for sanction from the crone, Leonan skimmed on through the passages, reading only the first line of each paragraph:


  
    

  


  
    They entered a paragraph crammed with polysyllabics
and coinages, a misty verbal barrier meant to both impress
and confuse the reader….
  


  
    The questionable literary device of diversion established
the passage of time without recounting tedious details….
  


  
    They had enough, certainly….
  


  
    It was a brand of speedreading hated by authors who
weigh each word….
  


  
    He hoped for some dialogue, but there wasn’t any for
leagues….
  


  
    

  


  He began to wonder about the powers of his new body. Intrigued, Leonan paused in his skim and read on. It occurred to him that as a character reading himself—in fact writing himself—onto the page, he should have a certain degree of power through self-actualization. In short, he should theoretically be able to do anything he thought he could do. With no critic but himself, by means of ostentatious self-aggrandizement, he could make himself nearly omnipotent.


  I am a god, after all, he thought pleasantly.


  You aren’t your only critic, interjected the crone in his head.


  True enough. “But we are on the same side. If I believe in me, and you believe in me, then I should be able to do whatever I set out to do.”


  Not if that rolling blackness doesn’t believe, reminded Clare.


  Another good point. “Let’s test my hypothesis, in case we get drawn into that storm of mind.”


  He grasped an idea from the page: a metaphor implying that mortals were literary characters and gods were their readers; that gods may leap backward or forward in the character’s life and read what will or will not happen; but that characters will always perceive themselves as moving forward through time. On the page the metaphor looked simple, “Leonan realized he was both the mortal character and the immortal reader.” But, now that he comprehended the thought, it was heavy, unwieldy, and, quite possibly, false.


  Even so, committed now, Leonan lifted the thought, constructed the most absurdly pompous claim he could make, and spouted it: “As a god in my own right and as a self-determined literary figure, I believe I am able, through simple modification of this metaphor, to create a new portal out of the book into a world never before connected to the planes.”


  A whistle echoed within his head, and then the observation, Yeah, right.


  Leonan felt a bit deflated. “You have to believe as well, Clare, or I have no hope of doing this.”


  She clapped her hands like an excited child. I do believe, oh, I do!


  Too impatient to ferret out her sincerity, Leonan silently bent himself to the task of reshaping the metaphor. He devised a couple of derivations that were either ungrammatical or nonsensical. His linguistic muscles were tiring, and he was about to quit and blame the failure on Clare when at last he struck upon a meaningful rearrangement of the words, “Both the immortal reader and Leonan realized he was the mortal character.”


  He stood back, impressed.


  How does that make a portal to another world? asked Clare skeptically.


  “Simple,” came the skeleton-god’s smug response. “By changing ‘immortal reader’ from predicate nominative to half of a compound subject, I redefine it. Rather than renaming ‘Leonan,’ the term ‘immortal reader’ now grammatically establishes the existence of an immortal reader.”


  Simple, mocked the old woman.


  Leonan simplified: “I have made necessary the existence of someone somewhere reading this book.”


  The truth then became horrifyingly clear to him. A chill ran down his lexiconigraphic spine. Someone was reading him. Someone right now. Either one immortal reader, or one of an endless number of mortals, who, taken together, would be immortal.


  
    

  


  As preposterous as it sounded, his rearrangement of the metaphor had reduced his life to words on a page. Because of it, he was now animated merely when hundreds of thousands of copies of the book where he dwelled were printed and crated and shipped and stocked and shelved and sold and read and trashed by hundreds of thousands of readers in a world he could not even begin to comprehend.


  
    

  


  The new metaphor had established a portal to the mind of the reader. Like a child who accidently opens the wrong door at the wrong time and fears what he sees within, Leonan sheepishly ducked his head, grinned a gap-toothed apology, and said:


  “Sorry to bother you, Immortal Reader.”


  With a few deft moves, he’d rearranged the metaphor and closed the portal.


  It’s just as well you did, Clare said, because according to your new construction, you’d just made yourself a mortal character.


  “Let’s go,” Leonan said, shaken. In that moment, he vowed not to edit so lightly the prose laid out before him.


  Again, seeking the central mind of the gear, he skimmed the paragraphs ahead:


  
    

  


  
    It had to have a mind, given that it was alive….
  


  
    Worse yet, it occurred to Leonan, something that had a
mind need not live, as he had found when he rearranged…
  


  
    Despair was not new to him; but despair to a set of
words is more frightening than despair to a set of bones….
  


  
    An unexpected typo nearlu made him trip….
  


  
    Perhaps a halt would help….
  


  
    

  


  Still aching from the typo, Leonan’s foot rapped upon a jag-edged precipice that suddenly yawned before him. Skimming too quickly to stop short, he made a desperate jump over the


  
    

  


  
    … for myself I turn not for myself I turn not for myself I turn not for myself I turn not for myself I turn not…
  


  
    

  


  blank line spaces and the toiling, troubling, italicized words of the Seventh Lift-Slip Cog.


  He had found it, at long last, the mind of the gear. He had not just found it, but nearly plunged off his own point of view and headlong into that of the machine. It would have been a deadly mishap, to fall into and be lost in the monotonous solipsism of the gear’s thoughts. On the other hand, he was glad he had vaulted over the point of view shift so that he could clearly read the recursion.


  The skeletal god stood and listened to the tedious grind of the ruined gear:


  
    

  


  
    … I turn not for myself I turn not for myself I turn not for myself I turn not for myself I…
  


  
    

  


  “Do you hear it?” Leonan whispered to Clare.


  She paused. I hear it, but I can’t figure out what it is saying.


  It was Leonan’s turn to make a sarcastic jab. “What do you mean? It is saying, ‘For myself, I turn not.’ That is its problem. As far as it’s concerned, it will no longer turn.”


  The crone replied, But you said the gear was still turning, only that it no longer meshed with any neighboring gears. After all, I first thought it was saying, ‘I turn, not for myself.’ That would mean it is turning, but doing so in order to turn another gear.


  Catching on, Leonan said, “Or, it might be saying, ‘I turn? Not for myself I turn. Not for myself,’ which could mean it would turn if it had anything else to turn for.”


  Or, ‘Myself, I turn not—for myself, I turn. Not for myself. I turn not for—’


  Suddenly, Leonan knew what was wrong with the shaft. “I think that when the book struck the gear, it shook loose the punctuation of one key phrase in the gear. It made an infinitely recursive solipsism out of something that previously had been a linear thought.”


  I think the book’s knocked loose a few of your commas, too.


  “What’s wrong with the phrase is not that it makes no sense, but it makes sense too many ways. It is not just ambiguous, but polyguous. The gear can’t get beyond this one clause because the cog itself doesn’t know which of the meanings it means.”


  Well, give it a few spare exclamation points, and let’s get out of here, said the crone irately.


  “Not exclamation points. That would make the thing spin too fast. And, I have the feeling that once we fix this little recursion, we’ll have to run for it. The Lift-Slip will reengage and move forward. We could easily be overrun by the words, if it reads faster than we do. I’ll need your unreserved belief in me.”


  You’ve got it, said Clare flatly. O powerful skeleton god, there is nothing you can’t do.


  Leonan ignored her tone. “Just before the sentence is fixed, look away. We don’t have time for both of us to read through the point of view shift.”


  As if a blind woman could read.


  “As for me I’ll read just enough to know that the gear is back in place, and then I’ll skip over to our next point of view break and skim quickly away until we’re safe.” Leonan seemed feverish, ignoring some of his own commas. “Ready?”


  As ever, great and powerful god.


  Leonan grasped the streaming solipsism. By its mere extension in all directions, it felt infinitely heavy. It ran through his comprehension like rope paying out after a dropping weight. It burned. He struggled to slow the grease-slick thought, and the blur of letters became actual words. Even so, they whipped across his understanding, and he knew that if he slipped the punctuation points in the wrong place, he could easily have a literary monster on his hands. Even if he got the marks in the right spots, he’d have to drop the thought immediately and jump over it.


  Positioning his feet as firmly as possible on the murky premise, be inserted punctuation.


  
    

  


  
    I turn—not for myself. I turn for the Seventh Lift-Slip Gear…
  


  
    

  


  Leonan dropped the suddenly writhing snake of language and, figurative heart in his figurative throat, jumped.
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  … and for the glory of all Mechanus. I turn, a metal world among metal worlds and tended by monodrones, duodrones, tridrones, quadrones, pentadrones, decatons, nonatons…
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  He landed at a run and didn’t stop for any punctuation of his own but hoped that by running on in a run-on he could outpace the gear now in place with no doubt the three broken teeth already fixed by Alphie and his subservient drones and the book of course gone because Leonan had been sure to close it after him knowing it would end up wherever he ended up and at the right size for him to carry and read it and the axle of the gear spinning in fine free form again so that the gears meshed and turned and Alphie was just now likely getting his first contact with a decaton in four seasons which meant twenty-eight Sigilian years which had been the time since the book had first flown free when Leonan’s dead body had pulled his living mind out of that fine fancy café in Sigil….


  He slowed, looking back. His most recent thoughts formed a thick, unbroken chain of words that would keep the flooding mind of the gear at bay until he and Clare could find the right portal out of the book.


  He paused, wanting to catch his breath. It had been two full paragraphs since his jump, and both text blocks were holding up fine.


  Nice work, mighty skeleton god, said Clare. And since you hardly worked up a sweat realigning whole worlds, I know you have the power to get me, immediately, to the afterlife. Buchvold awaits. I believe in you. I do, I do, I do.


  But before Leonan could even begin thinking of finding the woman’s dead husband, a clarion call came rippling through the flat world to him, the distressed voice of a woman.


  Damn these devas! They’re more vicious than fiends!


  He knew that voice. She had been his ruler for eight of those twenty-eight years. She was in distress, and old allegiances died hard.


  Flexing his literary omnipotence, Leonan stepped from the murky book, and into a firestorm of angels beside an island heaven.


  



  
    ♦ Crime and Punishment ♦
  


  
    

  


  Factor Nystuff glowered at the wreck of the evidence chamber. It was two hours past midnight, and four hours since Nystuff had gotten rid of the door—he thought, for good. As it turned out, there was no good to be had anywhere near this door.


  Cursed. That’s what it was. The curse was written down in every aching scar across his scored body.


  “Well, Notary Jared,” the factor said, coughing up a piece of something black from his own recent encounters with the door. “You say this whole thing happened because of that door.”


  The young man squeaked once, then cleared his throat and got going in earnest. “Yes, sir. I know it’s hard to believe, but—”


  “It’s not hard to believe,” interrupted the factor. His glare was deepened by the black rings beneath his eyes. “What is hard to believe is that your only punishment will be cleaning up this mess. You can start by carrying that door upstairs and putting it into storage.”


  The notary’s face brightened, and he seemed about to question the leniency of his sentence, but then thought better of it. “Sir, thank you, sir.”


  Factor Nystuff only nodded, then watched with satisfaction as the cocky young man hoisted the door and trotted off toward the stairs.


  There was even greater satisfaction in the shouts and sounds of tumbling that heralded the corporal’s return. He flopped out into the hallway, got up in embarrassment, dusted himself off, and, with a sardonic grin, said, “Sorry, sir. I slipped. I’ll get right back on the job.”


  “You do that.”


  The corporal went up again, and came down again. And again.


  In time, Nystuff chided himself for not stopping the circus before the compound fracture.


  Sixteen


  Angels Unawares
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  Out of the sickle moon, the tattered black form resolved itself into a deva.


  Before Aegis or Tara could move, it swooped down and lighted on the volcanic rock before them.


  Aegis was immediately on his feet, trying to shove Tara back with blustering bravado.


  She, however, had age and fighting experience on him. She fairly clambered over him, rushing the deva, her powerful arms out before her. She slipped past what little guard the tattered angel raised and thrust her hands around its sides and hugged tightly. “Phaeton! I’m glad you’re safe.”


  He gasped out his greetings between expulsive squeezes of Tara’s arms. “It is… good to see… you, as well, Tara.”


  She pulled back away from him and spun him around so that the moonlight shone in his eyes. He was more than troubled. He was weary and wounded, perhaps mortally so. “You are safe, aren’t you?” she asked fearfully.


  “For the moment, child,” he responded. “And, seeing you again makes right a lot of the things that have gone wrong.”


  Aegis had regained his feet and his pride after Tara’s accidental assault and stood near the angel, his face lit both with concern and squelched jealousy. “Those are some bad bruises,” he noted conversationally. “I know something that might help soothe them away.”


  Tara excitedly picked up the idea. She seized the deva’s arm and dragged him after her. “Come along. It’s wonderful. You can tell us what happened while you mend.”


  Phaeton’s limping steps made her slow down. Together, the angel, the goddaughter, and the spurned youth hobbled to the inky, misty pool. As one, they settled into the balming waters. Only when the angel’s tattered wings had sunk beneath the surface did the tension in his golden face ease somewhat, and he began to tell them all that had happened to him that day.


  “Once you had started down the cellar, I barred the door behind you, so that those who searched the wreckage would not think I had fled there. Then, I rose into my beautiful tower and began the enchantment to fling its stones to the far corners of Tuscan….”
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  He arose, strapping his scabbarded sword to his waist. His wings stroked smoothly, easily, bearing him up past the kitchen he had made for himself, and the parlor he had fashioned after Boffo’s.


  Two decades ago, such a place could never have been his home. Two decades ago, he would have hated the quaint decay of the place, the impracticalities of real fire and real mortar. At that time, Tuscan in its sere desolation of legal perfection, was home.


  Now, his hatred of the city had a creeping intensity that made it almost treason. Funny that he would destroy this tower, which he loved so, but leave the city standing.


  They should be in the Golgoath by now, he thought.


  “It is finished.”


  Incandescent energy lashed out from fingertips, wing feathers, tiptoes, even the crown of his golden head. The blast held him in place there above the sand and clay floor, which slumped in over the cellar and baked instantly to ceramic; there while the books on shelves beside him had no time to burn as they shot through stone and mortar both and were at last ignited by the air itself just before striking the stunned faces of angels; there while the conic observatory above him launched itself with such force that only the now-burning rafters and the now-melting lenses and the paper-thin seat were left, and then gone, too.


  The tower around him bounced once in vain hope of holding together, but then the jagged brimstone hail sliced out and tore into the swarm of angels, and the rest of the tower—the parts that had not been thrown immediately outward—slid in silent, solid majesty downward, at first slowly, but soon with the eager momentum of inanimate matter finding itself suddenly vigorously, ephemerally alive.


  It came down around Phaeton’s shoulders, as it had gone up around other shoulders centuries before. When the vacant ring of crown stones dropped below him, he saw in the spinning dust cloud dry brown clods of what had once been his home turning furiously with spraying red clods of what had once been his neighbors. Beneath him, the components of an orderly household and the citizens of an orderly metropolis fell mixed together in three rampartlike rings of chaos, as though Phaeton’s proverbial halo had slid downward from his head past shoulders and arms and so on, growing larger and cruder as it went until it spent itself in three rings of utter rubbish in inverse unholy unhalo.


  Few of those who had flown around his tower and demanded the surrender of Nina of the Abyss had survived that assault. Those few who did saw a smoke-blackened deva rise phoenixlike from what had once been his home. Only the eyes of the thing were still golden. Those eyes fixed in grim decision on the survivors—a solar deva dragging himself in back-broken ruin along the street below, and another astral deva, like himself.


  First, the solar, for sheer pity. Phaeton dropped atop the statuesque angel and sliced his head from his shoulders. Without even cleaning the blood from his sword, he roared up, a black meteor, and unmade his compatriot.


  All of them were gone. Phaeton glanced at the empty Golgoath beneath him, silently wished luck to the Bitch-Queen of the Abyss, and flew off in the other direction.


  He had at last done it. For twenty years he had been living as a stranger between two worlds: not human, but understanding humanity; not angelic, but bearing a deva’s body and mind. He had at last thrown over the sure, solid, cold foundation of devic law for the wave-ravaged sands of human passion and suffering. He had slain perhaps fifty, perhaps one hundred creatures that anyone in the planes would confess (whether in admiration or revulsion) to be the most perfect and beautiful creatures of all.


  And why had he? Because they would readily and happily tear to bloody pieces a redeemed woman and two innocent children in the name of their monstrous morality? Because by killing them he was slaying at last the immortal Phaeton, too?


  Perhaps. But mostly, he had done it to save his goddaughter.


  There would be others. There would be someone who knew why the devas had surrounded his tower. It would take only one child’s ear at the window and an hour of merciless grilling of the creature before the others would piece together who had been with Phaeton, and where they had gone. But an hour on the shoulders of the Golgoath would bear them far, if they lived.


  In the meantime, he would lead away those few that took to the air in his wake. He would seem to them no more than a tangled snag of black thread against the coarse fat sky. They would not catch him until he had reached the cumulus clouds that piled white on the black horizon. Then, he would leave it to lightnings and downdrafts and hail to decide which of them lived and which of them died.
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  “A hundred around my tower, and another twelve lanced through by lightning or dragged into the waterspouts or simply slain by sheer exhaustion and fallen into the sea,” Phaeton finished wearily.


  “You must be the most exhausted of all,” Tara said as she rubbed the angel’s tight-knotted shoulders.


  “You killed one hundred and twelve of your own people for us?” Aegis said, seeming duly impressed until he added, “Are you insane?”


  “Criminally so, as far as any other devas would be concerned,” Phaeton said, “even though the evil they intended you and yours made them deserving of no better than what they got. It is among the greatest crimes to prey upon the guests of heaven.”


  “Well, don’t worry,” Tara said in a motherly tone. “You’ve done enough fighting for one day—for one lifetime. We have a steamy cave up there where you can rest. I’ll keep watch.”


  “I only hope the militias don’t trace us here,” Aegis said.


  “Shush, and get my godfather’s other arm,” Tara said.


  The young man irritably complied, and together the three rose from the soot-colored water and returned to the cave.


  With a gentle smile and a nod, Nina greeted her old friend. “Glad to see you made it,” she said to him as he stepped past her and settled against the wall, in the place Tara had earlier vacated.


  “Thank you,” replied the angel. His words were barely finished before he began to snore.


  Tara looked down lovingly at her godfather. She patted Aegis’s arm. “There’s room back there for you, too.”


  He seemed freshly chagrinned. “I’d rather stay out here with you… and watch.”


  “I’d like that. Let’s round up some stones for throwing. Aside from a couple swords and a few rusty daggers, stones’re the only weapons we’ve got left.”


  That realization was grim enough to keep Aegis from laughing. They did gather rocks, setting them in a grubby little midden in the center of their watch post. In celebration of their labors, Aegis picked up one small stone and flung it out through the forest, where it cracked sharply off the lightless trunks.


  “Don’t throw any more. We don’t want to attract any attention, and we’ll need every rock if the devas find us.”
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  It didn’t take them long. The first gray-orange of morning had given way to a broader, more brilliant light, which spread itself along the wide and unwelcoming sea. Then, jagging black like flies in that luminescence, devas appeared.


  Tara immediately awoke Nina and Phaeton, both of whom came to the cave mouth and gazed outward.


  “They know we are here,” Phaeton said. “They are massing out there for an assault. They wouldn’t take even that precaution, but they don’t know what spells I have left.”


  Nina looked up at him, “How many do you have left?”


  “None,” Phaeton replied. “Well, I might be able to dispel the first few magical assaults, and that might convince them to make the battle physical, but that’s all I can do.”


  Aegis spat on the stone pile he’d been guarding. “Well, we made a good run, while it lasted.”


  Nina gritted her teeth. “It’s not over yet.”


  Aegis looked both shocked and embarrassed. He spared a glance at Tara, who was watching her feet. He asked, “What do you mean it’s not over?”


  “If they catch us, they will kill us.”


  “They’ll catch us, anyway. We can’t fly, swim, or walk away,” Aegis insisted, following his mother back into the cave. Within, his voice became hollow. “Why don’t you just give yourself up? You’re the one they want.”


  She turned on him, face red, and hand raised to slap him. She paused, her gaze fixed on his eyes, seeking a forgiveness that wasn’t there. Her hand dropped. “It’s too late for that. I’ve dragged Phaeton down with me.”


  The deva stepped up. “They want you, too, Aegis. Among devas, the sins of the mother or father are punishable to the fourth generation.”


  “Then let’s all three give ourselves over, and save Tara,” Aegis crowed heroically.


  “It’s too late for that, too,” said Tara. The other three looked outward and saw that the morning sky was black with winged warriors, and the first column was advancing with slow, deadly care above the jungle treetops.


  Nina grabbed her son’s arm and thrust him past her, up toward a small hole above the stream. “Get up there!” Her muscled arm was sufficient to actualize the request. “Tara, you get back there and follow Aegis. Go as far as you can go. Find someplace to hide where they’ll never find you.” Nina shouted the instructions as she pulled Tara toward her and propelled her up toward the cavern. Nina saw her son’s bruised and gritty face glaring back out at her.


  He said, “No! I want to fight beside you.”


  She grimaced. “There’s no room. Set some deadfalls and other traps, if you must. Now, go. Phaeton and I will make a stand of it and buy you as much time as we can. Go!”


  Tara was weeping. “Good-bye, Nina. Good-bye, Godfather Phaeton. I’ll never forget you.”


  “Go!” This time, the command came from Phaeton. He wrenched his sword from its sheath—he’d been too weary even to unstrap it the night before. “I’ll stand in front. I will drop them here, and here,”—he pointed to the ground at the entrance to the cave—“making a wall of bodies to fight behind. I’m hoping we can make them attack one at a time.” Nina held up a good-sized dagger. “I’m sorry to have gotten you into this mess.”


  “I blame Leonan,” Phaeton replied with a perfect deadpan. Only the curl of one nostril told Nina the angel was joking.


  There was time for nothing more. As Phaeton turned back around, he saw the floating picket of angels hovering just above the treetops, and a string of twenty-some others soaring wasplike down to the cave.


  Lightning flashed out, but, with a wave, Phaeton dispelled it. Another bolt darted down from the column, and it, too was gone.


  “That’s the last spell I’ve got,” Phaeton whispered tightly to Nina. “Let’s hope I’ve convinced them.”


  The first deva was on Phaeton with an immediacy that told him the advancing line had been a mere illusion meant to throw him off guard. It had. The creature, heavy and golden, severe and savage, slashed for Phaeton’s neck but got his jaw instead—and got a late-raised sword in the groin. The body went down with a searing splash in the hot-spring, and thrashed a bit while the next came on.


  Phaeton was ready this time. His sword spoke. A bloody-toothed angel head dropped to one side of the cave and a body to the other, in exactly the arrangement he had anticipated. A third body was there, then. It struck a hammer blow to Phaeton’s shoulder and whirled him around. He glimpsed Nina’s knife going through the thing’s throat. Then the corpse whelmed Phaeton and brought him down, a knife pinned in his back by dead weight. A jolt, a kick, and Nina rolled the body into the steaming flow.


  “Damn these devas!” she shouted in the momentary lull. “They’re more vicious than fiends!”


  Phaeton got a knee beneath him on the slick red floor and bolted upright, sword tip cracking against the inside of another attacker’s pelvis. And then, with the thrashing and the blood and bodies crowding into the cave, there could be no more clean killing strokes, but only the butchery of slashing and slashing.


  Phaeton carved his way forward, getting mouthfuls of blood for his shouts and screams. His blade got wedged in one fountaining neck, and the moment it took to kick the body away brought a shallow slash to his stomach. He killed the guilty party, and three more, and suddenly there was no one left, only bright daylight.


  Phaeton, panting, stopped himself short of stepping out beneath the sun; surely he would have been dismantled by sixteen devas at once. But they were not there. The pickets had fled—the whole makeshift militia. In their place, on a tiny island in the sea, stood a beautiful colossus.


  Not beautiful, exactly. It was a human skeleton, standing easily four hundred feet tall. In one arm, clutched proprietarily, was an enormous book. The other arm was extended over its head, and the hand glowed with golden godfire, held in glorious threat. The thing’s polished skull was topped with a ring of gigantic rhino horns, which jutted upward and outward, macabre and powerful.


  Only then did Phaeton see that the other devas were not routed, but only held temporarily, suspiciously, at bay by the skeleton and the yellow blaze in its upraised hand.


  Nina stumbled up behind Phaeton. Through bloody lips, she gasped out, “Leonan! It’s you! It’s really you!”


  Two more bodies crowded into them—Tara and Aegis.


  Tara blurted, “It was a dead end, back there.”


  Aegis stared upward and smiled. “That’s got to be Leonan. One good thing about being a lunatic, Mother, is you end up with some pretty amazing friends.”


  “Let’s just hope he is a friend,” Nina said, “after that zombie business in the Abyss.”


  Shaking his head and laughing, Aegis walked out into the open, holding his arms before him. “The enemy of my enemy is always my friend.” He began yet another song:


  
    

  


  
    “Take us,
 we tired, we poor,
 we muddled bastards,
 Tara, Phaeton, me—
 the wretched nephew-son
 and Bitch-Queen spore.
  


  
    Take us,
 we homeless, wretched hearts,
 to thee.
 And help us fight this
 endless, pointless war.”
  


  



  
    ♦ Sign of the Seventh Seal ♦
  


  
    

  


  The message came as Nystuff, for the second time that night, doffed his helmet. The small, quick rap of knuckles on the front door could mean only one thing: a message boy from divisional headquarters. Not even bothering to set his helmet down, the factor answered the door.


  The lad was like all of his stripe—scroungy, soot-smudged, and ardently sincere: “There’s a fire in storage. The factol says come at once.”


  Nystuff sighed. “Of course.”


  Seventeen


  Hunting Stoats
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  The very first Hunt Day began as would all the others that followed—with fanfare. The Closet Lord arrived in the sharp early morn, wishing for lungs with which to taste the cool air.


  Yes, after a brief eclipse, two small explosions, and a shower of sparks, Aereas had successfully modified his sun so that the ball was bright on one side and dark on the other, and so that it spun rapidly enough to give Zabor and Grennich a well-timed day and night.


  Those periods of day and night made their own changes to the land. The dark hours brought cool and dew, and the bright warmth of day created winds. The more dominant mildews and mosses of blue and white died back, giving way to lavenders and greener spores, which Zabor had previously called heathers. He couldn’t have been more pleased to see their new abundance. The morning dew and mist made small pools and streamlets here and there, feeding the great sea and allowing the various fauna to drink in a thousand little places rather than one big place.


  There were other effects on the creatures. Those that had been largely nocturnal beasts recovered from their long, bright torment under the endless daylight, and emerged from burrows and overhangs to forage and mate. The daylight creatures stopped jittering wearily about the landscape at all hours, and allowed themselves to nest. Orob and Orus got along better, as well, having discovered that Orob preferred night and Orus day. Aereas’s ingenious new astrology balanced what had become a mealy annoyance.


  The human fauna, too, were better off for the darkness. Until Grennich had arrived, the old mage kept his own hours, but then she came, and while there was no division of day and night, he would want to sleep while she would want to build, or vice versa. During their first period of wakefulness together—a span of about seventy-two hours—Grennich, in a youthful enthusiasm for building her own home, had kept the man up continuously. They had completed one sloppily stacked corner of her new larder before Zabor had told her to bugger off and had gone to get some sleep. Ever after, that first harrowing day would be known as Grennich’s Mean Time—a joke from Zabor’s old home world.


  The one unhappy result of the new light-cycle was that the stoats, already an annoyance, became a real problem. They ruled the nighttime hours entirely, and had ceased fearing the smell of chimney smoke or human latrines. In a daring daylight raid, the mandibled monsters had even run off Clarabella and Brendabule, two of Zabor’s best “horses”—cricketlike creatures he had managed to lure in with “sparklies.”


  (The man had discovered the beast’s love of such things quite by accident. He was setting some chunks of rosin and chips of mica together in a mosaic porch outside his front door. In time, he noticed two huge, sleek black creatures watching him from a nearby hillside, speaking to each other with hushed raspings of their legs. Growing nervous about their presence, Zabor fled behind his door for safety—and for a solid spear. The moment the door was closed, the creatures bounded over in one jump and stood excitedly over the half-finished tiling. Their eyes glittered with hypnotic appreciation. While Zabor cowered in his house and sneaked nervous peeks out at the enormous creatures, Grennich approached from outside. She saw the huge crickets, but believed them to be more of Zabor’s benign menagerie, and so walked right up between them, petted one on the flank, and knocked on the old man’s door. The taming of the creatures, and the discovery that they made excellent mounts, followed quickly after.)


  Zabor could ignore or forgive the other dangers and depredations of the stoats, but when his beloved Clarabella and Brendabule were run off and presumably eaten by the scaly albino scum-critters, he declared a war. Grennich, also grieved by the news, wholeheartedly supported the idea. The two mortals had even invited their god, the Closet Lord, to the first periodic Hunt Day. For Aereas—they were on a first name basis, now—Zabor fashioned a “godseat,” which was a saddle that held aloft a lustrous bit of quartz. During the hunt, the Closet Lord could anchor his presence to the quartz, and experience the chase with all the joy and jostle of a creature with a body. His mount—a young charger mare named Daisy, who had a powerful kick and a black shell that glistened with iridescent green highlights—apparently considered the sparkly saddle a rare honor to bear. She displayed extraordinary patience as Zabor lashed it around her thorax.


  The other two mounts, Valesares and Poppy, were already saddled. They had an eager, angry look in their eyes, as though they knew what they would be hunting, and what the creatures had done to the other horses. Zabor and Grennich, too, were decked out for the event. Over their work clothes, each wore a deep red hunting vest that the old man had woven from his finest lint-yarn for the solemn occasion. It seemed even the buildings had been dressed up. A full complement of new spears, their shafts fire-hardened and their heads edged in jags of glass, stood in a watchful picket along the long low wall of Zabor’s house. Flanking them were two longer poles, topped with crimson pennants. Clearly, Zabor expected to see blood today.


  All was ready when, from the belly of a nearby hill, Orob and Orus came. They moved with a silent patience, looking grandly wise as they crept toward the waiting crew. Both worms had endured numerous bites from the small-brained stoats—though the biters always ended up slain and swallowed by the grub creatures, not the other way around. Tired of being so routinely harried by the albeit delicious creatures, the worms had volunteered to provide a kind of bait to flush the stoat packs from their dens.


  Before the riders were ready to set off, the sun had swung its light almost fully to bear on the colorful party. A warm breeze came up off the purple seas of heather below. It would be a glorious hunt.


  Zabor cinched up the final strap of the godseat, patted Daisy’s chitinous flank, and gestured toward the glittering crystal atop the saddle. “Your horse awaits, Closet Lord.”


  Thank you, exceedingly, Zabor, said Aereas with precise enunciation. He drifted down toward the shining point of the crystal, all the while marveling at the beautifully sculpted back of the mare, covered in plates that were glossier and harder than black steel. Today, we will chase and slay monsters until this world is paradise, again.


  Daisy gave a screech of her dusty leg to show approval, and a small cloud of pollen spores went up, yellow in the sunlight.


  Aereas anchored himself to the crystal, making it the only still point in his mind’s eye. Now, he would remain fixed to the crystal, moved by it rather than by his own will. Zabor was a clever fellow, making him this simple body.


  Said old mage had just secured the bundles of lances to each of the ebony mounts, making them fast between the wing plates of the backs. He handed a pennant standard up to Grennich, who slid it into loops of leather and tied it down. Attaching his own standard, Zabor climbed up into his saddle, a less-elaborate and decorative affair than what the man had made for Aereas. In fact, Zabor and Grennich’s saddles were fashioned from the flexible flesh and scales of the very creatures they would be hunting.


  We will start from here, heading toward the grassy badlands where they lair, sent Orob and Orus in unison.


  Zabor nodded. “We will circle outward, keeping to the peaks until we round the other edge of Old Hag’s Point. We’ll come through the pass there, leap over the Foundations Chasm, and cut across their flank. Godspeed to us all!” And with that, the man lifted a ceramic horn to his lips and blew. The sound from the small horn was deep-bellied and resonant, and, in moments, it echoed from one peak after another, until it seemed a score of hunting parties were setting out with it.


  Letting the horn drop on its lanyard around his neck, Zabor tapped his heels against Poppy’s flanks, just between the second and third legs of either side.


  There was a springlike gathering of force in the mare’s long, multilayered thigh muscle, and then, with a sudden soft thrum, like the sound of an arrow leaping from a taut bowstring, Poppy and Zabor, both, were gone. Air slammed in where they had been, making a small, sharp crack.


  Aereas looked up from the gem where he was anchored, and saw the horse, tiny and black against the sky. The hind legs of the magnificent steed hung slender and still beside and behind the abdomen, and small triangular wings glinted, gossamer.


  Grennich clicked a command to Valesares, kicked her heels, and also was gone. Suddenly, there were two mounts, very close together in the sky.


  Daisy was chafing anxiously, ready to be off. With no legs to communicate his wishes, Aereas simply said, Well, girl, you’re the hopper. I trust your judgment. He ended the phrase with a couple of clicks of his own.


  In a blur, the world disappeared, swallowed by white sky, which rushed downward like a great fish eating the land. For a moment there was only vertiginous light, the swelling sun, and a nauseating sense of motion. Then, two black spots beneath the sun rushed downward into leggy solidity, and Aereas was soaring beside his fellow hunters.


  On the ground, the polished mounts, crimson vests, and trilling banners had looked festive. In the white teeth of the wind, though, a relative mile above anything solid, with their pennants snapping angrily on bowing staves and lances wavering slowly against the rush of sky, Zabor and Grennich looked positively warlike. Their vests stood out sanguine against the lightning heavens, and the blue-green wings of the mounts were stained glass windows, luminous with sun.


  If his two comrades were spectacular astride their midnight steeds, the world itself took Aereas’s breath away. He looked down, from a height he had never chosen to fly above his domain. Directly beneath them lay the brown, rankled rill of Zabor’s Mountain, part of the Floorboard Mountain Range. To one side, the high peaks fell away through a series of heather-covered, wood-grain terraces. At the base of them was a rolling woodland, and then the great brown-black expanse of Lake Dulane. On the other side, forbidding crags of stone marched downward toward the grassy badlands.


  The stoats had made their homes in the networks of narrow canyons there. They had originally climbed the mountains only to hunt the sheep that flocked harmlessly across them. Once a group of stoats discovered a pass through the highlands to the bison-rich prairies lying on one side of Lake Dulane, though, more and more of the creatures had crossed, leaving half-gnawed corpses in their wake. Zabor and Grennich had worked hard to hunt out the stoats that flooded onto the prairies. Today, they would dam the flood at its source.


  Aereas’s horse trimmed its wings slightly and pitched forward, following the other two mounts in their long descent. This was by far the largest leap they would be taking in the hunt, a leap aided by wings, and allowing the hunters to view the battleground before reaching it. Aereas felt his mind leaning back to compensate for the diving nose of the cricket, and he found himself looking distrustfully at the slender insectile forelegs the thing would be landing on.


  Beneath those legs, the mountains were rising and expanding, from rills to ridges to peaks to summits. What had seemed bushes in the air became trees and then glades and then whole forests. It seemed they would presently crash into such a forest, but fragile wings fanned out and treetops slid impossibly away beneath them.


  In a gap ahead stood a great bare shoulder of stone, and in succession, like three finger snaps, Poppy, Valesares, and Daisy struck ground, clung for an instant, and flung themselves forward again.


  This jump was much shorter. Daisy’s wings unfolded for only a moment, giving her the extra air to clear a dead crag of wood. Aereas heard her rear foot scrape the edge of a bough, and looked back to see bark chips fluttering like black moths in their wake.


  Another snick of landing, more thunder of clear air crowding past them—two more, and they had cleared Old Hag’s Point. Aereas gazed up at the jagged peak jutting up at a defiant angle to the sky. Daisy, here, could leap clear over that without even taking a breath, he thought.


  She did not leap over it, but beneath it, following the others in a series of short flat hops that sent them skipping like stones through the rocky pass. In jarring moments, they had flung themselves free of the mountains and sailed out across the grassy badlands.


  The roar of empty air was gone, replaced by the myriad sound of dry stalks striking against the cricket’s feet soaring just above them. Now, the beasts’ wings were spread full, letting them glide as long as possible before setting down in a rush and crackle of grasses to leap again.


  Aereas scanned the rumpled dry horizon and the cracked and canyoned lands ahead. The stoats would be here. They would be lured out in tens and scores by the mere sound of crackling grass. Zabor, silhouetted dark against the golden ground, pointed beyond the violent triangle of his standard. Aereas looked that way, and saw only dust, toiling in a long dispersing column up into the air. The base of the dust cloud was a batch of thrashing grass, moving toward the three riders.


  Giving their gliding mounts their heads, Zabor and Grennich unslung their first lances and posted them, preparing the charge. They traded grim, determined glances, then kicked their horses toward the rolling dust, toward the pack of stoats.


  Aereas could see the beasts, now, nine of them running abreast. They were the color of blisters, pink and watery. They had no true faces, only a pair of claw-covered mandibles and the chance frontal intersection of two lateral plates in a diagonal cross. Their eyes were setback, along the hair-grizzled snouts of the things, and beneath the creatures’ mouths were long patches of torn and dangling skin. These grotesque heads were utterly still as the beasts came on, borne upon rippling sets of millipedelike legs, easily twenty on each side.


  Aereas was simultaneously pleased that he had no life or limb to lose in the coming engagement, and dismayed that Zabor and Grennich did.


  The grasslands fell away. The three crickets and nine stoats closed. Zabor, clutching his first lance in one hand, lifted the bloody standard in his other and hurled the lance into the grasping maw of one of the beasts. The ten-foot shaft disappeared for a moment in the creature, and then ripped out the back end, causing the stoat’s head to dive into the dirt and its tail to flip over, scorpionlike. Zabor gritted his teeth and held tight to Poppy as the dead weight of the first kill crashed against his shoulder. He never shut his eyes, not even against the lashing feet in the death spasm, instead driving the point of his standard between the eyes of another beast.


  Poppy and Valesares leapt up, their scaly bellies only just arching above the snap of uplifted mandibles. Aereas, for his part, sent two brief pulses of light into another monster, and white acrid smoke plumed over him as Daisy went over the beasts’ heads. In any other place, it would have only been static, but in Aereas’s world, it was the crackle of lightning.


  The riders circled tightly, returning on the unguarded tails of the beasts. Four of the nine squirmed in death throes beneath the leaping feet of the horses, and three more soon followed them. Aereas, feeling near-pity, flashed the remaining two away with blue-white lightnings.


  The hunters formed up, congratulating each other for a good start. Zabor coughed dryly, waving dust away from his old face. “We’ve got a long, grim day of fighting ahead of us. But when we’re done, there’ll be no more stoats on our side of paradise.”


  



  
    ♦ A Sword is Best Used to Slay ♦
  


  
    

  


  He was not near enough the blaze to see the door—no one was. The whole building would be engulfed soon. But Factor Nystuff knew that at the center of that burning building was a storage room with a very unlucky door in it. He knew, too, that when the whole building lay in ashes, the door would remain, unscathed, ready to cause more mayhem.


  A voice entered his head. The voice of a judge-executioner, speaking on behalf of the Lady, herself. Find some safe place for this cursed door, Factor Nystuff, before it is the death of you.


  Nystuff cringed. The threat was clear. Judge-executioners were deadly serious when they laid down threats.


  Executioners, thought Factor Nystuff, his grizzled face brightening fiendishly. That gives me an idea.


  Eighteen


  Battle at Sea


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  “They won’t give up,” Nina said grimly. She had resumed her old seat in the nasal cavities of the godhead. Though the place had once been a ghastly throne, now it was only the fragile shell of an old friend’s bones.


  Leonan pivoted his gaze back toward their pursuers.


  Nina shielded her eyes from the midday glare that came from sea and sky and Tuscan. The angel armies hovered there. They had not attacked yet, but they followed as the skeleton-god marched doggedly out to sea. Nina leaned back in the sinus cavity and glanced into the black cranial cave where Tara, Aegis, and Phaeton waited.


  “They won’t give up,” she warned. “Those angels’ve got a long, grim day of fighting ahead of them before they’ve killed us or run us off. But they’re telling themselves that when they’re done, their side of heaven will be rid of us, rid of its unworthies.”


  Aegis’s voice sounded hollow and whiny as it echoed in the dead god’s head. “Why don’t they just attack and get it over with?”


  Nina laughed. “They still think that old hag is some kind of secret weapon. I guess I don’t blame them. If I saw a four-hundred-foot-tall skeleton holding up something that shone like the sun—hag or no hag—I’d probably keep my distance.”


  “Clare ith no hag. A crone, yeth, a hag, no. Dere’th a diffrenth,” Leonan said to the companions clogging his nose.


  “Forgive me,” Nina said dryly.


  Aegis chimed in, pretending to defend Leonan. “It’d be like someone calling you the Witch-Queen of the Abyss instead of the—”


  “That’s enough out of you,” said Nina.


  Tara spoke up. “What if Leonan walks all day and all night? Won’t they give up then?”


  Nina looked grim. “No. Just knowing we got smuggled into their perfect place galls them. They won’t rest until we’re gone.”


  “Well, then,” Tara said, “it seems to me we’re in the same shape as last time. We’re all huddled in a cave, waiting for devas to attack.”


  “Except now,” Nina said with a smile, “we’ve got a four-hundred-foot-tall skeleton-god on our side. And, more importantly, we’ve got the book.”


  That left an ominous silence hanging in the air.


  Eventually, it was Aegis who mustered the nerve to ask, “All right, Mother, what’ve you got planned?”
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  “It’s nothing, I tell you,” whispered Lieutenant Deneb waspishly. He darted along close beside the ear of his flight captain, a solar deva of no small repute. Unfortunately, as far as Deneb was concerned, his captain was small in other areas. “It is a glamour, no more, the lowest-level deception. A toad could cast such a spell. This blazing light has no power! This skeleton-god can do nothing against the massed forces of Tuscan!”


  Captain Algebran clutched his teeth in irritation, though he kept the strokes of his wings smooth upon the air. “We are not battling mere spells, but Evil. Evil can take two boards and four nails and build the greatest of atrocities. It is not the magnitude of the weaponry, but the enormity of the foe that matters.”


  Turning the captain’s own argument on him, Deneb winged just inches nearer and said through a challenging sneer, “Is it the enormity of the foe that matters, or the righteousness of the warrior? If you do not trust your moral resolve on this—”


  Deneb had no chance to conclude his conditional statement. Just then, a cherubic drummer skated across the air in front of them all, pounding out the cadence for advance. The little red-and-black winged creature had barely passed before Deneb shot forward with the other squadrons.


  “Back in line, Lieutenant!” shouted Captain Algebran through steely teeth.


  The eager young angel visibly slumped in his charge, then circled and puffed back to the others at half his pace.


  “None of that, any of you!” snapped the captain. “You follow my orders, fly on my command, attack at my flank!”


  Another cherub floated in, snapped its wings as though in mockery of salute, and announced, “Captain Algebran, your squadron is hereby ordered to attack first. You will fly ahead of the rest of the regiment and strike at the skeleton menace. If you not only survive this assault but acquit yourself admirably, you, personally, will lead the charge of the rest of the regiment.”


  Captain Algebran was red, first with shouting his own orders, then with rage at being interrupted doing so, then with dread at having been so summarily chosen to lead the vanguard, and last with embarrassed pride. “Give General Orthix my deepest thanks for—” he stopped, seeing only then that the cherub was gone.


  There was nothing left to say except, “Follow me. Stay away from that fireball it holds. Attack!”


  Captain Algebran dug massive white wings into the buzzing air, and a terrific surge of muscle flung him up in a high arc. His squadron of twelve angels followed.


  Many of these creatures had flown in the chorus, he knew. It showed in their flying, or more accurately, it sounded. The tip vortices that trailed their wings spiraled away in arpeggiated diminishment, a compact chord that held in it one third of all notes in existence and swelled with the threat of inescapable and terrific resolution. It was a horrifying sound to hear, even when one was a member of the strafing squad. In the past, some foes had surrendered just from hearing that fierce final trump sound.


  For those who have ears to hear, Captain Algebran thought to himself, recalling similar words from an ancient book he once read. But this skeleton-god doesn’t even have ribs, let alone ears. It won’t have a head once I’m done with it, nor one bone left upon another.


  That hollow head may not have had its own ears, but it did have four other sets that weren’t its own. A rogue deva was holed up in there, and the Bitch-Queen, and two of their filthy spawn. He hoped they didn’t drown immediately when the skull dropped into the sea. He would so enjoy their trials and executions. Nothing was so cathartic.


  Well, almost nothing. Diving in a squadron of devas was even better.


  They descended, gathering speed, shooting past all the other devas in their flapping approach. Without so much as the riffle of a down feather, with all the sure fury of falcons, the vanguard of thirteen ripped through the steaming sea-sky. A rag of gray cloud was shredded by their passage, and then the lumbering god was below, seawater sloshing filthily in its vacant pelvis. Oh, this was going to be fun.


  Firming one hand flat behind him, Algebran cast a blessing over his fliers, a shield more powerful than any created by sorcery. He then formed his fingers into a steeple, making a piercing whistle that told his squadron to ready lightning bolts, stun gazes, missiles, and the like. Last, he rounded his hand, and the low hum that sounded dropped the wingmen downward into flanking attacks. He himself would destroy the head.


  He lifted an invisible cone of magic before him, holding it in place merely with the force of his will. Sparing a glance downward, he glimpsed the twelve others in his squad banking outward before converging toward the shoulders of the monster.


  Captain Algebran nodded in approval, and then focused his eyes on the stony dome of the god’s skull. He aimed for the spot at the back, where three bony plates had stitched themselves together after the thing’s unholy birth.


  He dropped on the thing. At the last instant, he tucked his chin. The shield before him flared and sizzled, and the tip of the cone cracked through the godhead as though it were merely an eggshell. The bones fractured and flung themselves inward, dragging Algebran bodily after. Light exploded to blackness and screaming. He saw the flash of an angel’s face beneath him, the time-frozen leap of a woman’s bare leg. In the next instant, the cone cracked through more bone, pulverizing the layered crusts of the upper palate. Algebran realized with a thrill that he was in a god’s mouth. Then he was out, flinging away a lower tooth that spun, huge and broken, over the glinting sea.


  The captain looked down to see his wingmen flaring past the shoulders, six at a side. Their spells lashed out, blue and orange and white, scraping furrows across the ancient bone, blasting deep burns, but still not cutting the limbs free. They flew onward.


  It didn’t matter. Captain Algebran, taking upon himself the greatest risk, had attacked the monstrosity’s head and discovered it was a straw villain. He had half a mind to slay the thing himself, single-handed, while the others looked on in stammering amazement. Better than that, though, would be to lead the whole angel regiment into one-sided battle.


  He turned, bulling his way by strength straight up in the still and heavy air. He would remember this proud moment the rest of his days: the moment when, after a solo attack upon an undead god, he climbed to the pinnacle of the heavens and shouted two legendary words, leading the whole angel choir to victory.


  The sultry air couldn’t stop Captain Algebran. He vaulted over the listing skeleton, seeing the man-sized hole he had broken through its skull. The undead god couldn’t stop him. The captain watched wryly as the poor wounded monster lowered the godlight it held aloft and pushed it into the breach in its head. Only then did Algebran see what the light was—an old woman, bathed in a brilliant glamour.


  Lieutenant Deneb had been right after all. But Deneb couldn’t stop him, and neither could General Orthix. The heavens, for the first but certainly not the last time, were suddenly the domain of Algebran.


  He topped his meteoric rise at the head of the swarming and eager regiment, flew right past a stunned and angry Orthix, and called out, “Follow me!”


  The response was immediate. The ranks upon ranks of devas, hungry for holy war and tired of four-part castrato marching orders, flooded over the stalk-still general and followed Algebran in his headlong strafing run.


  What majesty, what power, what glory! This ribless wonder would fold up beneath him, and from its bones Algebran would build his own bright future. He felt savagely happy, a happiness not even tinged with pity when the pathetic monster glanced back and lifted the tattered book it carried to cover its broken head. What did it think this was, a rainstorm? The stupid thing kept shuffling forward as it opened the book faceup—faceup!—in an umbrella above it.


  Over the beating of his own riotous heart and the scream of hundreds of angel wings, Algebran heard the moronic thing mutter an expletive: “Saints and proxies!”


  He had only a moment to glimpse the illustration that ran across the pages beneath him: it looked like some kind of hellish orgy in a fiery cavern, and there must be something like ten thousand fiends down there.


  His cone of magic struck the page and, just as before, punched through with no resistance. He plunged into the cavernous braincase and past the ten thousand fiends, which scattered in screaming horror. He rammed, hard, into a floor of solid rock The cone cut through six feet of it before slowing to a stop.


  Dazed, Captain Algebran thrust himself backward, up out of the hole, in time to see a whole regiment of his compatriots blip into existence through a dark overhead space and crash headlong to the floor around him. Many were dead instantly. Others staggered up broken, or miraculously whole, only to be struck down by more falling bodies. And when the rain of devas was done, so that even red-faced Orthix tumbled through the gap, Algebran and the forty other survivors gathered in a tight knot as ten thousand fiends closed in.
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  Leonan closed the book and held it by his side. He nodded in the sudden silence.


  A shrill shout came from behind him, from a hole in his head that hadn’t been there moments before. “They’re gone! All of them,” Tara exclaimed.


  Leonan said, “Let’s let them see how they like being the strangers in town.”


  



  
    ♦ But a Whimper ♦
  


  
    

  


  It was interesting to watch. A triple-bolted cell, a tiefling traitor with stumps instead of hands, and the very door the prisoner had hoped to get ahold of…


  Within the first hour, the tiefling had a broken ankle and a bloody nose.


  After the second, he was covered in black, angry bruises.


  After the third, he had accidentally hanged himself, his shirt caught on the upper corner of the leaning door.


  The torturer smiled and silently thanked Factor Nystuff. This cursed thing had a use, after all.


  Nineteen


  Feast of the Incarnate God
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  It is beautiful, Zabor, Aereas said. Truly, it is.


  Even though the old man had never laid eyes on Aereas in his life, he had perfectly captured the appearance of his invisible lord—not just the appearance, but the spirit. The statue was lean and tall, almost adolescent, though clearly adult. The thin young face of the figure was idealistic, hopeful, friendly, but also wise. He sat upon the classically proportioned bench that Zabor had created originally for a classically proportioned god. On that bench, the young figure of Aereas looked slightly small, though somehow at home.


  “He’s right,” said Grennich breathlessly. She had been involved in all of the other building done since her arrival, but Zabor had not invited her to aid with the temple. Consequently, she rarely wandered near it. She looked at the finished monument as though she were seeing it for the first time. “It is gorgeous.”


  And an uncanny likeness, added Aereas.


  Instead of acknowledging either compliment, the old man said, “Now, Closet Lord, you may never use the excuse that you stayed away because you did not have a body, like the rest of us.”


  Quite right, said Aereas, reflecting quietly.


  “Or a home, like the rest of us,” added Zabor, giving a wink to Grennich.


  Aereas did not respond, wondering if he ever again would have a true home.


  Grennich only then acknowledged Zabor’s sly wink. “Oh, sorry. That’s my cue.” Collecting herself, she addressed the visible statue of the invisible god, “Closet Lord, yours is not the only home we dedicate tonight.”


  Yours is finished? Aereas said with genuine amazement.


  She nodded, “Just yesterday. Friends, a feast awaits.”


  She led them around the granite promontory that backed the Temple of the Closet Lord, as they had just named it, and down the slope. Her house stood not twenty feet from Zabor’s.


  But it was entirely different from his. Though the foundation had the same low-slung practicality of Zabor’s, built with the same type of chipped and stacked stone-wood, the upper stories were made of timber. The wood had been scavenged from various “plank groves,” places where the saws of those who had built the closet had splintered the grain upward. These boards had been so plentiful that Zabor and Grennich had hauled back enough for two stories, each with big windows and window boxes. The wood was uniformly red, the same color as Zabor’s doors. The steep-sloped thatch atop the house covered a large, enticing attic, which Aereas was sure would one day be filled with treasures.


  It is beautiful, Aereas said again, with equal sincerity. Beautiful.


  “Come inside,” Grennich gushed, and reached back as though to take the god’s hand. She hid the movement in a welcoming gesture, and threw back the door.


  The interior was just as charming as the exterior, though still pretty vacant. There was a cloakroom and a cellar on the bottom level, a captain’s ladder leading to a cheery kitchen, a dining room, and parlor, and another ladder going up to bedrooms. The many shelves in the kitchen and parlor, though empty now, would eventually hold “dishes and books.”


  Where will you get books? Aereas asked quietly.


  “Somewhere,” she replied lightly. “I’ll write them myself, if I have to.”


  After the rest of the tour, Aereas and Zabor descended the second-floor ladder to find a table already set with Zabor’s borrowed ceramic dishes. The mage and the god took their seats, and soon the dishes steamed with mutton soup and braised stoat, garnished with green heather. Zabor apologized for not having fired the carboy with which he would have brewed the ale he had promised to bring tonight.


  “No more apologies,” Grennich admonished over her meal. “Tonight is perfect. We need no apologies.”


  Aereas, who was about to apologize for not having a mouth with which to taste the food, kept that nonexistent mouth shut until the conversation swung around to another direction.


  There was fire at the stone hearth in the parlor, and beside it, the three friends retired after dinner. They were resting quietly and looking about at all that had been built and done in the last few days, when Grennich sighed and spoke for the first time a phrase that each of them would unconsciously repeat in the coming days.


  “It’s good to be home.”


  Part II
Sojourn


  Twenty


  Old Friends
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  Tuscan was nowhere in sight. Leonan had been marching away from it, out to sea, for the better part of a day. Within the first hour of rolling strides, the city had been swallowed up by the knife-edged meeting of sea and sky. Now, all that remained was a watery desolation.


  That was what this corner of heaven was. The clouds above held the same round, flexing forms as the waves below, the white air a transcension of the black sea. For fifty leagues in any direction, the desert of wind and wave stretched, passively preeminent.


  What was the old saying about frying pans and fires?


  The companions had responded variously to their new predicament. The skeleton merely slogged onward through pelvis-deep water, stirring a silty seabed that had been laid down when Tuscan was yet a volcano. Here the sea was only two hundred feet deep, much preferable to the places where water had lapped at the god’s jawbone.


  The abyssal Bitch-Queen had spent the first hour tending the wounds of the battered angel. After that time, wounded and exhausted herself, she had slumped against the inner curve of Leonan’s cranium. It had been her intent to sleep, though she could not. Instead, she gazed pensively up, out of the new hole in Leonan’s skull, as though it were any round window in any banal apartment.


  The battered deva, Phaeton, had taken a reclining post against a nasal process. He blinked in weary self-doubt. After all, it had been his city guard he’d decimated, an army of devas—his folk. Could angel lives possibly be weighed in the balance against the lives of these unworthies?… And he, Phaeton, unworthiest of all.


  The Bitch-Queen’s hell-spawned and heaven-born son, Aegis, had seemed little affected by the battle. In a fit of joyous verve, he had made the precarious climb up from eye socket past temple and polished brow, to the ring of black rhino horns above, and then jeered his physically more able and mentally more stable cousin to do the same.


  Tara no more liked Aegis besting her than she liked him touching her. She, therefore, had been easily coaxed into the climb. Once she had gained that glittering height and its majestic view, she was glad Aegis was so manipulative.


  On the other hand, the old crone, Clare, had climbed topmost even before “the kids,” as she called them. She had done so partly because she was more used to clambering about the skeleton than the others, and partly because she had no desire to stay in the cranium with a rogue angel and a compassionate devil.


  None of them would find, could find, a haven in a place such as this desert of water and wind. As she peered past the shell of cracked bone, Nina wondered if any of them could find a haven anywhere.


  “Look, General Nina!” came an ironic shout from above. Aegis. The shadow of an emphatically pointing finger cut across the cusp of the hole. “Do you see them? Look at them!”


  Nina heaved a long sigh. If this son of hers would only be this way always, excited and straightforward and young. Sadly, for every unguarded moment such as this, Aegis lived through three more of sullen machination. Nina had to take advantage of fair winds while they blew. She looked, setting a slim brown hand on the riven ivory hole, and peering out. The dead flat gash of the horizon had not changed.


  “Look at what?” Nina shouted up to her son, unseeable beyond the curve of Leonan’s skull. “Islands? Clouds? What?”


  “No,” Aegis shouted, and the sound was cut off by a flirtatious laugh and some words to Tara. Then he said, “Look down, Mother. Down!”


  She did, and saw. This might not have been a paradise for Nina and hers, but it was heaven for some.


  From the silty water that sloshed in long draws past the thighbones of Leonan, there appeared, in glossy rushing packs, dolphins, leaping from the froth at terrific speed and plunging back into the tides, only just keeping pace with the skeleton’s strides.


  Nina smiled and nodded. “I see them.”


  “Not just there,” shouted Aegis, as though he had been smugly awaiting his mother’s answer. “Everywhere, all around.”


  She shielded her eyes against the sun glare that abraded the surface of the sea, and saw other forms moving. There were glittering schools of silvery fish, which would turn their mirror scales toward the sun all at once and send a flash out across the waves, and then be gone with terrific speed. There were, here and there, eels gaping and grinning from their black dens, and enormous turtles, whose backs were motile reefs of coral and fish. Giant squid, their tentacles each easily as long as Leonan’s femurs, jetted their way placidly along to one side, and sea otters dived and surfaced and floated in sleek black jags of fur.


  She saw stranger creatures, too, though they had no names in her mind: walls of gossamer muscle that waved in quiet anonymity until a creature blundered into them; great gray bladders that spouted water before their dives downward; tentacled seabed flower gardens that, with legs and gulping gullets, made momentary whirlpools above them to snare some prey or other.


  Nina wondered if this place was heaven for all these sea creatures, or only for the predators. Could an herbivore heaven have predators? Could it not? Could herbivores have any heaven at all? And then, she thought, perhaps there never is a heaven for any individual, but only for whole groups. Perhaps, even among angels, there were those who bore hip-flasks and contraband books. She glanced at the bruised and bandaged deva snoozing against a nasal process and told herself, perhaps.


  “And above, too,” came the impertinent call of her son.


  Nina looked upward. At first she saw only clouds, blue-white and gray in majestic billows across the sky. But then there was a dappled underbelly, and above it a long blue mound of muscle, sliding. A cloud leviathan! The thing, if distance could be trusted, was easily ten times the size of Leonan, and yet it floated, clean and silent, through the slow froth of clouds above. And it was not just one, but many, ten, perhaps, in the whole expanse of sky. None of them moved any faster than the cresting and overbalancing waves of cloud around them, and yet, in what seemed the time between one inhalation and the next, they were gone. A darting shoal of translucent salmon flitted by overhead, like mere sunset glints on the pectoral clouds. They cleared off, too, when a huge purple manta slid with gregarious grace through the heavens. A lash of the thing’s long barbed tail, and it vanished.


  “The waters below the firmament,” muttered Phaeton from his disheveled slouch. He looked out past Nina, and apparently saw some of what she saw. “And the waters above the firmament.”


  Nina nodded, her pensive mood deepening. So, creatures of the deeps and of the heights both had their heavens here, parallel and synchronous, even synonymous. Perhaps beneath the ocean’s bed there was another sea of liquid rock, in which lived fiery leviathans in their paradise. Perhaps above the rare air that bounded the clouds dwelt even larger and more gossamer monsters, thriving in quintessential bliss. Suddenly, the wasteland of water and wind outside Tuscan had become a wild, riotous garden of delights.


  Somehow, it made her feel all the more lonely.


  The sun was just now traversing the empty space between the airy heights above and the watery depths below, its orange eye soon to be bisected by the sheer horizon between the two.


  Before she realized what she was about to do, Nina balled a fist and knocked three times on the inner edge of Leonan’s skull. “How about if we stop here?” she asked the skeletal god.


  Whether he noticed the light rapping in his head or not, Leonan seemed to know the question was intended for him. His teeth, what remained of them on either side of his jaw, clacked together. “Why here?”


  “Why not here?” Nina replied dryly. “There’s no land in sight in any direction, and the sun is abandoning the fools to their fool’s errand.” Her voice became softer, almost tender. “How long can you stay standing, Leonan? I mean, how long without pain.”


  “Indefinitely,” replied the dead god. “Once, while hiding out near Ribcage, I found out that I could hook my heel bones in my pelvis and kneel motionless for months.”


  “Are these fish eating your bones?”


  “No more than the squirrels and birds do when I’m on land.”


  “Good,” Nina said, nodding with quick decision. “If I were still your commander, which I’m not, I’d order you to hunker down here and lock your heels into your butt so we can wait out the night. But as I say, I’m no longer—”


  He was already crouching down, and three nervous cries came from atop his skull as it pitched lightly forward and dropped. Nina watched with her own heart in her throat as the foam-tipped waves below swelled dizzily up toward the head. One hand held to the riven skull and the other to her stomach, each suddenly in danger of emptying its contents into the predacious sea. There came two massive clacks as the watery talus bones slid into vacant spots of the pelvis, and the folded knees of the god struck the seafloor. The uncertain tottering of the head evened out, much to everyone’s relief, and Nina noticed then how much darker it was here, just above the sea. The sun was sinking fast.


  “I don’t imagine you’d tolerate us lighting a fire in here?” Nina asked their host.


  “My bones are so dry that a fire in one place would surely burn me up,” Leonan replied levelly. “And, besides my bones, I don’t know what you’d burn.”


  “Good point,” said Nina. Then, to herself, she muttered darkly, “It looks like we’re in for a cheerless night—certainly not the first one.”


  A haggy head stuck itself over the shorn rim of bone, and said, “Oh, I don’t know about that. You saw my fire. My husband taught me the trick for when we ran out of wood and he didn’t want to have to go chop more. It’ll give light and warmth enough.” With that, she swung her scrawny body—seeming all the more a mangy cat-frame for its lithe curl—in through the hole and landed lightly on the brainpan.


  Behind her came Tara, rappelling down on a rope made of Aegis’s twined shirt. The bare-backed wonder followed shortly afterward, ending his descent with a swashbuckling swoop into the skull.


  Out of breath but pretending not to be, Aegis said, “I hope it’ll be enough light to read by. After all, Leonan’s got a pretty interesting book under his arm.”


  Artus’s journal. That thing has caused enough trouble already, Nina thought. It had been unreliable before its spine was broken, leading to godcorpses instead of cafés, setting up portals into the minds of its readers. Now that the thing was split open, how could it bring anything but misery?


  “That’s one bedtime story that’ll give us all bad dreams,” Nina said.


  Aegis struck a defiant pose and said, “It couldn’t be much worse than this particular nightmare you’ve worked out.”


  Nina shook her head. “The words of a child born and raised in heaven. Believe me, Son, it could be much worse.”


  “Still,” said the crone, “we’ve got to find our way out of here. Unless we plan on fishing these waters and gathering rain to drink, we’re going to die out here. I’ve been inside the book with old Tom o’ Bones, here, and, yes, it’s deadly, but I say it may be worth the risk—if we found the right portal.”


  Nina’s lips grew tight. “That’s the trick, isn’t it? Sending a bunch of angels to any of a million hells is a lot easier than sending us to the one particular heaven that will take us—take a skeletal god, a demon general, a—”


  “Yes, yes,” broke in Clare with a condescending tone, “self-pity may feel comforting for the moment, but it’ll just eat us up in the end.” Nina shut up, stunned by the rebuke, and Aegis seemed equally affected, unsure whether to snicker or glare. “It’s my light, so I’ll shine it wherever I like, and I’d like to shine it on the book.” So saying, the old woman made her toddling way to one of the eye sockets, climbed through it, and activated the radiant spell that lit her body with golden heat.


  Leonan heard the old woman and obeyed.


  Apparently, Nina thought, he has traded one mistress for another. She could not help smiling humorlessly. The cat-god had forever been ruled by women—the Lady of Pain first, for whom he had skulked the alleys of Sigil; Miriam, his human lover, for whom he had fought and died like a lion in a colosseum; Nina, for whom he had become an undead juggernaut; and now this old woman, for whom he lifted the spine-broken journal of Artus and held it above the pitching waves of evening, beneath his glowing eye.


  Through the other eye, Aegis wriggled. He reached the vacant socket, jumped from it to the nasal cavity, and then leapt down onto the open first page of the book. “Read us a story, Grandma Clare!” he shouted, then dived off the binding and into the clearing waters beneath.


  Nina shouted a startled alarm, at first because she feared her son might have inherited her power as a skeleton key, and then because she feared what swam beneath the gargantuan skeleton. But the boy did not sink into the page, and he raised his tawny face from the water, shaking from it his black hair, and howling in delight.


  “Come on in, Tara! The water is perfect!”


  She had already wormed through the socket after the boy. With a wincing nod of apology back at Nina, she dived straight from the bony head, past the open book, and into the teeming deep. Moments later, she, too, was flinging waters free and letting out her own whoop.


  “I’m afraid I won’t be reading you anything,” Clare said in belated response to Aegis’s request. “I’m blinder than a stick. I’ll be your reading lamp, yes, but somebody else will have to do the reading.”


  Nina slid down through the spinal hole, which gave a bit more room than the eye sockets. She carefully hooked her feet in the bones jutting from the cervical spine, not wanting to join her errant son and affable niece in the drink. She was about to put a stop to the whole enterprise when the god’s voice, sonorous and melancholy, began a recitation of the words on the open page:


  
    

  


  
    “This place is a miracle, I think, as my lean adolescent
frame drapes the guest bed of my uncle’s sprawling cabin. It
is midnight and hot, and I am wide awake. I lie here in the
candlelight, my thin nightshirt moving just slightly in the
window’s warm breeze, my brown eyes tracing out the complex
cluster of rafters above.”
  


  
    

  


  “What are you reading?” Nina interrupted shrilly from where she clung just inside the god’s neck. At mention of the guest room of her father’s cabin, Nina knew who the words belonged to: Aereas. But it was not the Aereas who betrayed Jandau and she to the Abyss. It was the Aereas before all of that—Aereas of Caonan.


  Nina felt a sudden terrified longing, as if she had glimpsed a rim of daylight far above her, and in doing so suddenly knew how deep was the pit into which she had fallen.


  “The book, the first page,” answered Leonan flatly.


  Could it really be? Could it really be their luck that the first page they saw was the mind of her cousin all those years ago? If it was, she and all the others—well, all except Leonan—could safely portal into Caonan, and, perhaps, back in time, back before the gargoyles had come to steal away her father.


  Nina took her turn, vaulting past the slim arc of a collarbone to land upon the open page. She had half-expected not to feel paper beneath her feet, but planking, the floor of her father’s guest room. If this was a portal, and she a skeleton key, it would open effortlessly to her very presence.


  It did not, the paper pounding against the stiff cover of the volume, and Nina falling to her knees on it. She did not go through. If this was a portal, it was not one through which physical bodies could pass.


  Nina rose, but found one ankle had turned beneath her, and she crumpled back atop the hard black pen strokes. It was not Aereas’s hand that had written these words, but his mind, she knew, and perhaps therefore it was a doorway not to flesh, but to thought. Nina limped up, out of the way of the text, and, lacking anything better to say, said, “Read on, Leonan.” The skeleton-god continued to recite:


  
    

  


  
    “If I know Uncle Artus, this jangle of rafters isn’t haphazard
carpentry, but adherence to some sublime order, some
undefinable purpose. I wonder suddenly if the rafters echo
the constellations: Nunieve the Watchful, Valesares the
Tricksy, Jouan the Fierce…. Perhaps Uncle Artus has fixed
the spinning, whirling heavens into the ash boughs of his
guest room ceiling.”
  


  
    

  


  As the dead god read, Nina felt Aereas’s presence, the touch of his young mind on her old one. The words truly were a portal back into that bygone day, that long-gone mind. If only she could step bodily through, but the page was adamantine beneath her. She closed her eyes, knowing that only her mind could pass through the enchanted page and enter the past within it. But, in her mind, the voice of that cousin and friend remained.


  A splash of chill water on her elbow brought her out of the warm reverie, and stopped the words in the skeleton’s mouth. Nina opened her eyes to see her sopping son skid across the page where she crouched, his feet trailing twin streamers of black as he slid off the cutline of the page and flung himself crazily outward into air. He hung there, golden in haglight against a sea like black glass, then was gone. Nina looked down to see the page, its neat lines of text transfixed on two smears of ink.


  She rose, furious, and strode to the edge of the page, a shout in her throat. Tara abruptly wheeled past in an ill-formed airborne cartwheel. Her spoke legs and arms were tangled up in her looping laughs and cries of delight as she tumbled down into the black waters near her cousin. The two splashed each other like otter cubs before black-haired Aegis sleeked up onto the curved backbones and climbed.


  Nina held her tongue, perhaps for the first time in her life. No, she would not stop them. This was one page among an infinite number in this journal, one memory the book had recorded from a generation dead and gone. Let someone laugh, at least, she told herself. Let someone live. The page was better used as a diving platform than as a mausoleum.


  Nina drew back. Leonan read onward. She heard not a word. They were diving again, still. The water smelled of brine and green things. Nina had entered a strange state, as though hearing and seeing had been confounded by some loud brilliance, and only smell and taste and touch remained. She felt the book shift. A cold hardness like dry driftwood encircled her, and she was lifted away from the page. Sea air sifted down warm around her. After a curling crest to her journey, she was placed upon a smooth-polished dome. Her body slumped against the cold crystal curve of the rhino horns.


  A wet, shuddering below announced the turn of the page. Leonan read. The account had changed—not the story of Aereas anymore, but of Jandau, dead now, also. The diving and splashing went on, unabated. Let it go, Nina, she told herself. Let all of it go. Wherever they had all ended up—her lover, her cousin, her father—if they ended up anywhere, they had to be more at home than she.


  Somehow, she could feel the presence of the battered angel beneath her, inside the god’s skull—no doubt thinking just the same things.


  And then, up through the golden streaming and the wan warmth that washed among those cold crystal horns, there came a sound she at last not only heard, but listened to. It was Leonan, his huge, grating god-voice speaking:


  
    

  


  
    “… been stripped of everything. My clothes are gone, of
course, to prevent me from hanging myself, they say, but in
truth I know it is for shame’s sake. The journal, too, is gone,
though even now I feel my barmy thoughts making their indelible
way onto some page, somewhere. The bashers’ve
stripped me of even my name, mashing it out with the blunt
heads of their magic.
  


  
    “Funny thing is, though, the black cell where they put me,
oozy and verminous as it is, has a straw-strewn ledge
halfway up the wall, and this morning, as I lie here clothed
only in the lash marks, the sun comes between the thick bars
and paints this one place. I had been so cold all night. The
light is a balm to me, and I am, for this moment, happy. It is
enough.”
  


  
    

  


  Nina sniffed. They were her father’s words. More importantly, they were his thoughts. “It is enough.”


  She let the full weight of her back slump against the cold crystal and lay there, couched from below in laughter and splashes and lukewarm haglight.


  



  
    ♦ There is Room Again ♦
  


  
    

  


  The aching, ceaseless pain is gone. I have somehow been lifted up, out of those horrid, gnashing teeth, and am only now awakening from my long coma of agony. Awakening to memories.


  Tidal pools. Caves beneath rock. Portals within portals. Nina, Aereas, Artus, Boffo… some are my memories, and some are not. It does not matter. Now that the pain has cleared away, there is room again for memory.


  I had forgotten that life could be good.


  Twenty-One


  The Fruit of Knowledge
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  Perhaps a month later, Aereas lingered on the carved arm of one of Grennich’s fireside chairs. The chair’s wooden edges had been smoothed and oiled, as though by patient generations of hands in repose. The feel of Grennich’s whole cabin was that way—lived in, comfortably cluttered. There were no cold jags of wood last touched by saw, no burrs of mortar last formed by trowel. The savagery of raw rock and sappy wood had been tamed by an unhurried and accustomed use.


  Even the two mortals, Grennich and Zabor, exhibited that same native comfort as they leaned beside the golden hearth and sipped tea from the fired cups the old mage had brought over. They talked with the calm, civil love of longtime neighbors, the once-rough mortar between them smoothed by fondly tracing fingers of time. Each would, from time to time, glance up from the grave and earnest discussion—whether of crops or hunts or carts or what, Aereas had long ago lost track—toward the arm of the god chair to see if their youthful deity had anything to add. He had not, not for the last half hour or three. He was so bad at time these days.


  Then, they were rising. The quiet sanctuary of conversation was disturbed with shuffling steps and clinking ceramic and louder voices as the two moved into the kitchen. The tones and cadences of completion were in their throats. Zabor set down his empty, cold teacup on the kitchen table and stretched. Aereas thought for one crazy moment that he could feel the old man’s back popping and settling straight. To have, once again, a back that needed popping.


  Have I stayed too long? Aereas quietly asked.


  They had felt his presence in the room with them, yes, but apparently had grown so resigned to his silence that both were startled a bit, and spun on their heels, as though caught in some mortal conspiracy.


  Grennich answered, in a voice just slightly too loud and words too quick: “It’s not you, Closet Lord. Stay as long as you wish. We humans need our sleep though. Dawn is breaking.”


  That surprised him, even though Aereas had no eyes to widen. Without a body, his emotions had no chamber in which to resonate, but only sounded once and slid away into empty silence. I had not realized it was so late. I have been banished from the halls of time. She and I are no longer on speaking terms, and I lose track.


  The two humans blurted out laughs, then tried to curb their mirth. Zabor said, “We know, Closet Lord.”


  What do you mean? Aereas asked, genuinely unsettled.


  Zabor’s gray eyebrows drifted slowly down atop his watery eyes, and his lips drew into a bunched, thinking mound. He stepped from the kitchen and approached the god’s chair. “We had originally planned this dinner a year ago, and you had agreed to come. When you did not, we continued work on the houses, continued the hunt. We knew you would return, when you had the time.”


  What do you mean? repeated the Closet Lord. It was only a month ago, the day after the first great stoat hunt, that you invited me, and I was late only because of the all-night trial I had to hold.


  The two humans traded wary glances. Zabor spoke: “I mean no disrespect, Closet Lord, but the first great stoat hunt was almost two years ago, and the dinner originally scheduled for a year ago.” He paused, looking almost apologetic. “Time must not have the same meaning in your immortal realm.”


  That was true enough.


  Then I truly have been exiled from the halls of time.


  Grennich gave him one of her dazzling smiles of apology, the sort young women can use to be forgiven for almost anything. Only, with this smile came a few thin tight lines that had not been there before. She was no longer a young woman, but a woman, period. “We’d been meaning to say something, Closet Lord, but we hadn’t seen you recently, and…” Her words trailed away into the unspoken apology.


  And I have been meaning to tell you something, Aereas replied with an unvoiced sigh. I am no god. I am immortal, yes, but immortal in the way of all dead things. I am a ghost, a specter, a wraith, haunting the apartments of the Lady of Pain.


  He paused, allowing those impossible words to do whatever steeping they might need to do. The humans stood in silence, their faces seeming to age visibly before the repentant ghost.


  This world I have given you is no world at all, but merely the floor of an enlarged closet. My great powers are nothing more than the puniest cantrips, amplified only by the space and time in which the spells are cast.


  With the dawning of realization in Grennich’s eyes came an edge of anger. “That is why you call yourself the Closet Lord?”


  Let me finish, Aereas replied in stem sadness. I rescued each of you from the Lady’s torture chamber, which lies hard beneath this closet. I rescued you from prolonged torture and death, and brought your ransomed selves to my new world, in hopes that you might find new life, and that I might steal moments of life from the very air you breathed.


  Grennich advanced, hands now defiantly clutched on hips and teeth set. She glared at the Closet Lord, or just past him, remembering the wrong chair arm. “So, we are simply pets to you? We are ants building colonies in sand-filled bottles, merely for your amusement. Or is this an hourglass, and you tell time by turning our world upside down and letting us rebuild from the wreckage of our lives, only to rebuild again when next you decide to flip our world?”


  “It is the right of gods—” began Zabor, trying to pull Grennich back from her assault.


  I am no god, I already told you, Aereas said. Zabor, chastened, released the arm of a still-defiant Grennich. And you, woman, let me finish. I already told you that, as well. The iron in his words cowed her some, and her arms drew up to fold across her chest.


  You both know my name, Aereas, and yet seem unfamiliar with my story. There was, some eighteen years ago, a great assault on Sigil….


  Grennich took a step back, as though she had been struck in the stomach. She blurted out, “You are that Aereas? The one who helped defend the city?”


  The same.


  Zabor glanced sidelong at the woman, and Aereas knew she would tell him the story of the siege later.


  In reward for my sacrifice, the Lady of Pain raised my soul from death and made me a shadow, a judge-executioner for political prisoners. Upon her whim, she can draw me out into one of her courts to try and convict whomever she brings before me. She takes my own words and rearranges them into condemnations, and so speaks through me, delivering her sentences. The verdicts and sentences are always the Lady’s, though it is I who deliver them, who delivered the sentences that convicted each of you.


  In the parade of emotions that had marched across Grennich’s face, this last was the darkest, a hatred that halted on her features and would not move farther. “You are one of them? You are one of the Lady’s hatchet men?”


  I am compelled. I am enslaved. I must enact her will.


  “Is it her will that we are imprisoned here, in this world of yours?” Grennich demanded. “Imprisoned here, when we have families outside that are aging days while we are aging years? Are you just acting out her will in this, too?”


  No. I am only compelled when I am liveried, when I am embodied in the impenetrable shadows of the court.


  She did not seem to hear. “And, if you are no god, you cannot compel us to stay in this cramped world.”


  With a vigor that belied his feeble-looking frame, Zabor spun the woman around and seemed on the verge of slapping her face. “What are you saying? You’ve come to love this place, as I have. We have not even found the four corners of it. You’ve never thought it cramped before. Show some respect for the one who saved you and placed you in paradise.”


  No, I cannot make you stay. I would not. But neither can I deliver you to the outside world. I’ve shielded this closet from the Lady’s eyes. Once you step beyond the great bone chain at the rim of the world, she will know who you are and where you are.


  Grennich delivered to Zabor the slap he had not given her, and she wrenched free of his grip. “She would know who I am and where I am? Well, at least one of us would know. You have kept me here for more than five years in ignorance, deceiving me about who I was and where I was. Who knows how long you’ve kept Zabor here?”


  I cannot keep you any longer. Both of you know everything now. This had been your home, your heaven, until I was stupid enough to deliver that knowledge to you. Now it is suddenly hell. You can no longer stay, I can see that now, but there is nowhere you can go. You will destroy all of us if you leave. The Lady will surely find you and kill you, and discover the closet world, and will somehow destroy it, and disperse me to the eternities. I should have said nothing. He began to drift upward from the chair arm, toward the thatch above. Though Grennich had left her apology unspoken, Aereas was not going to do the same. I truly am sorry.


  “Sorry for which of it?” asked Grennich, still staring at the chair. “For bringing us here, for deceiving us, for telling us, for not being able to right the wrongs you’ve done?”


  Sorry for all of it.


  “Well, I am sorry that you are no longer welcome in my home,” Grennich said, elbowing Zabor when the man tried one last pitiful time to intervene. “Of course, being what you are and who you are, you will come into this home anyway. But you are not welcome.”


  I will not come where I am not welcome.


  His face tight from the jab in the gut, Zabor said, “You are yet welcome in my home, Closet Lord. Welcome, and wanted, and… and expected.”


  Grennich broke in, “Nor are you welcome to interfere with our attempts to escape this cage you’ve put us in.”


  Of course not.


  Zabor made a swipe at the woman’s legs, but Aereas saw no more, sifting up through the thatch, a dimensionless point sliding easily past the tight dry piles of straw, or whatever this perverse world of his used for straw. There was deep darkness for a moment, and then he emerged above the roof, seeing then the crescent-shaped sun rolling slowly over, and bringing daylight with it.


  He would sulk, of course. Perhaps for years of their time. And, maybe by the time he was done, they would already have escaped, and his heaven would be empty again.


  



  
    ♦ Dolphin Boys and Mermaids ♦
  


  
    

  


  I dreamed, this first night since my reawakening, of dolphin boys and mermaids, and old, old sailors swallowed by the sea.


  Twenty-Two


  Tales of Father
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  Nina awoke sometime after dawn. The sun had risen high enough to press past the cage of onyx horns and lay a hot strip of light across her leg. She shifted back into the shadows, pulling her legs up against her chest and drawing a long, sad breath.


  There was a huge, droning chatter around her—not the endless chorus of wind and water, but the reading of the skeletal god. He still read. He must have been reading all night, long past the point when the swimmers had climbed their slippery ways up the attentively curved spine, and then above, to sleep side by side opposite Nina. He must have read even when the gold-glowing crone had drifted into slumber in the eye socket below, the god’s hushed rumble competing with the old woman’s aggressive snores.


  So, Leonan had crouched there all night, paging through the journal, looking at pictures, reading text, seeking some portal to someplace fair and beautiful.


  Nina shook her head. She was not done sleeping yet. If there could be any relief in this limitless desolation, it would be sleep. Even now, she felt her mind drift and the crowned skull of the dead god quietly and casually transformed into a circle of standing stones on a grassy hilltop.


  She awoke what must have been moments later, though it felt as if she was not awake at all, her mind trailing along behind the plodding stride of the skeleton’s voice. She did not hear words, but the sound of grinding, like stone on stone or breezes moving in blunt speculations through evergreens. She did not see ink on giant pages, but tan ground swept clean of needles, and three black spots where trees had been felled and their stumps smoldered into soot. She did not feel the cold bone dome holding aloft her sleep-soft mind, but rocky earth and sun-warmed sand.
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  He knelt beside the rock pile, noting with sweating satisfaction how this latest fieldstone cleaned up. The dry mud on the underside cracked away easily as he rubbed the stone against the edge of his grinding boulder. He pulled the fieldstone away and inspected it. Some dirt still clung within a rounded cleft in its underside. He might not have bothered getting it out if this had been one of the rubble stones he’d use to backfill the foundation wall, but this smooth piece of red granite would be facing the living space of his cabin. He clutched the rock in one hand, pressed it against the horn of the boulder, and twisted it as though he were merely juicing a lemon. He watched as the filth fell away, dust on the breeze.


  A small gurgle brought his attention up from the rock. He glanced over at the well of furs he’d laid out for Ninavereth over the bed of dry needles. She was waking up. The wolfskin must have shifted, and the sun hit her face. It would be almost a minute before the toddler was truly awake, but he wanted to be there before her eyes opened.


  Artus stood up, puffed the last of the dust from the granite stone, and set it into the gently sloshing tidal pool by his pile of dry stones. Then, dusting his fingers off, he crept hurriedly, lightly, across the rocky ground to the place where the girl lay.


  He reached her just as her small hand emphatically pushed the tickling furs from her face, and her large brown eyes popped open. She blinked at the bright sky around his head, mouth ready for a scream, and then focused on his face, dripping with brown sweat. He smiled in genuine love, and said, “Ah, there’s my Nina. How did you sleep, my lovely?”


  In response, she only closed her mouth, squinted her eyes, and brought balled fists up to rub away the sleep.


  “Ah, you’re still a sleepy girl, are you?” Artus observed.


  She moved her hands, and her slim black eyebrows drew down in hurried denial. “No, I wake up!”


  “Good!” said Artus, happily sliding his hands under her arms and lifting her up out of the warm softness of the furs. “I was getting lonely. I was hoping my girl would wake up and keep me company.” He wrapped her in a bear hug and jiggled her back and forth, the motion shaking loose her pretended defiance. She giggled. Artus lowered her to her feet on the rocky ground and stared into her deep brown eyes. “You’re my girl, aren’t you? You’re daddy’s good girl.”


  She smiled, looked down coyly, and then, when her courage was sufficiently mustered, glanced back up as though with a sudden thought, “I am Nina’s good girl!”


  His smile deepened. “Yes. You’re your own good girl.” She had always been willful, this one, from the very moment he saved her from the Tiger in the Beastlands. She was ghara, which meant she could not remain with the tribe, for her spirit partook of only one element, not all. Nina’s spirit was forged of fire, that was clear, and fire might be held and directed, but it would never be owned.


  He extended a hand for her to take. “Would the lovely and independent Lady Nina accompany me to the rock pile?”


  Without comment, she put her hand into his, and instead of waiting to be led, drew the man forward herself. “Tell me about our home. Tell me again.”


  He blushed, his eyes darting from the drafty lean-to where they currently slept and the spot of cleared ground and piled rocks where he hoped a grand cabin would someday stand. She had such faith in him, even after her own people had chased her from their homes, into the teeth of the Tiger. If he, too, failed her natural faith, she would never be able to believe in anyone again. That knowledge terrified him. The fact that any failure of his would not be a failure of love or effort, but mere circumstance, did nothing to ease his mind.


  “Here, I will excavate the hillside,” he said. “That means dig. I’ll dig with the picks and shovels we bought when we went to town last week.”


  “I will dig, too,” Nina volunteered.


  “The foundation wall will go there. It’ll gather the sun’s heat during the day, and keep us warm at night. And it will channel lightning, and hold back the rainwater cistern.”


  “Tell me about the roof.”


  He nodded. “I’m going to make the rafters from pine, and set them in the shape of the constellations, so you will still be able to look up and see Nunieve and Jouan when you wake at night.”


  “It’s going to be home, isn’t it? It’s going to be home.”


  “Yes, it’s going to be home.”
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  Artus strolled along the cart path, moving through blue tree shadows and orange lantern glow. The sapphire moonlight sifted down from the great distant ridge where the Higgins’ cabin was; the gold radiance came from the thirty-three glazed windows of his own home. He had made the glass for each of those himself, experimenting until he found a mixture of sand and brimstone that rendered radiantly clear panes.


  Nina would be in the cabin, moving, slim and watchful, behind locked doors. At each noise she would jump and swing around the hand crossbow he had expressly forbidden her to touch while he was gone to town.


  It didn’t matter. A year before, at age twelve, she’d shot a couple of cutthroats that had chased her up a tree. Since then, her fame had spread through the peninsula, and just the sight of her with a crossbow would dissuade any local from trying the locks. Even the Higginses. Each of their five boys bore scars from their previous tangles with Nina.


  Artus stopped. Something was wrong with the trail—no, not the trail, but the shadows on the trail. The slanting forests of blue and gold no longer clashed in clear shards of darkness and light, but in a muddy mix of shades. Artus’s eyes settled upon an angry red gleam among the clustered needles ahead. He stalked past the curve that led to his cabin, and through the crackling humus of virgin forest, toward the glowing hillside.


  It could be a gypsy camp, or just swamp gas, or fairy fire. Whatever it was, it was on Artus’s land.


  The dry needles of the ridge gave way to dew-soaked humus as Artus walked down into the belly of the land. He glimpsed teeth of fire through the green-black trees that screened the hillside. With those spots of heat came voices that crackled with taunts, laughter. Artus might have slowed to make certain he approached silently, but the creatures in the clearing were listening only to their own vile voices.


  Pushing past a fallen sentinel pine, Artus made out who was there: the Higgins boys, all five of them. They stood like a novelty set of spice dispensers, arrayed from the tallest and oldest at nineteen to the youngest at ten. Their backs were to the trees, to Artus. They were expecting no approach from that quarter. The two youngest boys stood forward on their toes so that the torches they held ahead of them would reach light as far as possible toward the ridge across the clearing. The three eldest each had a short bow, and they were the ones shouting taunts as they drew shafts back and let fly. Artus watched one such arrow dart across the grass and clack inexpertly off a jagged cleft in the rock.


  A shallow cave lay on the other side of that cleft. Artus had been in it hundreds of times during his walks, and had never found signs of its being used as a den. Nina had even taken the spot as a secret fort, and Artus pretended not to know. But something was in it now. In response to another volley of taunts, a pair of red eyes appeared in the space, and a growl rolled out through glinting fangs.


  The three bows each snapped, and two arrows shuffed into the tall grass ten feet in front of the hole. The third arrow sank through the cleft. There came a canine yip, and then a howl of pain that gave way to whining. The three oldest boys laughed in response and congratulated each other.


  It had not been a mortal wound, Artus guessed by the sound, but likely a painful one, perhaps a maiming one. He hated cruelty, but the boys were just being boys. He set his teeth, deciding to let them harry the wolf until it was dead or run off.


  Those red eyes appeared again, watchful, and the glinting teeth showed again, spilling out whimpers of terror. The boys had not readied their bows, and now fumbled for arrows. In that instant, Artus glimpsed another set of eyes, these small and close together, and low to the ground, behind the adult wolf.


  He stepped from the cover of the shadows as the boys lifted their bows. “Wait!” he shouted.


  Two of the three arrows misfired, fluttering gracelessly away, but the middle boy spun on his heel and shot. The shaft buzzed past Artus’s ear, stinging wasplike before it flung itself onward into the brush. He felt the hot trickle of blood from that ear as he marched, hissing, toward the boys.


  The youngest two turned their torches toward Artus, considering an injured wolf less a threat than this angry lion. Artus strode into the midst of the five, grabbed the bow of the middle boy, swung it around, and cracked the wood against a tree. The bow broke into two useless sticks.


  “You get off my land,” he growled, flinging the broken remnant on the ground.


  The oldest was the only one that could squeeze out a response, but his was enough for all the brothers. “We’ve still got two bows, old man.” He drew an arrow and nocked it, motioning to the second eldest to do the same. With some reluctance, he complied. The two boys drew aim on Artus, and the elder said, “You going to make us get off your property when we’ve got these?”


  Artus looked at the torchlit face of the eldest, greasy black hair and pocked skin tight with cruelty and strain. He would do it. Kerry would kill—probably already had killed—another human being.


  The youngest began to cry.


  “Shut up, Jeremy. What’s it going to be?” Kerry asked, teeth clenched in a smile. “Do you leave, or do we shoot?”


  Artus’s expression hardened. He felt the blood from his ear snaking down one shoulder. “It’s my land.”


  Kerry tightened his bowstring, “Whatever you say.”


  There came the shudder of a released string, the hiss of a quarrel. Artus had no time to wince away. A clack, and Kerry’s bow snapped in two halves, which flung out to smack his head and groin. The other boys screamed and Kerry crouched for a moment, weeping. Then, all five of them ran, the youngest dropping his torch in fear.


  Artus watched them go, tracing the guttering flutter of the last torch as they scrambled toward home. He lifted the dropped brand and stamped out the grasses it had begun to catch. Then Nina was beside him, the spent crossbow hanging from her hand.


  He looked at her, his expression a mixture of relief and grief. “I told you not to touch that crossbow.”


  She glanced down at it as though she was surprised to be holding it. “I’ve gotten to be a pretty good shot, huh?”


  “Yes,” he agreed.


  “What were they doing out here?”


  Artus waved the torch toward the shallow cave. “They were shooting at a wolf and its cub.”


  Nina hefted the crossbow over one shoulder and stared toward her secret fort. She looked pleased. “I wondered how long it would take for something to find that place. The bread crumbs and fat didn’t work, but I guess the steaks did.”


  Artus looked wounded. “I didn’t think those would go bad overnight.” His expression hardened. “And now you’ve lured a couple of wolves onto our land?”


  She nodded thoughtfully. “Better wolves than Kerry Higgins,” was all she said.


  He found himself silently agreeing.
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  Artus sat alone in his study, a little corner space at the top of the stairs and in the bottom of the rafters. It was a warm room, heated by a small metal stove in which a fire even now crackled, and lined with shelves of well-read books. In his favorite chair, he slouched, the white silk of his hair pooling about his shoulders and cascading down his rumpled vest. He had been sleeping, on and off, today. It was supposed to be a day for wood chopping, but dawn was gray and misty, noon gave way to drizzle, and evening fell to a full-blown rain.


  There would be another time to chop wood.


  Ever since Nina had disappeared, twenty-some years ago, time was all that Artus had. The cabin he had so meticulously and tirelessly constructed to be their home, and which had been their home before the abduction, was now a too-large, haunted place. Without Nina, there was no point to the lightning-channeling stones and the thirty-three windows and the rafters that traced out the heavens. He had built the place with her and him in mind, and now that she was gone, he had withdrawn to the one warm room, his study. It was as though her spirit alone had filled the rest of the house with life.


  He would not sell. Kerry Higgins had been by three different times with offers, the suggested amounts insultingly low, and getting lower each time. Artus looked up at the crossbow—Nina’s crossbow—that he’d hung loaded by the door, in case Kerry came asking again.


  He would not sell to the Higginses. Let their rocks slowly and systematically knock out each of those thirty-three windows. Let the ivy and moss claim the house, which stood where they had stood all those years ago. Let the house die with him, as the home had died with Nina.


  Aware of a weight on his legs, Artus glanced down at the book that lay open before him. It was one of his favorites, but he had fallen asleep over it three times already tonight. He could read it again some other day.


  There would be another day.


  He closed the book and let it slide from his aged legs. It thumped on the floor and stood there, disheveled and drunken. Old. Artus snorted at the thing.


  He wondered for the first time in years what had become of his journal, wondered if, wherever it had ended up, it still held a portal into his mind, his thoughts. He wondered if the pages were still reading him right now, even though he would never again be reading them.


  Ah, the pointless thoughts of a pointless old man.


  He had not thought of the book in years, though of Nina, he thought every hour.


  The pain that suddenly bit into his heart seemed yet another of the pangs of loss he had felt for two decades. Only, this one became harder, sharper, not easing away into soft sadness. He lifted a hand to his chest, and then knew what it was.


  His old eyes, filled with tears, tipped back toward the constellated rafters. “Ah, there’s my Nina. Time for me to sleep, my lovely. It is time.”
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  It was night when she awoke. The others were intent on Leonan’s recitation, so no one noticed that Nina was weeping.


  



  
    ♦ Transcendence ♦
  


  
    

  


  This is what I need. Death. Transfiguration. Transcendence.


  My spine is broken. I feel it. My power has turned chaotic with the break. In some pages there is no sensation, in others, a mad storm of it. I must somehow lift myself above these finite signatures and folios, these cut pages. I must lift myself as I once was lifted, mind assembled from minds in communion, conjoining.


  I must transcend.


  Twenty-Three


  Coming Out
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  Grennich gritted her teeth, cinching the saddle perhaps a trifle tighter than she needed to. The cricketlike beast before her winced, but made no further protest. She slapped its armored side as though it were the flank of an actual horse. “It just seems the height of prideful blasphemy for an apparition to pose as a god,” she snapped out as she put a foot in the stirrup and lunged up into the saddle.


  Zabor emerged from behind her, his white-haired head ducked beneath the too-low lintel of her cellar doorway. He was angry at her. She could see it in the slump of his already narrow shoulders and the lope in his long, thin legs. “To all intents and purposes, he is a god. At least here he is. It’s just a matter of perspective.”


  “Let the Closet Lord be the god of mothballs and old boxes. I am not a coat peg or a dust speck.”


  The old man lifted his face toward her, where she sat high upon Poppy’s saddle. His gray expression was tinged with hurt. “You act as though you don’t like it here.”


  She stared hard into his eyes. At length, she said, “I did like it here, even learned to love it, when I thought this was all there was. But now I know the old world is still out there, my family, my friends….”


  He turned away, as though wounded by that last syllable. He moved to his mount, slung the provision packs just behind the saddle, and straddled Valesares. The mage’s legs were so long, he hardly had to lift himself to surmount the animal. “It must be different for a young woman than an old man. I am well dead to my family and friends—my wife…. For me, this is already an afterlife. You, on the other hand, haven’t even had a life yet.”


  “I’ve had enough of a life to know that I want more than what a closet can offer,” Grennich said.


  She turned from the old man, clicked her tongue twice, and shot away. Zabor, his shiny, black-shelled beast, and the whole green hillside dropped dizzily down below her. All that remained of the old man and his mount was a knot of black thread in the lush quilt of green and lavender and yellow.


  He, too, triggered his steed, and they vaulted magnificently upward.


  Grennich faced forward. Her mount spread its iridescent wings and began coasting along on the sultry plumes of wind rising from the sun-warmed lake. She did not glance at her companion, though by the roaring of the wind, she knew he was now beside her. Her eyes swept in slow reminiscence over the land that lay beneath their steeds.


  It had changed much since she had arrived some years ago. Milkweed fields had dwindled, their white fibers harvested for roofs and walls. So, too, had the chalk flats, from which Zabor had quarried the white stone and plaster for his temple to the Closet Lord, Aereas.


  In their places, green, tumbled beds of heather had grown. Aphid armies had sewn purple blooms, and a thousand tiny seeds on a thousand minute winds had brought yellows and reds and oranges to the hillsides. The place felt lived in, worn with comfortable familiarity. It was not a world newly made—filled with metallic scents and lunar topography and forbidding climes. It was a world made, and then remade, and remade each day. It had been shaped not only by the Closet Lord and the old dried-up mage and the young impetuous woman, but by all its inhabitants: steeds and stoats, Orob and Orus, mites and mermonkeys, gnats and nasturtiums and nages.


  Grennich sighed, the sound lost to the wind. It is a bright and beautiful day for blasphemy, she thought.


  The world had changed greatly, but Grennich had changed even more. It had started with her ears, when she heard the truth of their Closet Lord and his closet world. Then the infection spread to her mouth, and she hurled rash insults at the onetime friend, onetime deity who dared speak such truths. Now, it had entered even her eyes.


  Everywhere she looked, the beauty of the land was gone, replaced by an unfunny sham world. Milkweeds were merely spots of prickly dust. Chalk plains were only blotches of dried plaster. Mountains were ruined floorboards, lakes just puddles.


  It had been a hateful truth that had turned her paradise into this filthy closet, but a more hateful lie that had originally made the filthy closet a paradise.


  Poppy had crested her jump and was descending. Wind tore at Grennich’s hand-woven clothes and at her face, her eyes. It must have been the reason for the tears, which traced upward and outward across her temples and into the up-drawn skein of her hair.


  Yes, they are from the wind, she thought, because, look, the old mage has them streaming, too.


  The world vaulted up to meet them. The tiny bits of refuse strewn across the closet floor grew larger, larger, and at the last moment swelled with a violent geometry to become, once again, forests, meadows, rivers, glades. In that black clicking instant, muscles snapped and slid in the mounts. With wild force, the riders were for a moment flung forward in their saddles. Then, the seats drove on upward, faster than the young woman and the old mage, and hurled them up from the fleeing world.


  
    

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  Zabor shook his white-haloed head and thought, I am getting too old for such things as this.


  To have been tortured near to death and hung from the very chain he had so meticulously carved—that had been affront enough. To have been rescued from death and forced to build a home in an empty, savage world—that had galled more than any punishment by the Lady of Pain.


  But then, just when the old man had made his bunker against life, a home that would soon enough double as a barrow grave, the Closet Lord brought a demanding female companion. She was anything but ready to settle serenely into death. As had happened twice before, the old mage forgot himself and played by the new rules. He helped build her upright airy house, which could be anything but a grave. And now, once she had convinced him that it all—life and the struggle of living—was sacrosanct and worth any sacrifice, she was throwing it all away for both of them. And he was going along.


  I have lost and regained everything a hundred times over, thought Zabor. How hard could it be to lose and regain it all once again?


  The world struck the barbed heels of Poppy and Valesares, the riders lurched in their saddles, and then tree and forest and mountainside all rushed downward into absurd diminishment, again.


  For hours it was like that, the roaring still isolation of the lofted heights and the crowded violent imminence of touchdown. The tears ceased as their eyes dried out, and no amount of drinking from their waterskins could bring them back.


  They eventually left the mountains behind and skirted the great, bulge-bellied shoreline of the freshwater lake, which stretched out to misty obscurity on the edges of the world. The horses tirelessly bounded onward, gliding when they could and plunging stonelike when they couldn’t. In thicket and hog and field they landed, and from them bounded, ever farther from home, ever toward the quarter from which Aereas always came.


  It was their east, their orient. They had no rising or setting sun to mark the place of origin and destination, to lend to the world its sacred direction, but Aereas always came from over the lake. For the primordial pair of the Closet Lord’s paradise, the place of the god would surely be the entrance—and exit—to their world.


  Then, they saw it to one side: the huge and fabled chain of bone that wrapped the closet world in its insular loop. It lay, huge and surreal, on the rankling horizon. Its every link was higher than the highest mountains of the place, and here and there, where the bone was scored by some titanic chisel, were whole forests of clinging moss. Mist sifted through the colossal chain, and hid its farther reaches at the edge of the world. Beyond the links was visible only the shabby white, impossibly high wall of plaster on one side of the closet.


  “You made that chain?” shouted Grennich to Zabor over the ever present growl of wind.


  He must have read her lips, for her voice was no match for the rushing air. “I was bigger then,” replied the old mage, straight-faced.


  Grennich laughed. The look of it on her features was tight and drawn, more a scowl than a smile. “You’ll be big again, soon enough.”


  They bounded along the massive, magic-prickling length of the chain, each monumental leap of the steeds only just equal to the size of a single link. The chain beggared the imagination. The honeycombed, harder-than-stone strata of the links were crisscrossed with channels where a god’s blood had run in ancient days. Around these caverns had grown fungi and lichen, and then ironweed and scrub, and finally ferny white trees of decay. Within the hollows and crimps of each link were mountainsides of vegetation. Small black creatures moved in forage beneath the shadowing arcs of bone. Despite the porous edges of the carved chain, one link would outweigh Zabor’s Mountain, if somewhere there could be a balance large enough to weigh them both.


  “There,” cried Grennich, pointing emphatically beyond the stand of purple trees into which they were plunging.


  Zabor looked up, but saw only pale stalks and purple buds rising to swallow the sky. He closed his eyes during the landing and let his old bones hurl loosely forward upon the living war machine he rode. The flood of blood from his brain down his throat told Zabor they were rising again. He looked, and saw it.


  Beyond unnamed rills of brown badlands, the chain torqued through a corner. Above the links ahead, there was no white plaster desolation of a vertical wall, but the airy, dark gray infinity of open space. The closet doorway.


  Zabor steadied himself in the saddle. What they peered into was not some vast universe, but the warped air of the small cell where the Lady kept her captive soul, Aereas. Still, though, with the trembling terror of any primitive, he felt the dread of gazing into unknown and divine spaces. An ant may feel no awe when it scurries before the boot of a king, but a man—any man who is not a fool—will feel his inner soul quail when he stands at the feet of a god.


  Even the Closet Lord.


  The badlands, easily a week’s journey without cricket mounts, slid by in seven bounces, too quick for the old man’s soul. The ground beyond bore wide shallow troughs where the enormous chain first had struck ground as the god had laid it in place. Zabor and Grennich entered one of those divots now, and hopped from it, toward the looming face of one of the links. It seemed only to grow larger, not closer. The land between the riders and the chain spooled out like some ridiculous backdrop in a puppet theater. The links doubled in size, trebled again, until the cowed crickets jumped more reluctantly.


  Another sweeping leap brought them into the stony shadow of a leaning link. There, Poppy and Valesares set to ground and froze. Despite the taps of Grennich’s heels, the mounts would advance no farther. Neither did they drop their segmented mouths down to forage upon the stunted mosses that lined the ground.


  Grennich cast a level glare at the old man, as though his reluctance had spooked even the horses. Then she swung out of her saddle and ran fingers through her wind-tangled hair. “We’re close enough. We can walk the rest of the way.”


  Zabor nodded, slipping down from the saddle. He turned, unfastened a fresh waterskin from the back of his mount, tipped his head back, and took a long drink. Grennich watched him silently, and only blinked when he sighed gustily and said, “I don’t think any world’s water will taste as good as this world’s.”


  She acted as though she had not heard. “We wouldn’t want to hop out of the closet on the backs of Poppy and Valesares, anyway. When we swell up to normal size, they’d stay small and we’d crush them.”


  “If we swell up to normal size,” the man said. He coughed into his hand. “We might stay small—so small that we’ll be detectable by no one but Aereas and the Lady. Then, for all of our trouble, we’d just find ourselves exiles from paradise.”


  She shrugged, in the same motion shouldering the rucksack she had brought. “Whatever you want to call it, we’ll be out. Let’s go.”


  Zabor slung the half-emptied waterskin and two full ones from his belt, slid an arm into his own satchel of provisions, and followed after her.


  As they walked, the cold of the shade grew deeper, and the stinging sense of magic in the air quickened. It made the old man’s white hair bunch and prickle on his head, and occasionally sent blue foxfire trailing in playful vortices from his fingertips and toes. In ten steps, the ground beneath them went bare. In twenty, they noticed a buzzing sound like a surrounding swarm of bees, hushed and watchful, violent, ready.


  “ , - , ?” asked Zabor, the words fleeing his mind the moment he spoke them. Only the spaces between words remained.


  Grennich nodded as though she understood, and replied, “ . , , , . . .” She lost her thought, blinked, and stared up at the link leaning above her head. If it hasn’t fallen yet, she found herself thinking, it shouldn’t fall now—at least not until we are large enough to pick it up.


  I heard that, came the awed reply, though Zabor’s mouth didn’t move when he said it.


  It’s as though the chain steals thoughts from the very air, Grennich said wonderingly.


  It does steal thoughts from the air. This reply did not come from Zabor’s mind, but from a third thinker. It steals our thoughts, and is strengthened by them. Strengthened, annealed.


  Grennich’s sword was out—not much of a sword, only the sculpted, sharpened leg bone of a stoat. They’d made many hunting tools, but had had no need for weapons of war—until now. Who is there? Who is speaking to us?


  Up here, ahead, came the reply. Come forward, and you will see.


  This time, it was Zabor who led. With sword still sheathed at his side, he strode in sober, resigned strides toward the presence they sensed in their heads. Grennich followed, wary.


  That’s right, the minds sent—minds, for now it sounded like two creatures thinking in harmony. Come along. We’ve much to discuss.


  Zabor did not answer, only walked dutifully forward. His eyes were trained on the low wedge of red-blue light beneath the curving underside of the chain. It was the world beyond the closet, he knew, the real world. Silhouetted in the light were two small, riley forms, distant despite the nearness of the voices. When the old man made them out, he quickened his pace. Grennich fell into step beside him.


  Orob and Orus, Zabor thought, more to himself than to Grennich, or to the two worms, who took the identification as a salutation.


  Greetings, Master Zabor and Mistress Grennich, Orob replied, his gray bulk lifting for a moment in acknowledgment. The worms coiled in a circle about each other, their mucousy backs gently rolling with breath. And what brings you here, to the edge of things?


  Grennich broke in before the mage could reply. We might ask the same of you.


  Orus responded in riddling fashion. Why, our hardworking muscles bring us here.


  The worms turned outward as the two humans approached, and the sheered ends of flesh that had become their heads swung to bear on them. Orob said, Do you know how the Closet Lord created us?


  This time the old mage was first to reply. He told us you were a single creature, a round wheel of a worm, and that he cut one side of the wheel before he knew you were a thinking beast.


  Yes, Orus acknowledged, adding the punch line, He created us by making halves of our hole.


  And did he tell you what part we had in that creation?


  Yes, responded Grennich, he said that you twisted yourselves in half so that you could be two separate beings.


  What part did we have? Orus asked. Why, both parts!


  And did he tell you that he named as the first creatures of his world, his paradise? His previously light voice took on a gravity. The riddles were done for a time. There are certain duties of first creatures—tending the plants, shepherding the creatures, guarding the gates….


  Zabor nodded. You are here to guard the world, the world our actions are about to endanger.


  You may not take the chain, as is your wish, came the flat response from Orus. If you do, this world will be unprotected from the wrath of the Lady.


  Grennich stuck the point of her stoat-leg sword into the hard earth before her, and there it quivered, as though warning the soft bodies of the worms what they were up against. She crossed her arms over her chest and sized up the two worms. Their tubal bodies still bore the marks of their creation: burn marks upon one end, and torn puckers upon the other. What we may or may not do doesn’t matter much. When we pass the threshold, we will resume our natural sizes and then be able to take this chain, whether you forbid it or not. And if we can take the chain, we will.


  The mucousy bodies gathered themselves, and the burnt head-ends reared up from the stark ground as though the giant beasts were twin cobras. Then, we cannot allow you to cross.


  Zabor’s aged features betrayed a certain resigned relief, and the spidery old mage settled back a moment on his heels.


  His companion was anything but resigned. She lifted her sword from the hard ground and raised it toward the creatures. We have no desire to harm you, Orob and Orus, certainly not to slay the first inhabitants of the closet paradise.


  If that were true, responded the nematodes in eerie chorus, you would not try to leave, and certainly would not try to take the chain that guards us all.


  It was as though she had not heard the still small voice in her mind. And so, we will withdraw from this place, and get on our mounts—a look of surprise flashed on Zabor’s face—and fly to some other place, where we can cross without confrontation.


  The worms wavered in their stations, and then responded, We will reach that spot before you, as we reached this spot before you. Though we are two separate beings, we may yet join in an accord, and move in a great wheel, as we once did, more quickly than any new creature of paradise. You neither may nor can leave, unless you slay us.


  Grennich stared levelly at the creatures and let out a snort. Riddle me this, worms—which more quickly destroys paradise, to remove its defenses or to make it a prison?


  They had no answer to that.


  Grennich went on. If you keep us here against our wills, you have destroyed paradise, yourselves. If you let us go, we will destroy it. Quite a quandary, aye, Oroborus?


  Orob was first to speak, Your riddle is a good one. It rings with truth.


  As we once were a ring of truth….


  Your riddle has turned a checkmate into a stalemate. If you can stump us with another such riddle, we will let you pass.


  Grennich glanced over at Zabor, who only shrugged noncommittally. Either he knew no riddles or did not wish to help her pass the worms. She sighed, and thought back to the childhood chestnuts she knew. What gets wetter as it dries?


  A towel, Orus said.


  Orob added, No more such simple riddles, or we will all languish and die in this shadow. We will be stumped by nothing but truth.


  The young woman grimaced. What sort of cloak does Aereas don in his closet world?


  Orob remained upright, but Orus coiled slowly, as though seeking the answer in a hole in the ground. At last, she said, A god hood.


  Grennich nodded, beginning to pace.


  Suddenly, Zabor mindsent, What two chasms did Aereas create when he split the oroborus worm in half?


  Delighted shock replaced the scowl written across Grennich’s face, and she nodded to the old man. His visage was alight with the riddle he had just devised, though his mind huddled protectively around the answer in his head.


  Orob stood stalk-still, a lightning rod awaiting a shocking divination, but Orus still roiled as though digesting the conundrum. The muscles moving in translucent muck beneath her hide slowed, and she said, A char-chasm, and a sarcasm.


  The light fled the old man’s features, and he hunkered down above his spidery legs.


  Grennich came through: Which chain is stronger, the bond of worm’s blood or the bond of god’s bone? The moment the thought was full-formed from her mind, a gleaming smile split her face.


  If Orus answered that the chain of god’s bone was stronger, then she would be denying her soul-tie to Orob, and perhaps it would keep them from joining together to guard the chain. If, on the other hand, she said the soul-tie was stronger, Orus would be denying that the chain was needed to protect paradise: the two worms, together, would be enough. Grennich had them, and knew it.


  The old mage glanced across at her, his mouth grim and gray before clenched teeth. He knew it, too.


  They are equally strong, Orus replied in hasty desperation.


  Your answer does not ring true, said Grennich with a cat-eyed glare.


  That is not my answer, Orus snapped. Only an observation. Give me a moment.


  An impatient protest rose to the young woman’s mind, but it was capped off when Zabor clamped a staying hand on her shoulder. He was suddenly beside her, and the look in his eyes was scathing and grave. Give them at least that. This is perhaps the end of all things for them. Give them at least a moment.


  A profound voice broke into Zabor’s admonition, the thought from a vast power that was not Orob or Orus, Zabor or Grennich, or even the Closet Lord himself. It came from high up, and from behind them, and the two humans spun about to see something huge and white falling profoundly from the sky. In the instant before it struck, a single thought came to them all:


  God’s bones are stronger, by far.


  



  
    ♦ These Friends ♦
  


  
    

  


  These… friends of mine… I know them well. Their stories are written through and through me.


  They have transcended.


  I must transcend.


  I will ask their advice, invite them in.


  Twenty-Four


  The Heart of the Book
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  It was a bright, mild morning in heaven, the sort of morning it always is in heaven. On just such mornings, angels have sung and prayed, have led rebellions and fallen, have done every wondrous and atrocious thing angels can and will and have done.


  Today, Phaeton was fishing. He sat on one canted pelvic flare of the god’s skeleton, using a line woven from battered clothes, a hook fashioned from a broken piece of a wire pommel, and a lure made of a few of his own down feathers. He’d caught nothing, so far, perhaps due to his inexperience, perhaps due to his jury-rigged gear, or perhaps due to the sheer exhaustion he felt from trying to spear his prey or swim it down.


  Of course, the poor catch might have something to do with the fact that Aegis and Tara were doing splash dives off of the book, on the other side of the pelvis.


  Phaeton glanced in their direction, seeing, past the curved line of sun-scoured backbone, the two young people, carelessly shaking the water from their hair as they climbed back toward the book. Phaeton’s keen golden eyes watched with a mixture of amusement and irritation.


  It was all a part of the mating ritual of mortals, he realized—Aegis waving his hands before Tara and telling her to watch; Tara standing with arms akimbo and hips cocked in an attitude of impatient indulgence; Aegis turning and leaping from the margin of the book and descending in a cruciform swoop toward the pitching seas; Tara following hard behind and falling through the air after him to splash down almost atop him….


  They were both of a fecund age, though Phaeton realized there was much more to human—and tiefling—mating rituals than reproduction.


  A tug came on his line, and he looked toward it. The hooked end had snagged on a small process of the upper thigh, and the sodden lure hung dripping in midair. Phaeton sighed, and struggled to flip the hook loose. At this rate, they’d have lived longer in the death cells of Tuscan, and would have had a better last meal.


  Motion caught the corner of Phaeton’s eye, and he glanced up to the book, held open in the god’s skeletal hands. A line of water ran along one tattered edge of the giant cover, reached a corner, and dribbled away into the empty sea below. There was no sign of the divers, not on the pages or in the air or in the water, or beneath it.


  Phaeton stood up, overbalanced, and took wing to catch himself. He fought free of the tangled fishing line and flew around the pelvis to the book, and around it, too. The glassy water was empty and clear to an eighty-foot depth.


  “Where are they?” he shouted up at the dull-staring skull. “What happened to them?”


  Leonan’s toothy jaw dropped slowly downward, and he said, “I don’t know. They were there a moment ago.”
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  He had just convinced her to hold his hand as they jumped. That’s when it happened. The moment Tara’s slim, warm, wet palm was clutched in Aegis’s fingers, they sank through the open page of text before them, dissolving away into the paper like ice into boiling water. They merged with the page and the words on the page—even with the hand that wrote the words and the intent that drove the hand.


  The world changed around them. Where once was golden-bright desolation and watery infinity was now a forest of thought where ideas and dreams grew wild, tall, untamed, perhaps even unknown.


  It was a virgin land, this place of imagination. All around them stood ancient tenets of thought, their boles as fat and solid as any millennial sequoia. Atop the towering tenets were broad canopies of debate, accord and discord, cycling in the strange thoughtful breezes that stirred among them. Beneath the compacted ground, the tenets sank root beliefs into the deep and adamantine bedrock of phenomena. And through every trunk and bough, stalk and stick and leaf of the place, there coursed phantom vitality—life, ineffable and invisible even here.


  Aegis gazed up and around in wonder, seeing Tara standing in equal awe.


  “We are inside the book,” he said.


  “I know,” she replied. “It was your touch. It was us together. Somehow it opened a portal. How do we get out?”


  He still held her hand, now a literary hand instead of a literal one, and with it he dragged her forward. “The question is, how do we get farther in?”


  He ran with the same impetuous and unstoppable motion he had when he dived. He ran, and dragged her deeper into the book. She followed, not unwilling, only unsure, only stunned. They darted, furiously and autonomously alive amidst the slow, communal vitality of the forest. They plunged past ever thinner sentinels of thought, redwood giving way to oak to birch to pine. The once-unreachable ceiling of conjecture above their heads sloped gradually downward until they could have reached up and grabbed fistfuls of leafy ideas, had they only wanted to.


  But they didn’t. They ran.


  Aegis laughed, the sound an alliteration that rang like sleigh bells. He glanced at Tara and saw her smiling, the expression written in capital E’s across her face.


  And, suddenly, there was a flash, as of a vast erasure or the crumpling of a useless page. The ground jolted beneath their feet and became real soil. Humus, sticks, rocks, sand, gravel—all packed down and worn bald and strewn and packed again until it could be nothing other than ancient, real earth. The tall, convincing trees of thought solidified into riddled and fecund bark, the sketchbook photosynthetic leaves into actual green-fleshed, green-veined fronds. It was as if what had been impressive art suddenly gave up pigments and brush strokes for solidities and stalks.


  They were still running, Aegis and Tara, still holding hands, though those hands were different now, flesh and bone. But not their own flesh and bone—Tara was shorter, darker, her face lean and intent; Aegis was taller, fairer-skinned, his face open and hopeful. They were both young—perhaps thirteen—fleet-footed, and friends.


  They topped a hill and charged down the opposite bank, between pitching pines, toward a great, spreading oak. It was a hundred strides away. (But what are strides to young legs?) They were there, and leaping up, their feet finding the worn spots on bark and bough and propelling them up into the grandfather oak. Only then did their hands let go of each other, and they circled the tree, clambered along low-reaching boughs, vaulting higher, toward the lofted cradle of branches at the crown.


  Nina reached it first—yes, Nina, for in that brainstorm of climbing they both suddenly knew it was she—and Aereas followed just behind. They climbed not like squirrels or monkeys or snakes, but like fey folk for whom trees were terra firma.


  Nina scaled to the peak, and then beyond, onto branches too slim to hold anyone aloft unless she were made of air. Somehow, her small, savage hands found familiar holds among the boughs and she held herself aloft, her head peering above the heights of the oak itself and all the trees around. Aereas joined her, and they saw it.


  There! There it was, the cabin they had heard so much about, the cabin whose ash-bowed rafters traced in them the great constellations: Jouan the Fierce, Valesares the Tricksy, Nunieve the Watchful. It was the place where their parents had grown up—where they, Nina and Aereas, in these very bodies, had grown up. Somehow, through the book, the children of the heroes had entered not only the bodies but the lives, the stories, of their forebears. For this brief moment, they were transfigured into Uncle Aereas (dead before Aegis had even been born), and Aunt Nina, (whose current, leather-hard self was back somewhere between black water and gold sky).


  And the moment was that brief. The thin branches upon which they impossibly held themselves aloft dissolved away in their very hands, and they were back in the sketchbook forest. Only now, having surfaced however briefly from syntax to semantics, they felt the undeniable tug of the glimmering trunks around them.


  It was not that they suddenly understood the trees or had seen the ages-old, densely packed fibers that mounded together within them to make the vast gestalt. It was not understanding but empathy that drove them—the companionable resonation of one soul to its like. The vast living pillars were none other than Error, Correction, Perfection; Death, Rebirth, Life; Betrayal, Atonement, Rectification; Tragedy, Passion, Comedy—the endless triunes that, by their individual strengths and ceaseless struggles against one another hold aloft the airy churn of life.


  It was like that, this empathy, and not like that at all. It was something that could only be ruined or misunderstood by words. It was the thrumming, ceaseless music of hearts, seldom heard and unsingable, but empowering any gathering of a million or a thousand or a hundred or ten or two hearted creatures.


  As were Aegis and Tara. Their penciled hypothetical forms capered through the vast and unchanging forest of archetypes in sketchy, erratic leaps.


  It melted around them, again, trees becoming trees and bedrock becoming soil. This time, they were in a broadleaf forest on a tumbled bay side that led down to tidal pools. The cousins melted, too, though Aegis became the small brown child Nina, and Tara became the stomping white lad Aereas. They ran, not hand in hand. Nina led, a burning stick held aloft, almost as high aloft as her long, throaty wail of stupendous and righteous attack. Aereas fumbled behind, watching her run, seeing (instead of the guttering flame on his own stick) that in the space of three short seasons, Nina had changed from girl to woman.


  They rushed over an old tribal midden mound and into the bowl beyond, where the boys—the Higgins boys—were knotted in cruel amusement over some stone-covered, helpless creature.


  Before Nina could set them afire, again, though, the scene changed. The cousins, spirit and image of their parents, were drawn through the rushing sieve of text. It was as though they were being strained, processed, milled. They continued along through the flipping pages of the book until through some harsher screen they would fall and precipitate into true flesh and blood.


  The next flashing descent was into a black stillness that gripped their running limbs like setting cement. Tara was again in Aunt Nina’s form, and Aegis in Uncle Aereas’s. Nina lay abed, in her room in the cabin. She was ensconced in darkness and the heavy spreads and the battlemented corner of bedpost and rafters. Aereas was standing at the open door, nightshirt riffling quietly over the muscled flame of a young man. It was summers later than before. The playmates had become fast friends and then rivals and now even desirous opponents. Aereas moved from the doorway toward the bed, Nina awake and knowing he was coming and knowing what he thought and hoped and dreamed.


  “I think I love you,” were the words that slid slim as a knife through the thick darkness, and quietly heralded the soft kiss that followed from him.


  Nina knew what it was she was supposed to say to that. She knew that the words “hush now, no,” were to be spoken and were to initiate the fracture that was to become in time a gulf and then a canyon between them. She was to initiate the fracture that was to send the one of them into and through and back up out of hell, and to make the other tumble from the skies of Sigil itself into the endless plunge of death. She knew she was supposed to speak that line now.


  But it was not Nina in that body. It was Tara. And it was not Aereas in that other body, but Aegis. As any good, temperamental actress does when forced to speak lines she did not and could not feel, Tara discarded the words in that moment and transcended them. “I love you, too.”


  Another kiss followed that, and somewhere, in the great immutable tragedy that had destroyed one cousin and slain the other, there was a moment of mending. The fracture, for some nick of time, was gone, and so, too, the gulf, and the canyon. Hell lost its fury and Sigil its martyr. There was a moment of simplicity and unity before the bodies were sloughed away again and the page turned and Aegis and Tara were Aegis and Tara again.


  “Let’s go no deeper,” he said, his voice ringing from the massive trees that stood suddenly around.


  Tara nodded. “Out. Let’s go out.”
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  “There!” Nina cried from her perch on one of the god’s sloping collar bones. “I saw a footprint on that last page!”


  Her shout came too late, the folio flapping languidly closed before the god could snag it with a gargantuan, bony fingertip. A shudder went through his skeletal frame, and his teeth ground for one jarring moment as he hooked a finger in and flipped the page back.


  “In the lower corner. Is that a footprint or a water spot?”


  Leonan rubbed a dry talon over the blemish. “I think it is a footprint.”


  “They’re in there, all right,” Nina said. “When Boffo was trapped in the thing, we once saw him running along a margin. They won’t be able to see us, so we’ll have to see them.”


  “What is the picture on the page?” asked the crone, where she was perched among the rhino horns of the skull. “Maybe it will tell us something about where they are.”


  “There is no picture,” Nina shot back. “Only words, the story of…” Her voice broke off in wonderment as Leonan began reading aloud:


  
    

  


  
    “ ‘She’s your cousin,’ said Aereas’s mother. She gestured
with one hand, the other clamped down on her broad-brimmed
hat. It flapped like a dark bird against the silver sky.
  


  
    “Aereas did not look at his cousin. Instead, he frowned
down at his calfskin shoes. They were good shoes. He’d worn
them in just right, just like his brother showed him to do.
They would make him fast.
  


  
    “There was a hand beneath his chin, his mother’s hand,
and he felt her cool blue shadow engulf him as she lifted his
face.
  


  
    “ ‘At least look at her, you shy boy.’ ”
  


  
    

  


  “That’s from Aereas’s life,” Nina blurted. “My life. They’ve found a way into our story.”


  Phaeton buzzed up, grave. “Does this book contain just portals to places, or to times, also?”


  She cast a stern, uncomprehending look his way.


  “Have they perhaps found a portal back to Caonan, perhaps back before any of this had happened?”


  Nina grew pale. “I don’t know, but if this book can take a person back to a former time, it is much more dangerous than any of us had thought.” She turned and slid down one humerus, reached the elbow, and balanced out across the ulna. “Find them, now.”


  She’d just scrambled onto the wrist bones when Leonan turned a page. Two sets of tracks showed clearly across the gutter.


  “There,” Nina called out. “Follow them, and get ready to reach in to get them.”
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  With each experience, each dipping beneath the level of symbol and signifier to that which lay beneath, Aegis and Tara gained a greater empathy with the forest of imagination around them. Floating supine in cool tidal pools, rushing through storm-swept heights, skirmishing with the Higgins boys, haunting the tunnels on the hill, blushing to see each other after an autumn and winter and spring apart. Tara’s long-dead father lived again, his flesh wrapped like a well-tailored cloak about them, comfortable and warm and familiar. Nina, too, the innocent, the fiery child before the fires, lived again. And their ill-fated love for each other lived again, as well.


  “There’s no way out,” gasped Tara in the charged moment between fleeting memories.


  “What about up?” asked Aegis as they ran through the forest of titans. “What if we were to climb one of these pillars?”


  Tara nodded, looking about for a suitable tree. Finding one was no easy task. The trees had sheer, broad boles, with few lower branches for grasping.


  Still running, Aegis glimpsed a coiled and climbable bulk ahead. “What about that one, in the clearing up there?”


  Tara wasted no breath in answering. She only charged along beside Aegis. The huge trees flashed away to either side, opening a corridor to the great hoary stacked tangle that Aegis had seen. It had a huge bole, bone white, its trunk more twisted than that of an ancient olive tree. The dry, porous flesh of the plant stretched in tight, shriveled convolutions, corkscrewing upward to some unseen height.


  The cousins reached the spot, and for the second time since they had entered the book, stopped running to stand and stare, awestruck.


  The thing was not so much a tree but a torqued tower, spiraling upward into the hazy flashing gold of the heavens. There were no leaves at the pinnacle of that stout, circling keep, and yet the thing was alive. It pulsed with a low, slow life, like the heart of a giant.


  Aegis was staring up toward the golden firmament. “That looks like the sky above Tuscan. That has got to lead out.”


  Tara shrugged. “It’s as good a hope as any. What else can we do? Let’s climb.”


  With none of the grace their forebears had shown in the ancient oak, Tara and Aegis rushed to the base of the tree and clambered up to the second twist. It was hard work, the bark chilling the life from their fingers and mercilessly scraping their palms and wrists as though they were climbing lava stones. There were easily a hundred more turns of the screw to ascend, and the first two had winded them.


  “Follow the line of the threads,” Aegis advised, moving laterally along the shallow twist of the spiral. His feet slid atop one groove and his hands found holds in the one directly above it. “The going is too hard the other way.”


  Tara nodded and followed. The climb proved considerably easier, and the cousins had quickly circled the tree thrice, rising nearly three stories as they did. The new method, however, did not save their hands. Small, abraded patches grew larger and began to slowly seep, leaving red fingerprints along the bony bark.


  That’s when the next episode began. The hoary trunk disappeared from feet and hands and eyes, all, replaced by a purple-glowing shell of sky above and spongy, orange ground beneath. The sky jittered with dark, horn-winged shapes.


  “Where?” Aegis began in grit-toothed frustration, though the words came not from his mouth. It was Aereas speaking, and his mouth was full of blood, his own blood. Aereas spat once, seeing a great gob of the stuff strike the strange, soft earth. He turned, beginning again, “Where?”


  This time, the question was silenced by his vision of Tara—Nina, in fact, lying in white-faced and wounded dishevelment in the center of the magic dome of purple. Two men huddled over her, a round, white-haired creature that could only have been Great Uncle Artus, and a narrow tiefling—


  Jandau. Aegis’s father, Jandau.


  In a daze of shock and pain, Aegis saw it all happen. His father rose from his wounded mother and approached Uncle Aereas—Aegis. The narrow tiefling stood beside Aegis, saying something about the hellish images flashing beyond the sorcerous dome and the cliffs edge. Aegis felt his own hand lay hold of his father’s black cape and hurl the hapless tiefling off the edge of the world.


  Then, his mother screamed, and vaulted past him, and followed his father, plummeting into the Abyss.


  The terror vanished as quickly as it had come, replaced by the laconic white bark of the infinitely spiraling tree. Aegis saw his hands. His fingertips had left a trail of bright red blood spots marking the bone. Tara was along that trail, and her face mirrored the dread recognition of his own.


  “Is that what happened?” she asked, breathless. “Is that how it really happened?”


  Emotions warred in Aegis—fear of their plight, fury at the betrayal, ache at the final sundering of the love between his mother and Aereas, desire for Tara, determination to escape. He gave voice to none of them, saying levelly, “It’s our blood. Remember how mom… remember how it was a blood sacrifice that linked a person to the book? It’s more than empathy now. We’re bonded…”


  Another wave of reality rolled through. The trees around them became gargantuan thistle stalks. The trunk that they climbed became a titanic corpse, with meat sloughing putridly from its bones.


  Tara was high above, in the body of Nina, and seated in the flesh-bare skull of the monster. She used its vacant nasal cavity as a throne. Aegis was below, his hands—Aereas’s hands—transfixed upon the daggers held by a hatefully leering tiefling. His father, again, Jandau.


  Aegis wondered for a moment why the cruel, narrow creature did not simply slay him. Then he saw the answer. The stilettos were not held by Jandau, but bound to his wrist stumps. He was as pinned by them as Aereas was.


  And all the while, Nina looked on in cool, cruel detachment.


  The moment, too, faded.


  Aegis’s hands stung—not just his fingertips, but also the now-bleeding palms. Beneath his slickening grip, the tree trunk seemed to be sending twinging jolts into his hands. “It’s this tree. Something about this tree,” Aegis gasped out hoarsely.


  “I feel it, too,” Tara said, and she nudged Aegis upward. “It’s connected somehow to those memories, and now we’re connected to it. Let’s head back down before there’s another flash—”
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  “They’ve found it,” Leonan said dully. His great frame trembled. “They’ve found it.”


  Nina, still clutching to his wrist bones, looked up in puzzlement at the blank-eyed skull. “You mean, you’ve found them?”


  “No,” rumbled Leonan. His voice grated like giant stones. “They found it.”


  “Found what?” Nina asked.


  In response, the skeletal god dipped his hand toward the page open before them, and spoke the words, “Saints and proxies.” The page opened like an unlatched hatchway, and the skeletal hand and Nina plunged into and through the page as though it were merely water.


  Nina let out a yelp as her fingers were caught for a moment between the shifting wrist bones, but then she managed a better hold and saw where they were. It was an enormous forest of strange trees, tall and broad and perfect, like things out of a painting instead of a woods. The oddest tree of all rose right beside the descending hand of the god, a twisted, bone-white plant.


  “Down here!” came a unison cry.


  Nina spotted Aegis and Tara, clinging to the lower bulk of the stalk. She shouted, “Down, Leonan. Farther down!” even though her words would likely be lost in the stoic surface text of the page.


  Still, the hand lowered and neared the cousins gone astray. Nina almost allowed herself a sigh of relief, but the sigh became a gasp as she saw, at last, what the coil was.


  “They’ve found it, all right.”


  It was a chain of bones, the chain of bones, stacked in a grisly, rising tower. It was the literary analogue to the chain of bones that some mage had fashioned from Leonan’s sternum. He must have sensed the presence of Aegis and Tara when they touched his old breastbone.


  The skeletal fingers reached inward, toward the stalk, not to grasp Aegis and Tara but to probe the bone chain itself.


  At the last moment before becoming crushed between hand bone and heart bone, Nina swung free. She needn’t have. The instant Leonan touched the heart-bone chain, his whole form—hand, arm, shoulder, head, spine, legs, and even an old hag named Clare and a fallen angel named Phaeton, were drawn into the book.


  There was an inevitable moment of tossing and falling, with plenty of tumbling screams and rolling bones. And then, out of nowhere, came the riddle: Which chain is stronger, the bond of worm’s blood or the bond of god’s bone?


  No sooner had the thought entered their heads than the answer came from Leonan.


  God’s bones are stronger, by far.


  They, one by one, struck ground.


  Yes, ground. Gone was the golden sky and sullen sea. Gone were the scathing furnaces of heaven. Nina landed on hard soil, though luckily not the lichen-strewn stone outcropping a hand’s breadth away from her. The book smashed to ground beside her, and shrank to her proportion when she remembered to pull it closed behind them. Aegis and then Tara whuffed down in close proximity. The giant skeleton Leonan clattered to earth in a slow rain of bones, flinging the blind old crone from the crown of his skull. Phaeton was the only one who landed well, having taken to the air moments before the crushing blow.


  There were, of course, groans and curses for some time before anyone was in good enough shape to look around. When they did, the glory of the scenery impressed them.


  The world where they landed was like any other bucolic place—fields and flowers, woodlands marching up purple mountainsides. It was like many a paradise, except that this one was surrounded by an gigantic chain of bone.


  There was one other oddity—an old spidery mage who ambled out of the shadow of one of the enormous chain links. He hurried across the lowlands and toward the group of sky-fallers. Even from a distance, his white hair stood out like dandelion down from his head. A young woman followed more cautiously in his wake.


  Nina stood, confused. Most men would not run toward a giant skeleton that fell from the sky. She had to see this.


  The old man did not rush exactly toward the skeleton. He stopped short at a bundled ball of mangy clothes. Unrolling the ball, he discovering it to be the old hag.


  “Why, Clare Zabor, you are a sight for sore eyes!” cried the old mage, tears streaming down his face.


  The crone, blind as ever, took a moment to preen her tangled head of hair before embracing the man before him. “I thought you were dead, Buchvold. I thought the Lady’d caught you and killed you!”


  Through the streaming tears of this reunion, the old man patted his wife’s back and said, “I was, Clare. I was.”


  



  
    ♦ The Trilogy Explained ♦
  


  
    

  


  Ah, now I understand.


  Tragedy is a hero being overmatched by his or her failings.


  Passion play is a hero being saved from his or her failings by the altruistic sacrifice of another.


  Comedy is a hero using his or her failings to triumph. It is a hero turning weeping into laughing. It is a hero transcending.


  I laugh now. I will gather my faults to me like once-orphaned children and embrace them and laugh.


  It is this key that unlocks the puzzle box of fate.


  I wonder if the heroes of my pages will find the key, too?


  Twenty-Five


  Sorting Out the Chaff
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  “This is your wife?” the young woman asked, incredulous. “Buchvold Zabor?”


  She glanced away from the spidery mage and the old crone, casting a hurried, appraising stare at the enormous skeleton of Leonan, lying passively nearby. She studied the arm-crossed Nina, star-crossed Phaeton, and Aegis and Tara, about whom fate had yet to decide. It was too much to take in all at once, so the woman turned back to the Zabors.


  “Mr. and Mrs. Buchvold Zabor?”


  “Clare,” Zabor managed through a tight throat. “Her name is Clare.”


  The mage did not let go of his wife. The rag-bundled crone wept visibly against the man’s skinny side. Zabor merely tilted his head back and gazed blinkingly, tearily, at the enormous ivory chain that surrounded them all and coiled off into the tiny, misty distance. “I had ransomed everything I had on that idiot chain. I lost it all, of course. I had never expected to get any of it back.” He leaned away from his wife and studied her uplifted leathery face and her white eyes. Anyone who looked on her in that instant could have described her only as beautiful. “And, here, I’ve gotten it all back. All back.”


  The old couple embraced again, and Clare’s short, rag-wrapped figure fit perfectly into the stooping concavity of her husband.


  Nina dropped her head in empathy. For a moment, her sight withdrew to interior spaces. Aegis and Tara drifted close enough together for their hands to seek each other. Phaeton gazed on the Zabors, his eyes blankly golden and his wings held out from his sides like those of a bird seeking to cool itself.


  The other blank-eyed observer was the titanic skeleton, Leonan. The dead god had not stood up. He lay still in the troughs his old bones had pressed into the grassy lands. Only his head and one shoulder were lifted. He looked toward the two, a blank expression hiding the fury within.


  “This is your husband, Clare?” the dead god asked. His voice was ocean-deep but dry as dust. “This one, who stole my heart bone—he is your husband?”


  Clare was blind, not deaf, and she knew the true feeling behind Leonan’s words. Even so, she pulled one arm from the embrace, did a half-curtsey toward the voice, and said, “Isn’t he handsome?”


  “I am guilty,” responded Zabor. His voice held a gravity that belied his wife’s light reply. “I ask, only, that before you destroy me, you allow my wife to stand safely aside.”


  Leonan’s response—“I would never harm Clare”—was drowned out by the sharp-tongued nagging of the old crone, herself.


  “It won’t happen, old Tom o’ Bones! You kill him, you kill me. I won’t’ve rode a dead god through Mechanus and Celestia to finally find my husband in the afterlife only to have you send him to some after-afterlife.”


  Leonan rose. As his joints whined straight, his bones sloughed off huge rags of turf and grass and gravel. This momentary downpour of earth from the rising god was enough to silence all of the mortals below. Any who had previously taken Leonan’s gentility to be a sign of his mortality were suddenly reminded of his power.


  He stood above them, looking down. His bone-bare skeleton was black against the high, bright heavens. Though he was easily twenty times the height of any of those gathered beneath him, Leonan still was not as tall as even one link in the chain carved from his breastbone. Standing there, peerless, he looked utterly despondent, the universal avatar of all orphans.


  “If I were my old self,” the skeleton began, “you both would be dead now. Even that would be insufficient payment for the theft of a god’s heart bone.” He paused, waving one hand through the empty air where once the bone had held ribs together. “But what you stole was worthless, already. My heart had been ripped away from me by the Lady of Pain, herself. She, once and for all, drained it of love and joy. She slew my Miriam, and since then, my heart was the emptiest, most worthless organ in my whole being.


  “Still—dead, dry bone is all I have, and I cannot suffer it to be lightly lost. It would be a simple enough matter for me to plunge one of these fleshless fingertips into your own chest, Buchvold Zabor, and take your own sternum in payment.” He lifted one such shard of bone before his eye sockets, and for a moment, a gleam of sky glinted devilishly in the darkness. “But, now that you have regained your wife, and your heart, that bone is worth far more to you than mine was to me.”


  Voice choked by fearful thanks and dread, the spidery old mage dropped to one knee, looked up imploringly at the dead god, and said, “Thank you. If it will in part compensate you for your loss, know that I stole your heart bone to make from it a weapon against your very own foe, the Lady of Pain.”


  The glint was gone from Leonan’s socket, replaced by depthless black. He no longer looked toward the mortals below, but out, at the ivory enormity carved from his own being. “Watch your appeasements, man. The Lady is almost as much friend to me as she is foe…. Almost.”


  Zabor’s head dropped in submission, and he spoke toward the ground. “Thank you.”


  “I will not require your breastbone, old man,” Leonan said, distractedly. He took a step toward the encircling wall of chain. “But if that chain, there, is what you carved from me, I am much diminished in this world. I must regain my true size, and take back what is mine.”


  The young, keen-eyed woman blurted, “Only climb to the other side of the chain, skeleton-god. On the other side, you will regain your size.”


  “Grennich!” shouted Zabor in anger.


  Leonan cast a killing glance back at the mage. “Is this true?”


  Zabor’s angry brow smoothed as he looked up at the dead god. “Yes. At least, we think it is true. But we have not ventured outside the closet.”


  “The closet?” asked Leonan.


  Grennich was undaunted by a fresh glare from the old man. “That’s all this world is: a closet. A closet inside one of the Lady’s civic buildings in Sigil. The only reason it seems a whole world is that we have all been shrunk as we entered it. If you step beyond the chain, you will be returned to your true size and can take back the chain—”


  “And our world will be destroyed,” broke in Zabor angrily. “If you step beyond, the Lady will learn of this place, and will send her soldiers to destroy us. Only the chain guards us from her thoughts, even now.”


  Grennich was impatient. “Who cares about this world? We were just about to leave it, ourselves.”


  Zabor shook his head in frustration, and flung imploring hands toward his wife, standing beside him. “But, look! Look! Everything is different now. I need this world, now. We need it.”


  “And not just they,” said Phaeton, speaking up for the first time. His wings fanned, and he rose slowly, magnificently, into the cerulean spaces beside Leonan. “I have been banished from Sigil. Remove that chain, and I will burst into eternal flame.”


  “I, too,” Nina said. “I am under a death sentence here. And Tara, under orders of the Lady, herself, cannot be touched while she is in the city.”


  “I’m not pretending to understand any of this—worlds in closets and all,” said Aegis. His brow rumpled. “But one thing I do understand is that Tara could be safe. If this is just a closet in Sigil and she walks out of here, no one could harm her, right? She’d be safe, at last.”


  “Safe?” Nina said. “You’d be inside the Lady’s own buildings in Sigil! She would know immediately that Tara was here, and could likely guess whose child you were. Do you think you could get out of this place alive?”


  “I’d have a better shot out there than in here,” Aegis replied acidly. “Face it, Mother, there’s nowhere in the planes for you. You first get yourself banished from hell, and then from Sigil, and then from Celestia. All you’ve got left is a closet. And even that can’t be your home, because no place can be your home. You can’t even live with yourself, and that’s why you can’t live with anyone else. I’m—we’re all supposed to live in a closet for the rest of our lives just because of all your mistakes?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” broke in Tara. “I’m not going. I won’t risk all these people’s lives.”


  Grennich crossed arms over her chest. “Who cares whether you’re going or not? I am. I’ve spent too many years in this prison anyway.”


  “Years?” broke in Leonan. “It has been only weeks, or days, since my heart bone was stolen.”


  Grennich flung a hand toward the towering god. “You see? As we grow old in here, only moments pass in the worlds outside. We live like mayflies, born and dead in the blink of an eye.” She broke away from the company and toward the skeleton. “Let’s go, Bone Boy. We’re getting out of this place. Anyone who wants to, can join us.”


  I will not allow it, came the eerie voice of a gigantic grub that had been coiling silently near the chain.


  Another such creature was beside it, and said, We will stop you, or die in the attempt.


  Grennich had just reached the foot bones of the skeletal god, and she climbed up them. They were still wet from the celestial heaven where they had been. She latched onto the talus bone, then called out toward the worms, “Then you will die. Do you honestly think you can stop this god from leaving?”


  One of them replied, We cannot do otherwise.


  And it is better to die honestly… added the other.


  These worms may be unable to do otherwise, but I, still, can stop you. The voice spoke not in the trembling warmth of afternoon, but into all of their reeling minds—worm, human, angel, and god. The presence was huge and powerful, but quiet—sad.


  I am the Closet Lord. I have sworn not to stop Grennich and Zabor from leaving, if they willed it. But Zabor no longer wills it. And I will not allow my world to be destroyed by interlopers, however it was that you creatures came to be here.


  When the words were finished, a brief flash of lightning leapt down from the empty air and roared through a large tree that stood beside the chain. The thing popped once, flared, and was gone. In its place was only a thin, crumbling shaft of soot.


  Any of you who wish to die honestly by lightning may step toward the chain.


  Grennich visibly slumped. She drew her sword and thrust it disgustedly into the ground. “You can’t stay here forever, Closet Lord. The Lady will call you into service, and then we can leave. Until then, we remain right here.”


  The Closet Lord seemed to ignore Grennich, addressing the old mage, instead. Who are these intruders, Zabor? They seem familiar to me.


  Zabor coughed once into his hand. “They likely have appeared before you in the past. They are enemies of the Lady. The angel and the brown woman are under some kind of death sentence for their crimes.”


  “As are you,” Grennich put in.


  “As am I,” agreed Zabor. “I do not know their names—”


  “I am Nina of the Abyss,” broke in Nina. “I led an army of fiends against Sigil some decade ago.”


  “I am Phaeton,” the angel put in, lowering himself resignedly to the ground. “I led an army of devas into Sigil to drive out the demon hordes.”


  Nina and Phaeton, yes. I remember the devastation you caused. I opposed you in battle. Your names and faces are familiar, too. I was slain in the war against you.


  “I am Leonan,” said the skeletal god. “I was once a café in this city.”


  Ah, yes. Café Leonan. You were somehow pulled out of the city some years before the invasion.


  “Yes.”


  “I am Aegis, demon-spawn,” said the young man sarcastically. “I am the child of Nina and her tiefling lieutenant, Jandau.”


  There came no acknowledgment from the Closet Lord.


  “You may have died in the defense of Sigil,” Tara began, “but my father single-handedly saved the city, and paid with his life. I am the daughter of the man who saved Sigil—that’s why the Lady has decreed that no one can harm me while I’m in the city. My name is Tara—daughter of Aereas.”


  Tara… Tara, daughter of Aereas….


  The silence that followed was long and terrifying. None of the mortals moved or spoke. The Closet Lord, at last, broke the silence. His thoughts were halting.


  In these ages that I have been a judge-executioner of the Lady’s, I have forgotten worlds upon worlds… worlds within worlds. I have forgotten space and time… forgotten even my own self—my own past….


  But, forget everything else… I could never forget you.


  I remember you in the gnome’s rose garden, your mother haloed beside a warm brick wall, and you so small and beautiful against the whirling wheel of a rickshaw. I remember you piping out tunes on hand-carved recorders, and dancing a ghara dance your mother had taught you. I remember the midnight feedings and the lullabies we would sing together, Tara, daughter of Aereas—


  Nina dropped to her knees and murmured, “Oh, gods, not this. I can bear anything but this….”


  I remember how you loved the gnome—what was his name?—and would tell him stories while he cooked at his iron stove. I remember how you made your own little room, high in the music shop rafters, by nailing up a pair of boards you could sit on.


  The quizzical cant of Tara’s eyebrows gave way to a white look of terror and surprise. She trembled, swayed, lost her footing, and crumpled to the ground. “Father?”


  Without a change in the air or the sky, Aereas was suddenly beside his daughter. They all felt the shift in direction. If only I had arms to embrace you with, to catch you and keep you from falling. But I am nothing, not even an apparition. I am here beside you, my daughter, but I can’t even touch you.


  She began to weep miserably. “I thought you were dead.”


  I am, dear. It is only the power of the Lady that has brought me back.


  She suddenly felt warm arms around her shoulders, and thought her father had conjured them in order to comfort her. But, through streaming eyes, she saw Aegis, kneeling beside her and holding her.


  Aereas withdrew. His thoughts came from overhead, in a tone that was surprised and somewhat wounded. The joy of reunion was overlaid with the anguish of letting his child go. Yes, there are other arms for you now, my dear. I can watch over you, and they can hold you for me.


  Sobbing, Tara turned toward Aegis and embraced him. Her arms wrapped him tightly, as though she could translate the hug to her father. “I remember you, too. I was not that young when you went off to the Beastlands to fight. I remember your face. You have golden hair and handsome features?”


  The silence was pained. I have no hair or features, anymore.


  “But they were. I remember.”


  “Your father’s hair was dark, his features slim,” said Nina quietly. “You are remembering your godfather.”


  “No! No! I remember you, Father. I swear I do.”


  I know, Tara. I know you remember me.


  Nina’s eyes were slitted with anger. “Doesn’t it puzzle you, Closet Lord, that I know how you looked?”


  Tara was not finished. “And I’ll stay here with you, Father. I’ll stay here forever. We never have to be apart again.”


  What of your mother, Child? Does my… does Gwyn still live?


  “Oh, yes, Pappa,” Tara said happily. “She thinks of you every day.”


  The thoughts of the god were a bitter blend of joy and despair. Then you must leave, my daughter. If you stay here with me, you will never see her again.


  That was too much. Tara could form no reply, shivering and holding tightly to Aegis.


  “Do what you want,” Grennich interrupted. “But the prison door is open. I’m going to walk out of it.”


  I will give you fires to warm you and guard you tonight, came the thoughts of Aereas. Only then did they notice how the sun above had become a thin wedge and was narrowing to nothing. Twilight. In another hour, it would be entirely dark. I, too, will guard you and keep you from harm. For my daughter’s sake, I welcome all of you to stay and make this place your home, your paradise. Otherwise, you may seek to leave, and dare my lightning. Only if Tara wishes to go will I let any of you leave.


  “There is another possibility,” said Nina, lifting the journal of Artus above her head. “It is not a safe option, Closet Lord, but perhaps preferable to imprisonment… or death.”


  Suddenly the book was snatched up from her grasp by a sharp wind and whirled away, beyond the darkening line of chain. There, it swelled up hugely, assuming its normal size in the world beyond. This book… I do remember this book. It belongs to me. It was given to me by… by my Uncle Artus, the great custodian for the Lady.


  Nina’s face was lined with outrage. “Artus was my father. It is my book. Return it.”


  After a brief pause, the guileless response was, My uncle had no daughter.


  “Surely you remember me. You fought a whole war against me! You said it yourself!” Nina replied.


  Only querying uncertainty answered, at first. I do not remember you—your face is familiar, yes, and your name. But if I ever knew you, the Lady has long ago stolen you away from me.
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  The black logs were piled high. Fire haunted the sticks like restless spirits in a mound of bones. Aegis lay sleeplessly on his side, near Tara, who breathed quietly in fretful slumber.


  Above the fire—this fire, specifically—hovered a small blue mote of light, the only star in a black sky. It was Aereas, a spark he’d created to assure Tara he was watching over her—and assure the others they would be dead if they tried to leave.


  It’s pathetic, really, thought Aegis. A dead spirit meddling in the lives of the living—Uncle Aereas is acting just like Mother. His life is over, his mistakes made, and now he wants us to pay for them.


  Aegis’s eyes traced over Tara’s firelit form.


  She is young, he thought. She should be allowed to live, not be cooped up in the coffin of her father. Will we remain forever in this closet, cut off from Sigil and Caonan and everything?


  It was different for the old man and his wife. They could be happy with a tiny, pointless life. It was different, too, for Phaeton and Nina. They’d lived. Phaeton had once even gutted a dead fiend and worn its body like a costume. Nina had burned herself a trail through hell, and nearly overthrown Sigil itself. For all the resentment he felt toward his mother, Aegis wanted a no-less-glorious life than she had had.


  Here in a closet? It will never be.


  Everyone has to break away eventually. It’s my time—time for Aegis and Tara to begin their lives. Let the old generation die. Let the new generation live.


  A brief flush of excitement came to Aegis’s firelit face. If he could make it out, he’d be the only one in the planes who’d ever outsmarted Nina of the Abyss.


  But it wasn’t just her. It was also Uncle Aereas, floating there above the fire, watching, watching. Aegis shot a resentful glare at the gleaming spot that was Tara’s father.


  The spot was gone.


  He looked again, counting his breaths. Seven, eight, nine… It did not reappear. He looked above the other fires. Not there, either.


  Scooting across the dusty ground, Aegis reached Tara and tapped her lightly on the shoulder. “Wake up. Wake up. Your father’s gone.”


  She startled, sat up, and blinked toward the fire. “What?”


  “You’re father’s gone. We can go, too,” Aegis said.


  Tara glanced around, still disoriented. “Where? Where did he go?”


  Aegis rose to his feet and extended a hand to her. “Out. He’s gone out. We can go, too. He’s out there, Tara. If we leave, he’ll be able to protect us.”


  Finally, truly awake, Tara shook her head. “I’m not leaving. Didn’t you hear what I said this evening? I’m staying.”


  “What?” Aegis said, disbelieving. “He said you should leave. He said it was up to you. Listen to me, Tara. We can’t live here. We can’t stay here forever.”


  Tara crossed arms over her chest. “You heard what they said. If we left, the Lady would kill Phaeton and your mother.”


  “You believed all that?” Aegis asked. “So, you’re just going to live your life here in a closet?”


  “My father’s here.”


  “What about your mother? You’re going to give up a living, breathing mom who’s raised you for a dead dad you don’t even remember?”


  Tara shook her head grimly. “I won’t go. Where would we live?”


  Aegis laughed openly. “What do you mean, where would we live? There are worlds upon worlds out there. That’s where we’d live. Take one step beyond that chain, and you’ll be stepping out of death into life. One step beyond the chain….” he said, gesturing across the dark fields and toward the chain.


  There was a spot of light out there, not a spot of blue, but orange, a trembling speck of fire against the blackness.


  Aegis laughed again, the tension gone from his voice. “Look. Whether we leave or not doesn’t matter. That Grennich woman is going.”


  “What?” Tara said with a gasp. She gazed into the distant darkness, where the fiery light revealed a toiling figure. It was the woman, Grennich. Tara stood up, brushing the dust from her clothes with one quick sweep of her hands.


  She turned toward the other fires. “Grennich is trying to escape!” she shouted. “She’s trying to get out!”


  Tara strapped on her sword belt, grabbed a burning brand from the fire, and turned to pursue.


  Aegis tried to snag her sleeve but missed. “Where are you going?”


  “To stop her,” Tara called over her shoulder, meanwhile plunging into the pulpy darkness ahead.


  Aegis stood, dumbfounded. Then, with sword in one hand and firebrand in the other, he chased after.


  Tara was fast, faster than he. The head start she had gotten on him only lengthened as he pursued her. Her torch was brighter and her feet surer on the uneven badlands. The world, all too bright and small when they had arrived, now was an illimitable void around Aegis and his failing torch. His vision narrowed to a small circle of gray grass.


  A treacherous rift, like black lightning across the ground, opened beneath one foot. It was too late to stop. Aegis set his boot down short. The insole ground on the edge, and he leapt across the cool blackness.


  He wouldn’t make it. The torch fell from nerveless fingers as he flung himself across. The failing light dropped downward, its watery reflection meeting it with a hiss. The light was gone.


  His hands struck the grassy bank and clung, and Aegis kicked his feet up onto the ledge.


  Now there was only darkness. Ahead, two pinpoints of torchlight jittered. Behind, campfires glowed.


  He’d never catch Tara now.


  A golden sheen glistened for a moment above him. Phaeton. Hands clutched his shoulders. Wings above beat furiously, and Aegis was lifted off the ground in the grip of the angel.


  Darkness rushed past, above and beneath. Aegis reflexively drew in his feet, for fear they would strike some stone as the deva bore him along.


  The two lights ahead grew closer. Grennich’s glowed on the ivory underbelly of one chain link—then glinted momentarily on a blade and the white side of a worm.


  Phaeton’s speed redoubled. Soon they swooped past Tara, who was beginning to glimmer with blue foxfire. Beyond lay a terrible tableaux.


  The worms, Orob and Orus, coiled together in wounded agony. Grennich pulled back from them and drew her sword free of severed wormflesh. The blade was milky and dripping. She glanced up a moment, saw Phaeton, and, with a flick of brown hair, ran beneath one of the chain links, toward the world beyond.


  Phaeton rushed after her, his wings scintillating with foxfire and the sound of them drowned out by a buzz in the air. He unceremoniously dropped Aegis just before they reached the target. Aegis tumbled, cursing, head over heels on the soft ground.
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  Without turning, Grennich swatted backward with the burning brand, driving off the grasping deva.


  The angel’s impassive face flashed for a moment in the torchlight. Then, in the blackness behind the light, Grennich felt rough contact, pain. She fell onto her hands. Her torch flew away, landing and smoldering in nearby grass.


  In the half-light of the ailing brand, the angel darted in, seized the milk-white blade, and cast it aside. He withdrew, curving in a large, hovering circle around Grennich and barring her escape from the closet. His wings cast gray phantoms across the bone directly overhead.


  Grennich looked up, blood in the corners of her mouth. She spat. “ , .” Remembering that the chain stole thoughts, she spoke with her mind: You have no right to stop me, let alone kill me in the attempt.


  The angel answered in kind, replying levelly, You had no right to slay the worms Orob and Orus.


  I didn’t strike to slay, but only to wound, replied Grennich bitterly. And even if they die, they do so as prison guards trying to keep me here.


  The angel glanced over his shoulders. There, beyond and below his slicing wing tips, was a long black groove where the closet floor ended and that of the room beyond began. Twenty more paces, and you would have slain me, too.


  Yes, replied Grennich, rolling to hands and knees, and for the same reasons, Warden.


  A light was approaching: Tara and her torch. Her face was grim between the angry flame and her glinting blade; she’d seen the worms already, and was prepared to fight to the death if she had to. There was more than a little relief in her eyes when she heard the shuffing pulse of her godfather’s wings.


  You stopped her? Tara asked, her thoughts tremulous despite the evenness of her step.


  I did, Phaeton said. He hovered, patient and watchful, an angel guarding an eternal gate.


  Tara nodded in relief and resheathed her sword. It’s for your own good. Zabor said you were happy here. Why are you bent on leaving now?


  The woman shook her head and stared down at the ground. Knowledge, that’s why. The destroyer of all paradises. This was heaven to me until I knew there was more.


  Tara snorted a sarcastic laugh. You sound like Aegis. Her expression darkened. Where is Aegis? Have you seen him, Phaeton?


  I brought him here, the angel replied, static in flight. I dropped him just before we reached the—


  Oh, no, Tara thought. She was suddenly running toward the angel.


  Phaeton held his post, his eyes narrowing uncertainly. Only when she was within paces and unslowing did he lightly turn out of the way.


  Tara charged past. No!


  A voice came from the darkness, the voice of Aegis:


  “ , , ?”


  Without awaiting her response, he stepped across the line.


  



  
    ♦ Finding New Spine ♦
  


  
    

  


  I see that I shall have to help these two. I am done for as it is. Any book with its spine broken has become a pitiable thing. But, perhaps, if I help them, something of me will live on.


  It’s a good thing my spine is broken; it’ll make separating the pages easier.


  Twenty-Six


  Oblivion
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  One moment, he had hovered in loving vigil above the fire of his sleeping daughter; the next, he had struggled to pull his centrifugal thoughts inward and bury them deeply, too deeply for the Lady to find. He was drawn violently through the chambers of the Lady’s buildings. The shadows of corners and lath spaces adhered to his soul and slowly cloaked him in his livery of darkness.


  With shapeless blackness full-formed around him, Aereas emerged into a courtroom, where his victims waited.


  The place was a lower court, carnival-lit with real torches that lent a cruel barbarism to the setting. The walls were crudely hewn stone, with cavelike drips and untidy curtains of moss hanging across them. All of it was theatrics. The adjacent rooms were clean and dry, well plastered.


  Sometimes, you need a brutal spot to terrify brutes.


  Like these two—huge, stooped ogres, their flesh as gray and oozy as the walls. A sagittal crest was prominent on one of the creatures; it would have been prominent on both if the other hadn’t once had his brain bashed in by a club. His brow was markedly indented above small, piggy eyes and tusklike, jutting teeth. The other had sharp brown eyes, though the rest of his face was hidden in a mask of matted beard. The facial hair merged with the fur on the creature’s broad, scarred chest, reaching down almost to the inch-thick shackles that bound hand to hand. The pair blinked dully, having just had their blindfolds removed.


  Let them blink, thought Aereas. There’s nothing to see in my shroud of black.


  That was the last cogent thought he had for some moments. The Lady’s razor fingers sorted through his mind, clipping words from the center of ideas and thoughts and stringing them together like heads on a line.


  Aereas only waited. That was all he could do. To resist was to double the pain and worsen the butchery of his mind. To resist, for that matter, he would have had to call upon some inner reserve of will—the sort of mental muscle that currently lay flat and inconspicuous atop the secrets he kept from the Lady.


  Let the mind-rape conclude. It is best for all.


  He dared think no more about what he hid, or that he hid anything, at all. She was nearly done. The reaving had slowed. Now only a word here or there dropped out, the last pauses and intonations.


  The judge-executioner began to speak, feeling the final thoughts slipping into place.


  You, Brothers Harrald and Barru Gormavine, are charged with murder. How do you plead?


  The brow-bashed one glanced up sullenly at his hairy brother, and then blurted, “It weren’t murder. I tells you there weren’t nobody in the shop.”


  Aereas’s response was angry. How do you plead?


  “Forgive Barru,” said the hairy ogre. “He ain’t too bright. We plead innocent.”


  Innocent? asked Aereas, a calculated rage filling his head. How could you two possibly be innocent?


  “My brother ain’t too bright, but he don’t lie, probly ’cause he ain’t bright enough to lie,” assured Harrald. “Anyways, there weren’t anybody in the shop.” He ducked his head and made an abortive jerking motion with his hand, as though he was accustomed to doffing a hat at junctures such as this.


  The witnesses say differently. A Mister Iannth, a yeti businessman of some import, says he specifically saw Boffo inside the shop when you barricaded the doors and started the fires. Something was familiar to Aereas about that name—Boffo. He had voiced it so naturally, as though he had said the name before, himself, as though it had not been pieced together from other sounds.


  “If he was in it then, he must of crawled out the cellar or something,” offered Harrald.


  You knew he was in the shop. Why else would you barricade the doors before setting the house on fire? Why? Who sent you to do this thing?


  The frown of concentration on Harrald’s face showed that he was hiding something.


  Barru was not quite so reticent. “We gots the orders straight from a god, that’s wh—” His confession stopped when an ogre elbow caught the creature in the tusks, and knocked one of them so it jutted sideways from the thing’s mouth.


  What god?


  Harrald tried on an ingratiating smile, which fit his face like a too-small mask. “My brother believes any lie anybody tells him. He’s surreptitious. He thinks we do everything for one god or other, but the truth is we were just out having fun. Kill a gnome, have some fun.”


  Have some fun. Did you know that the gnome you burned alive was a creature under the Lady’s special protection?


  Harrald looked down at the floor and shook his head.


  Did you know that he single-handedly saved this City of Sigil, and was therefore held in highest of favor?


  The shaking grew more vigorous until the head made two complete turns, twisted off of its neck, rolled down the hairy chest, and caught for an eye-blinking moment on the ogre’s belt. Then, the headless body lurched down in its joints and toppled like a felled tree to the stony floor.


  Barru gaped for a moment at his dead brother, then bleated like a half-slain lamb.


  What god? Aereas repeated.


  “Sung Chiang,” the ogre cried out. “Sung Chiang told us to burn the gnome in his own shop, and make sure he was dead.”


  That’s right. Sung Chiang. And what about the tiefling we caught sorting through the ashes?


  “I don’t know nothing about no tiefling.”


  Why did he leave the gold where it was in the cellar? Why did he take away this closet door? Since when have tieflings been more interested in doors than gold? As he spoke, Aereas’s attention drifted to the near wall, where a very ordinary-looking wooden door leaned. It was untouched by soot or ash, drawn whole from a place utterly ravaged by fire.


  “I don’t know nothing about no tiefling,” the ogre repeated tearily. “Sung Chiang gots lots of fingers in lots of places. It was probly just one of his thieves.”


  We had him below. Before we executed him, he said you and your brother were sent out by Sung Chiang to burn the place so he could get the door. We killed the tiefling when he refused to tell what Sung Chiang wanted with that door. You might save your life if—the thought stopped, unfinished, and Aereas waited for the Lady to begin again.


  Who is in your cell?


  The ogre looked up, uncertain. “What?”


  No, not you. The ogre’s head split in crescent segments, like a crushed orange. With only a faint dripping sound, he went tumbling down into a wet pile beside his brother.


  Not him, Judge-Executioner Aereas. You. Who is in your cell?


  He felt a chill moving through the empty blackness around him. What do you mean?


  Someone is in your cell. A young male half-tiefling. How did he get into a cell that has no door?


  Aereas clamped down upon the welling shock and anger in him, on the names that were hissing and boiling beneath the lid of his mind. That is a good question, Lady.


  Answer it, then.


  Aereas paused, trying to gather his thoughts. Perhaps it is a teleportation fluke. Perhaps the tiefling was trying to teleport to—


  He could not finish.


  She had grown tired of his evasions, and ripped into his mind with the same brutality she had used on the ogre pair. He had no skull, no physical brain to ooze and spatter beneath the force of her probes. Even so, she raked his mind apart.


  First to go were the newest memories, the memories of the visitors. Their names spooled out in quick coiling procession, and then their pasts.


  His daughter was among them. With a vicious yank, the Lady of Pain pulled forth that oak of memory, whose taproots went down below the water table and into the sheer bedrock of his being. Seizing and stealing that one central memory devastated the landscape of Aereas’s mind. After that, he was reduced to tumbled rocks and dissolving sand and turgid black water.


  With no less brutality, the Lady yanked forth other thoughts. Aereas didn’t care. Names flashed: Phaeton… Jandau… Boffo… Krim… Some had very little root in his mind. Some were profoundly grounded.


  The Lady caught a nearly forgotten name, Nina—merely a dead dry twig jutting, inconsequential, into his consciousness—and pulled. This time, she tore up not only water tables and bedrock, but endless lightless layers, down all the way to a red-hot mantle of lava.


  There would be nothing left now. His betrayal had been complete, and she would make certain his destruction was, too.


  Already, the final memories of the closet were being burned away, like grass consumed by wildfire. He could no longer remember the names of the two people he had brought to live there. He could no longer remember how long they had been there, and now forgot even whom he was thinking of… where he was thinking of….


  He sank, a great continent descending into a sea of red-hot stone.


  One thought. Hold onto one thought. Perhaps you can come back if… one thought.


  The laughter of shredding claws silenced his mind. The Lady whittled his thoughts down to empty nothing.


  He stopped thinking. He only stared ahead at the strange wooden door leaning there, abandoned, forgotten—soft wood on hard hard stone. It was an utterly unremarkable door. It had no frame. A door that in the careful of this or that and anything that was was was was socj a tjeol as thd lYej;j fkd ikdssdf nekdnsdlsad kgkgje. ;;a’sda;sdf’; w [kf fbjkdf’.sdagm,;lmw gplsmdgjmpwkeg.; asdgp kergigbnnmn nklkfflOD ] opejgpr[p eg \ gn fgnfkgnjrethwegib -=\
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  His soul drifted upward, from somewhere to somewhere else, through somewhere. There were darknesses and lightnesses and hardnesses and softnesses. None of it was anything to look at or think about.


  The drone was something called pain.


  A wet softness, now. It was so thick and layered, he seemed never to rise through it. Something held him down, something heavy… a thought.


  That’s what was so heavy. He was trying to carry a thought up through all of this squishy muck. No wonder he was stuck. The whole place was already crowded with thoughts.


  He would leave his thought here.
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  Ah, that lightened the load.


  He drifted quickly upward, toward the other place. Then he stopped. He must have been at the other place, because he stopped.


  It was a plain white room with an open closet. There were two people, asleep, in the corner. Between them, on the floor, was a spine-broken book.


  This must be the place I am going to, he thought to himself, and hung blankly in the center of the room.


  Part III
Homeland


  Twenty-Seven


  Freedom Fighters
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  “Father?” Tara asked sleepily.


  The closet’s fitful sun had flashed through daylight twice as she had lain there, half-asleep, but it wasn’t the sun that awoke her now. It was another presence in the cell.


  “Father?”


  She saw no one but Aegis, who slept curled in the adjacent corner. She turned outward. There was no spark of blue god-fire in the gray-walled place, only motes of dust dancing through the wedge of light from the closet.


  “Father, is it you?”


  It is I, came the strangely placid response. The thought held nothing of fury or disappointed indignation, only smooth, soft placidity. But, surely, I am not your father.


  The voice was the same as his had been, despite the simpleminded amiability of it. This was her father, but something terrible had happened to him.


  “Where have you been, Father? What has happened?”


  I was in a different place. Now I am here.


  “Did the Lady take you away? Did she wash your mind clean?”


  My mind wasn’t dirty.


  Tara rose, her leg jarring the broken-spined book closed on the bare floor. The air felt cool, taking her into its embrace. Aegis stirred.


  She asked more pointedly, “Did the Lady do this?”


  I don’t know what lady you mean.


  Tara turned, her gaze grave as she faced an eye-rubbing Aegis. “They’re coming, Aegis. The Lady’s forces are coming. We have to mount a defense.”


  The fists came away from his eyes, now wide above a jaw that was locking against a yawn. “A defense? Why defend this closet? Surely all of us would have a better chance of escaping—”


  “Escaping where?” Tara asked. “There’s no way out of this cell, and we’ve not found a single safe portal in the book.”


  “Well, neither can we go back in the closet,” Aegis said. “Or don’t you remember crushing that forest when you tried to return?”


  “The Lady’s stripped Father’s mind bare,” Tara went on. “Why do you think that happened? Because of us. Now everyone in the closet is in danger, again because of us.”


  “All right. All right. We’ve got two swords and a Closet Lord. We three ought to be able to hold off the Lady’s forces,” Aegis snapped in irritation as he got to his feet.


  Tara didn’t respond to him. “Father, listen closely. Do you see that closet there?”


  Yes.


  “Go into it, and go down to the floor of it. There are very tiny creatures there. Tell them the Lady is coming. Tell them to ready defenses.”


  I will.


  “Tell them Aegis and Tara will fight in the vanguard, and any who want to join us may. Now, go.”


  I will.


  There was a moment of wandering mind, and then Aereas was gone, swallowed in the welling hugeness of the closet.


  Tara stood, stunned. She breathed shallowly as if bracing against the departure.


  Another presence was behind her, warm and penitent. “Your father… what happened?”


  Tara clamped her eyes against tears and shook her head. “I don’t know. The Lady knows we’re here. She knows about the closet, too, like that old wizard said she would. Father doesn’t even remember me…. We won’t be able to count on him for this battle.”


  Instead of bemoaning that loss, which Aegis certainly would have done even a night before, he said, “You’re right. There’s no escape. It’s time to stand. That’s why we crossed the threshold, anyway, to get out from under the shadow of our parents and stand—live and die on our own merits.”


  She nodded, her eyes opening. The tears had been banished, replaced by a steely resolve. “It may be a short stand, but at least it will be a stand. Two swords against an army.”


  Aegis extended his hand to her. In the instant before their flesh touched, they felt the tingling resistance of Sigil’s magic, as though their hands were twin magnets repelling each other. By the Lady’s own decree, no one in Sigil could touch Tara, not for good or for ill.


  Aegis’s fingers encircled the space around her palm, and he squeezed. There was a moment of painful force. Then, the very same portal magic that had opened the journal beneath their feet activated, the barrier between their palms thinned, and they touched.


  It was all the closer they could get. Though, together, they were a skeleton key of the planes—just as their parents had been when apart—that power could not shut down more than a palm-sized portion of the Lady’s barrier. It had been one of the many disturbing revelations awaiting them outside the closet. Still, that single point of contact was enough.


  Aegis looked into her eyes, a sudden sharp irony in his smile. “Tara, you cannot be harmed here in Sigil. You know what that means? You cannot be slain in this battle.”


  The light in his smile kindled a similar smile on her face. “Yes. I cannot be harmed.” She stooped, picking up the book and then looking at it curiously. “And, last night, when we were going through these pages, I got the strangest image in my mind.” She opened the book and began flipping pages. “It was like the book itself was talking to me, and it gave me the idea for something that’ll make you invincible, too. I just need to find the right portals.”


  He sighed. “We looked all night through that pernicious thing. You won’t find a safe portal.”


  Reaching a page with an illustration of a jeering crowd of fiends gathered around a gallows, Tara unceremoniously ripped it free. “I don’t want safe portals…. We’re not the ones who’ll be going through them.”
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  The Lady is coming, a voice announced in the minds of the weary encampment. Ready defenses.


  They had remained beside the chain for two days, restraining Grennich (a mere look from Phaeton was enough to quell any further escape attempt), ministering to the wounded worms, and awaiting word from Tara and Aegis. No word had come from them since the moment Tara followed Aegis across the threshold. At that instant, they both had become incomprehensibly huge in the world beyond.


  No word had come, though during the first night, a giant foot had slowly descended, smashing flat a forest of white-stemmed fungi.


  Aereas hadn’t returned to the closet world until now, and his sudden arrival made them all bolt up—Phaeton where he poked at the fire, Zabor and Clare from the house plans the old mage was drawing in the dirt, Nina where she whittled restlessly on a stick, Grennich where she slept, and the godskeleton Leonan, cross-legged like a child on a floor.


  Aegis and Tara will fight in the vanguard. Any who wish to, may join them.


  “What has happened, Aereas?” Nina asked, dropping her whittle stick and rising. “How much does the Lady know?”


  I do not know, replied Aereas simply.


  “Why didn’t Aegis and Tara escape?” asked Grennich.


  I do not know.


  Zabor scratched out the plans he was drawing in the dirt and stood to his full, spidery height. “A war council. I’ve been expecting this. Gather around the fire, and let’s assess what we have to fight with.” He strode to Phaeton’s side and, with a glare that would not be denied, gathered the others. “Aereas, you said Aegis and Tara would take the vanguard. What is their strategy?”


  I do not know.


  “For a god, you know very little,” observed Grennich.


  Am I a god? I don’t feel much like a god, Aereas responded.


  Nina lowered herself slowly onto a half-sunken boulder. “What has happened to you, Aereas? Don’t you remember any of this?”


  I remember, he responded with surprise. Tara told me to come in here, and I told you what she said to say.


  “Before that,” Nina prompted.


  I remember being in another place and then coming to this place.


  Grennich spat into the fire, and it hissed. “The Lady giveth, and the Lady taketh away. Zabor, you might as well scratch one Closet Lord from our list of assets.”


  Ignoring her, Nina pressed. “Is there anything left? Can you create lightning or fire? Can you move things with your mind? Zabor says you shaped this whole land with your mind. Can you make it tremble and warp any longer?


  There was a momentary silence, in which the morning breezes moved raggedly over the grasslands. No lightning came, no fire or earthquake, only the small voice, If ever I did these things once, I cannot remember how to do them now.


  Nina’s brown face darkened in anger. “You’ve got to remember something!”


  Grennich leaned toward Zabor, and it seemed her old, pragmatic pluck was returning to her. “He’s no good to us here. Let’s not torment him any longer.”


  The spidery old man nodded, and looked up vaguely into the wide sky. “Thank you, Closet Lord, for the message. Go, now. Wander this land you have made. Look at everything, listen to your world. You don’t need to remember having made it. Only let the world itself remind you who you are. Wander your paradise, and once you have found yourself, come back here, to us.”


  I will, responded Aereas. His characteristic resolve rang in those words.


  Nina felt suddenly certain that if his memories, if his powers lay out there somewhere, awaiting him, he would find them and return to fight.


  Though by his own admission he was no longer a god, they all felt a quick chill as Aereas left the place, speeding invisibly out over the pitching grass of his world.


  The old mage lowered his gray-lined face from the sky and looked around at the ragged company—a blind crone, a fallen angel, a discontented settler, a retired fiend-general, a pair of injured worms, a gap-toothed skeletal god… and an old mage with not a spell to his name. Zabor hung his head for a moment and laughed a low, dry laugh.


  “We are all used up, aren’t we? There is a reason we’ve all ended up in the closet. We’re like old shoes, or broken toys, or rags kept for swabbing messes or patching clothes. We belong in the closet.”


  “You may, but I was the one trying to get out,” Grennich said sourly.


  “Be our guest,” replied Zabor. He flung a petulant hand toward the great chain. “Join Aegis and Tara in the vanguard, if that is what you want. For some reason, they could not escape, and you won’t, either. There’s only certain death out there.”


  Grennich looked sullenly away.


  “Perhaps we should all join those two kids in the vanguard,” offered Clare.


  “As much as I wish to join her—after all, I am sworn to guard Tara with my life—I would only become a fireball if I stepped into Sigil. Only your chain, Zabor, keeps me alive,” Phaeton said.


  Nina nodded in disgust. “The same is true for me. As soon as the Lady’s power could reach me, I would be destroyed.”


  “The chain, then, is key,” said Zabor. “It is the only reason the Lady had not discovered the closet until now. It is also the only reason we are yet here. It must be protected at all costs.”


  “How are we supposed to protect that enormous chain against a creature large enough to wrap knuckles about it and pick it up?” Grennich wondered aloud.


  “No one will get to it until Aegis and Tara are dead,” Nina observed. Her eyes were hard, as though focused on the unseeable distance, where her son and niece prepared their defenses. “I know them well enough to know that.”


  Grennich looked chastened by Nina’s resolve. “Taking nothing away from them, they are just two kids against an army. How long could they stand against such forces?”


  “How long, indeed?” Phaeton asked. “That is the question. Aereas said that time passes more slowly in here than everywhere else. You’ve been here for years, in a world guarded by that bone chain, but that chain was carved only weeks or days ago. And now I understand why. We’ve been shrunk not only in the three physical dimensions—not only in height, width, and depth—but also in the fourth dimension, time. Just as ripples in wood have become mountains, so moments in time have become hours, or days. Time is, as mortals often ironically boast, on our side.”


  “So, we have more time to think about how we are going to die?” asked Grennich irritably.


  “Yes,” said Phaeton without missing a heat, “but also, when those knuckles reach down to close on the chain, we have more time to attack before they actually reach the chain.”


  “We are minuscule. We are ants trying to drive off elephants,” Grennich said. “We couldn’t hack through a normal-sized hand if we had ten thousand years.”


  Nina stood up and began to pace. “Wait, though. It’s not just time on our side, but the other three dimensions you were talking about. Remember what happened to the book when Aereas pulled it from my grasp and flung it over the chain?”


  “It grew larger,” Zabor supplied. “It became the normal size for a book outside the closet.”


  “Exactly,” Nina said. She blinked excitedly as she put the thoughts together. “So, anything we brought in here with us would do the same. Any daggers thrown beyond the chain, any arrows or quarrels shot beyond the chain….”


  “Perhaps even spells cast beyond it would enlarge,” Phaeton agreed. “If the attackers get past Tara and Aegis, we can slay them with mere daggers and arrows and lightning bolts.”


  “It’s a good start,” Zabor said, “but there is a sadly limited supply of weapons brought with us, and an unlimited supply of warriors loyal to the Lady.”


  “Still, it’s just a start. We have other assets as well,” Nina said, gesturing toward Leonan, who sat in silent listening on a nearby field. “Remember, I conquered one whole level of the Abyss, with nothing more than a tiefling lieutenant. If I’ve still got the knack of madness, this battle won’t be so impossible to win.”


  She sat again upon the rock, leaning back in the waxing sunlight. “Ah, it’s beginning to feel like the good old days.”
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  My world? I don’t remember the first thing about this place.


  It is warm, yes, the way I would want a world of mine to be. Warm and grassy. I look at those majestic gray mountain ranges, marching up the horizon line. Those, too, resonate with me. They are the sort of mountains I would wish to have. And before them, before me, now, is a huge, deep, clear lake, situated like a reflecting pool for the magnificent slopes ahead.


  It is a warm, inviting world, just the sort I would make.


  But how do I know what sort of world I would make? How do I know what constitutes a world, or mountains, or lakes, or grass? These words are rooted in my mind, and I know what they mean, to what they belong, but I cannot remember having ever seen mountains or grass or any of it before.


  Inviting, pleasant, warm—these are words, too. They are relative words. They imply a speaker. Who would find them inviting and pleasant and warm? Who?


  I would. I do. I must be the sort of being that finds lakes like this one—sparkling below me and charged with skittish schools of gray-flashing fish—inviting and pleasant. I am a being who likes to swim.


  I plunge down into the crystal waters and startle aside the finned flock of fish and skim forever along the rankled depths and back up toward light and air. I do like to swim. I remember seeing hands move finlike before my face, but they move there no more, and I swim faster than ever.


  I like to swim and climb mountains and see grasses shifting in breezes and smell the faint, heady tea-smell of the prairie. That’s what it means to be inviting and pleasant. It means I am the sort of being who likes these things.


  Climb mountains with what, though? Even now—as I leave the lake behind and charge up over toothy green forests, crazed with streams and flecked with leaping, watchful hinds—I do not charge on legs or anything at all. I have no legs or hands, but can climb atop the trees and above them, as I do presently, and beyond to the man-shouldered, weathered stone of foothills and ridges and rills. I have no feet but skip up along the bargaining ground where granite dickers with lichen and grasses—and finally with brush and trees.


  I like to climb, but have no body.


  I like to think, but have no head.


  I like to feel, but have no hands.


  I like to hope, but have no heart.


  I am the sort of being who likes these things, and perhaps I am the sort of creature who once had body and head and hands and heart. I was once like those people in the small room who called themselves Tara and Aegis and called me Father, and like those people on the grassy ground who called me Aereas.


  Father Aereas. This is who I am.


  And, what is a father? I know this. I know it like I know what is a mountain and a tree. A father is…


  That, there, that great antennaed stag that stands there upon the uplifted palm of stone. See how he stands and sniffs above the den where small eyes blink in darkness. I am a father like that. I stand with no legs and sniff with no nose and I… I protect.


  Father Aereas protects.


  What more am I?


  They spoke of a lady. I know what that is. A lady is like that doe, who noses the little ones back from the cave mouth when I come too near and the stag spooks. A lady is like that woman who spoke of a lady. They asked if a lady had done this, or if she had cleaned out my mind. I must have a lady. I am Father Aereas, and I have a lady.


  What is that? I rise up the craggy slope and come whirling like wind over the peak and see below me two houses. One is tall and narrow and of wood, and the other flat and long and of stone. One wants to pull free of the ground, and the other wants to sink into it. They are both inviting and pleasant—home.


  I am a creature who likes homes like this.


  I move through the closed door of the tall one. I could have gone through the wall, but did not even think of it until I am standing inside the wooden house, tall and sweet-smelling. I go through doors, so I must be about that big, to be able to fit.


  Ah, what airy thatch above the rafters! Ah, what an elegant hearth and fireplace! And, see the stoneware on the table, the chairs and decorations? I would fit in that chair there if I had a body. The floor is so solid, too, as I go through it, and the cellar is stocked with dried foods and jars of jellies. Such things would taste wonderful, I know.


  It is an easy glide to the other home, beneath the ground already. This place is solid and grand. It has many places for visitors, and walls that would turn back cyclones and invaders. It is cool and clean and severe, but still, it is home.


  The sunny path outside leads around a great pinnacle of stone. I wander the path, imagining my legs beneath me, no longer than they would have been to sit well in that chair, no wider spaced than they would have been to press those footprints in the dirt. Footprints. Ah, now I can imagine my feet.


  And, my mouth and tongue, with those preserves, and my nose, from the smell of the dry grass, and my eyes and ears and face. I can imagine my hands, man hands, and my feet, man feet.


  I round the stony pinnacle and see. I see. It is a temple, pillars and tablature and reliefs. And in the center, I see myself.


  The statue must be of me. The feet are just as I had thought they would be, and those stony hands of mine—I can imagine the feel of the sappy pine bark beneath my fingers if I climbed a tree. And the face, with the eyes, windows to the soul, even to the soul of stone, as I am reflected in stone.


  It is easy enough to drift into one of those carved-out pupils and into the tangle of framework and thatch beneath the plaster and at last into even the empty space of dead air in the center, where I would have dwelt if this were my body instead of a statue. I am beneath the sculpted turns of solid white hair, above the broad shoulders and the poised thin, godly hips and those feet that are so familiar but are not mine, cannot be now, and nevermore shall be.


  Twenty-Eight


  Paper Heroes and Mosquito Men
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  They had only just tucked and folded the last sheet of paper into the origami breastplate when the far wall blasted inward, showering the two with fragments of stone and wood and plaster.


  With a small shout, Aegis seized Tara’s hand and pressed past its magical barrier. He ducked his paper-helmed head and rolled downward, lifting the rattling breastplate up over his shoulder. Rocks struck the near wall, jamming themselves into the plaster and hanging there, jagged and still in the roar of the air. Aegis felt the moment-rap of stones as they struck his paper shield and helmet, then slipped away through a hundred portals into a hundred hells.


  From beneath his folded fedora, Aegis glimpsed Tara, standing in half-flinch. Debris pelted off around her so that it looked like the rocky shrapnel was fountaining out of her bent elbow and tucked shoulder.


  It was working. Tara truly could not be harmed while she was in Sigil. Aegis could not be harmed as long as he held her hand and wore the paper armor—a folded hat, a piecemeal breastplate, a set of cuirasses (which led to the Gray Waste and paraelemental magma, respectively), and the book itself, bound to one hip. The paper was only paper, though, until Tara and Aegis touched each other, opening the portals.


  In brief triumph, they held aloft their clasped hands, and swung the swords in their outside hands. Aegis had never before fought left-handed—had never fought at all—but needed no convincing to cling to Tara as the fight began.


  Two swords, two young freedom fighters, paper armor, and the promised protection of the enemy—this is what they had against a horrific assault.


  “Will you marry me?” Aegis shouted in sudden impulse, then sheepishly added, “if we survive?”


  Tara cocked a smile his way. “If we survive, we can do anything.”


  The first creature through the breach was all hunched black claws, which draped down from curved forearms that themselves were as sharp as swords. The thing’s demon-face had bulbous eyes clustered like dead grapes above its wide mouth. Its jaws were lined with macerating cords in place of fangs.


  It lunged.


  Tara was there, arm and sword out. The steely blade lanced past chitinous claws and slid between the monster’s breastplate and its armored head. Tara stood there, as unmoving as a statue, as the enormity mashed down on her. The sword disappeared into the belly of the beast and drew her arm and its sheath of inviolate space in after it. Just before her wrist and elbow disappeared into the body, she quirked the sword, and it scooped through the hot innards of the thing like a spoon through tapioca.


  A tentacled horror roared in through the black-triangle spaces of the first thing’s legs.


  Aegis, clutching Tara’s free hand, drove forward beside her. His breastplate was in place now. He ducked his head and papered shoulders and bashed into the second beast. A dozen tentacles slapped wet, eager suckers against his epaulets, helmet, and breastplate. Then Aegis felt the unmistakable lurch of the tentacles being yanked through a portal.


  Only it wasn’t a single portal. It was a dozen.


  The margins of these portals were no mere paper, but magic—powerful and immutable. The beast was drawn quickly into the separate holes, its flesh ripping in an uneven grid of twelve until the whole shredded thing had passed through.


  Into the space it had left, a white-faced tiefling swords-woman charged. She held a black-bladed stiletto in one hand and a rapier in the other. She whirled her blades before lashing out, her movements only slightly hampered by the shuddering bulk of Tara’s dying monster.


  Aegis kept hold of Tara’s hand as he met the charge with a jab of his own sword. The tiefling batted the clumsy blade aside, and then thrust with her rapier, slamming it to the hilt into Aegis’s heart. But there was no impact. The blade slid without resistance into nothing—or more correctly—into something else.


  The tiefling babbled an invective and released the blade just as it slipped away through the breastplate. She was still gobbling when Aegis’s sword caught her a glancing blow to the head. An ear came off as she fell, insensate, to the ground.


  Tara shouted something, and Aegis realized only then that he’d released her hand. He glanced up to where she scrambled over the deflating monster she had slain. He lunged for her outstretched fingers—


  A scythe-handed creature hurled a rattling blow at Aegis, and its mantis head poked in to bite away a hunk of face.


  Flesh touched to flesh—human flesh to human flesh—and the hundred portals across his frame crackled back to life.


  Aegis ducked and caught the mandibles in his hat. He thrust into the beast. Its triangular jowls slid into the hat, and then its segmented neck, and, too, its quivering arms and scythes. When only spindly legs remained, Aegis reared his head back so weight itself would jam down the last kicking joints and segments through the portal.


  More came. And beyond them were the eager faces of more. Tara and he could slash and gut for hours and days and never drain Sigil of the Lady’s minions.
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  “The closet! Guard the closet!” shouted Tara. She sidled down the slippery, pocked flank of her first kill, dragging Aegis with her toward the closet. The first attackers had been too intent on immediate prey to charge into the closet or snatch up the chain, but the Lady’s smarter forces were arriving.


  Tara and Aegis landed in a hand-clenched knot at the threshold to the closet. A blink of Tara’s eyes showed her the daylit space—apparently empty except for dust and mold and a length of chain—over which they fought. She stood. No time to think. No time for irony, for thoughts to twist and double back on themselves. Time only for fighting.


  She did not have to take the battle to the attackers. They brought it.


  Three toad-bodied creatures converged on the closet. They had no doubt been sent to yank away the ever-binding chain of bone. Their webbed foreclaws raked outward in a brutal thicket toward Tara and Aegis. She knocked one claw away with a warded elbow and drove her blade into the owner’s eye. It was collapsing sloppily when she swiped the second one’s throat and emptied it of surprisingly red blood. She turned for the third, but it was being dragged through Aegis’s cuirass.


  Good old Aegis. He had blood, his own, running from a gash in his temple, and the smile that tugged up half his mouth drew the draping red back like a curtain toward his ear.


  No time for words, only the brief glimpse of shared travail and the tremble-tight clutch of fingers. Then the war came crashing against them again.


  This next thing was gelatinous, molten. It splashed a liquid limb across Aegis. Where globs struck the breastplate, they melted away as though through a sewer drain, but where they slapped his neck and arm, the skin sizzled and smoked.


  Tara growled, whirled her sword through the thing, and severed a limb, which slopped to the floor like spilled soup. But there, it coalesced and coagulated, rejoining the main body. The monster flung a shelf of ooze out toward her, but the stuff merely spattered off the air around her and onto Aegis’s side. He hissed, returning the assault with three fierce slashes. The living puddle parted thrice and reformed, climbing up his legs now.


  Tara waded forward with Aegis, kicking plasma as she went. Like water, the beast’s body flowed back upon itself and assailed her again. Tara grunted, hissed, and attacked.


  How many monsters had they slain? Six of the Lady’s picked troops? That would make a three-to-one kill ratio when this seventh one brought them down. It was a respectable ratio to die with, especially for paper warriors.


  Their swords struck together in deadly rhythm, a rain that only made the thing regroup all the faster. Beyond its amorphous form waited the next wave and the next—patiently letting this glob do their slaying.


  “What is this thing’s weakness?” shouted Aegis, the cords of his neck straining beneath burn-riddled flesh.


  Tara could not even shrug. Her blade sloshed into the unresisting mass. Aegis’s sword joined, too, and in the head of the beast, they met, and clanged… and sparked.


  White heat drove them back, almost over the threshold of the closet. The flailing creature ignited in a roaring rush of fire that drew air howling in through the breach in the wall. The monsters on the other side of the living pillar recoiled as well.


  Gasping in the face of the heat and wailing light, Tara said, “So that’s what it’s weakness is.”


  Unconcerned, a pair of rhino-snouted warriors stomped stoutly through the burning beast. Their axeheads wheeled in lethal orbits around them, and they roared a furious attack.


  Aegis shuffled back half a step, but Tara—frightened just enough to be dangerous—rushed into the teeth of the duo. The battle-axes whirled inward like closing fangs, converging on Tara’s slim neck. A scant inch from her throat, the blades rebounded, one catching its bearer in the shoulder, the other cleaving its horn-headed wielder. Tara’s own slim sword found the palate of the wounded beast and formed a new horn in the crest of its forehead. The pair fell simultaneously away like twin doors, unhinged.


  Still holding onto Aegis, Tara pressed past them and was busy spitting a spider—head-thorax-abdomen—on her blade when Aegis screamed out behind her. She glanced back to see him stamping furiously on the ground. At his feet, blue-black beetle-shelled creatures marched over the white rankle of the chain. Beneath even the beetles’ feet, tiny red ant-forms pressed forward as well. Aegis was stomping as many of them as he could, but some still got past him, some fifty beetles and twice that many ants.


  Tara cursed and retreated, pulling her sword free in the same motion. She shuffled, stomped, skated backward, smearing black and crimson shells across the floor in her wake.


  Still, the large beasts came on.


  Tara and Aegis fought with hands and feet in that sudden, strange desperation. They were not defeated, but the battle was already flashing past them, and Nina and the rest would have their hands full now.
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  They hadn’t expected this. They should have. The Lady was no fool. She knew. She knew about the closet world and all of them in it. She knew, and would send every possible attack.


  Picketed where they were, cricket-back on adjacent links of the chain, Nina and Zabor were the first to see the attack. Between them, a black-faced beetle drifted, gargantuan and slow like a great thundercloud. Glossy eyes fronted the curb-curved head of the thing, and its impenetrable shell drew on, massive and malevolent, behind.


  They did not immediately attack it, for a moment staring only in bald incomprehension. They’d expected an immense split-nailed toe, or a nub-haired knuckle, not such a creature as this.


  It was the golden flash above, darting arrowlike in and puncturing one blood-blister eye, that shook the cricket riders from their shock. Phaeton.


  Nina and Zabor thrust their heels into the flanks of their mounts. The hind legs snapped taut, and in sudden motion, the cricket riders were gone, leaving only trailing phantom images.


  In the furious roar of the plummeting sky, Nina saw the creature’s second eye ooze and collapse. The creature had only just felt the first puncture and begun its thrumming cry as Phaeton drew his sword out. He darted away like a hummingbird, toward the massive intrusion of a second shelled creature down the chain.


  Nina pulled on the reins of her mount, Poppy, guiding the beast toward the flat plate of the beetle’s head. Poppy fanned out iridescent wings and banked. Zabor was doing likewise with Valesares, and out of infinite skies they converged. There would be some joining of plates there on the beast’s back, someplace to shove a stoat lance and hope to hit a vital cord. The black monster below soared upward, larger, larger, until the steeds’ barbed legs came down in a hopping stop.


  Nina leapt from the saddle, taking a lance with her. The shell beneath her feet was feverish with buglife, and it rumbled with the slow low roar of the thing’s agony. She glanced side to side as she rushed along, trying to determine where she was on this world-sized creature. Zabor shuffled up beside her, a lance in hand and poised to strike, as though he were spearfishing.


  “Up ahead, and to the side,” he panted out.


  Nina saw it, a conjunction of four thoracic plates, with a diamond-shaped space between the corners. She dashed for the spot, surprised to find the old man passing her, his long skinny legs flashing with the sure speed of a spider’s.


  Zabor reared back with his lance and, reaching the spot, flung the thing harpoonlike into the soft flesh. The weapon sank to mid-haft, and the wizard wrenched upon it to stop himself, tearing open a mouth on the thing’s back.


  Nina flung her shaft down, too, and it disappeared into the rent Zabor had made.


  The black, slick ground shuddered once violently, and then, from every abutment of shell to shell came a thin, hissing steam upward.


  “Done!” shouted the mage, his white eyebrows lifted in gleeful savagery. He yanked his lance from the wound, which sloughed in on itself. “You’ve got more lances, right?”


  “Of course,” Nina shouted, “back at the horses.” When she flung a gesture in the direction of the mounts, she was surprised how small they were, crouched in fidgety uncertainty on the steaming horizon. “Let’s get back.”


  They ran, not full-out as before, though both were panting when they flung their heels over the steeds and wheeled them around for the next jump.


  What they saw horrified them. On the ground below, the second black beetle had pushed past the chain, and it turned slow circles in blind rage. Its claws churned and raked the ground, and webby lines of white spittle shot from its mouth toward Grennich, who harried it with arrows. She was doing it little harm, and its attacks were random at best, but a scaly army of giant red ants was flooding inexorably toward them both.


  “Where’s Phaeton?” Nina rasped.


  “There,” Zabor shouted, pointing.


  The angel was a mere mote of gold in the extreme distance, where three, four, five more beetles were cresting the chain.


  “Let’s go get our girl,” Nina said, but Zabor was already gone. He and Valesares were a drifting speck of black in the reeling sky. Nina nudged Poppy, and they roared away after.


  In moments, the riders were very near each other in the air. The mounts plunging side by side toward the dervish bug below. The old mage, though, was guiding his mount too close to the webby spittle, and would get caught in it, certainly. Nina tried to shout to Zabor, but the wind ripped the sound away. She swerved Poppy to knock Valesares aside, but Zabor had already banked away with furious speed, soaring toward the shell of the creature. Nina curved off the other direction, and the grassy earth rushed up to smash her.


  A heart-stopping lurch, and Poppy was halted a mere stone’s throw from Grennich. Nina waved her over, shouting, “Get on! Get on!”


  Grennich cast her a grim glare. “It’s not dead yet.”


  Pointing at the tide of ants rolling slowly down the swale toward her, Nina said, “You’ll be, soon enough.”


  Grennich looked back, then came running, eyes wide. In moments, she had slung her bow over her back and leapt onto Poppy. Nina clicked her teeth and nudged with her heels, and the black disk of bug disappeared beneath them.


  And, just in time. The ants slowly swarmed the beetle, climbing voraciously up its legs, eating at the twin streams of ichor from its ruined eyes. In time, they would finish off the bug for the defenders.


  Nina laughed one quick, harsh bark, and then her heart caught in her throat. Zabor was down there, on the shell. She looked again, but the black bug was invisible beneath a mound of red bodies, tearing it apart. The dervish was slowing, the beetle dying.


  A soaring speck suddenly became a cricket mount, with a tattered wizard low on its back and a pair of ants clinging by their mandibles to the creature’s forelegs.


  Gritting her teeth, Nina wrenched her own mount around. Poppy dropped a wing, smashed sidelong into Valesares, and shook loose one of the ants. It tumbled, legs working slowly as it fell.


  The mage, himself, got rid of the other, jabbing his sword between the mandibles and jamming them open. The ant dropped free, its weight yanking the sword from the mage’s hand. It plummeted, scraping at the sword and gradually working it inward to its brain.


  “Damned bugs!” shouted Zabor. The sound, but not the meaning, was lost in the roar of air.


  There were more bugs than could be reckoned with. Phaeton was still blinding the beetles, though four had gotten past the chain, and more were coming.


  Leonan had ripped the head from one of the four, and its spasms were slowing. The skeletal god now grappled a second, twisting mightily. A slow, profound cry mounted up from the creature, ending in a wrenching creak, like steel failing. The head came loose in the skeletal hands. Leonan moved doggedly onward, trampling many red ants and letting those that would climb pointlessly across his form. Each of his victories left another irresistible meal for the ants, and they crowded in the wake of the patient god. He would finish all four of those, for a total of six dead.


  Zabor and Nina were more needed on the chain.


  “There!” Nina cried, pointing to two beetles that slowly shimmied their way over adjacent links of bone.


  Zabor nodded, his steed tucking its wings and plunging down toward one of the beasts. Nina directed hers toward the other.


  In moments, Poppy touched down, and the women leapt off, each bearing a lance. Nina ran tirelessly toward the juncture spot, and Grennich kept sweaty pace. As Nina raised her lance for the rending blow, she wondered how long they could keep this up, how many more bugs were coming?


  And what would happen when they had to fight something as large as the closet world itself?
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  Side by side and hand in hand, Aegis and Tara fought. The dead, when they weren’t drawn through the rending breastplate of Aegis, were mounding on the floor before the them. It was a rampart of dead and dying, soon to be a wall that more attackers would have to carve their way through even to get at the defenders.


  It had been a costly wall to build. For every brick of flesh and every trowel of blood, Aegis had suffered a stinging attack. A slash to the temple, a burn at the neck, a hammer blow to the side, an oozing scrape to the shoulder. None of the wounds was severe on its own, but in the total tally, they were grinding him down.


  Tara had noticed. Still holding his hand, she had taken one step before him, and was deflecting most blows before they could even reach Aegis. But it was not enough. The whole of Sigil would file in to take shots at the two, and by magic or by might, every last one of them was getting a lick in on Aegis.


  He felt little of it, though. The agony came not from his minor wounds, but from the screaming ache of muscles. Tara felt it, too. They had fought past fatigue, past even exhaustion. They had fought past breathless delirium and frantic flailing. They were spent, used up, and though no one could get past Tara to kill Aegis, both would be dead soon enough from the sheer strain of standing and slaying.


  In the space of an exhausted blink, a reptilian arm shot past Tara and seized Aegis’s throat. Her sword cleaved the arm at the elbow and, spurting ichor, the lizardman fell back. But the hand only tightened its grip. The creature grinned a jag-toothed grin and retreated behind its comrades. Tara parried another beast while her free hand pried at the constricting claws. It was no use. The hold was ironlike, impossibly strong.


  She lopped the head from the thing before her, and saw in its vacancy the leering lizard face of the bleeding foe behind. Its snout wrinkled, and the claws sunk deeper into Aegis’s flesh, drawing blood.


  Tara lunged outward, treading the falling corpse downward to reach the lizardman. With a banshee keen, she drove her sword into one of those mocking eyes and out the scaly head. She kicked the monster from her blade and surged back toward the closet.


  She fell over the flopping body of an attacker. More rushed in around her, walling her away from Aegis. She hewed at them, like an explorer hacking at a forest. Arms and tentacles fell away like leafy boughs. Still more attackers poured in. Their bodies bunched too thick to back through.


  They couldn’t harm her, of course. They could do nothing to her. But they could and would slay Aegis. And, without her touch, his breastplate was paper-thin.
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  With each strike of his blade, Aegis shrieked. It was not exhaustion or pain that sent the cries from his lips, but fear. Tara was lost amid the thick press of bodies. She was whelmed on all sides in foes.


  He stabbed and sliced, unmaking three more, four more. Still he couldn’t see her. His sword became a jag of lightning, and the monsters dropped five-deep, but still she was gone.


  He didn’t even feel the hammer blow that crushed his hip and sent him reeling against the closet’s door frame. His sword still lashed out. The second strike of the hammer caught him in the chest and flung him backward… into the closet.


  Twenty-Nine


  The First Step Into a Larger World
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  An enormous blackness sailed slowly overhead, above the bug battle but beneath the sun. The shape was piled so high into the sky that the top of it, if there was a top, was lost in hazy distance. The lower section of it, though, was draped in a slow-flapping coarseness of cloth, any single strand of which was as wide as a man. The thing emerged, floating, in huge silence across the threshold. It extended itself, larger and larger in impossible hugeness. It headed in slow, cumulonimbic magnificence toward the deepest corners of the closet world.


  Nina looked up in flight, clinging onto the lance that she had plunged into the back of her eleventh beetle. The gargantuan shape above was solid as a continent, though it floated in an unstoppable hush overhead. She made out what appeared to be mountainous rills, and then the dragging edges of the thing were dropping lower and lower, nearer the chain.


  A hand pulled her sleeve. It was Grennich, and she tugged Nina away, back toward their waiting steed. Nina left the lance wedged in the dead bug’s back and bolted for the cricket. Even as they ran, the women saw the lowering mass angling toward the chain. They leapt onto Poppy’s back.


  What could be only a titanic shoe heel crossed the threshold, dragged by what could be only an enormous human leg. The heel scraped terrifically across the distant chain.


  Nina’s own heels caught the sides of the cricket. It leapt into the whirling air, just before the shockwave of the body’s passage shook the whole length of the chain. Below, black bugs tumbled slowly to one side or the other. In the air ahead, the pair of legs floated for one moment more before the body, whomever the body belonged to, struck the invisible far wall. The concussion of sound from that impact was too deep to hear, though it shook the whole world.


  The sun shone again on the land as the lifeless form slid, with a great rolling thunder, down to slouch on the continent. One leg landed on each edge of the world, and the body crumpled slowly down to overshadow everything.


  Only then could Nina make out the face: Aegis.
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  When the huge thing eclipsed the sun and struck ground with a terrific thunder, something that was huge and broken fell away from the massive form. It landed in a gigantic dust cloud, just beneath the prominence where the shrine stood.


  It was the first thing Father Aereas had seen since he had entered the statue of himself. He was stirred from his reverie. He drifted slowly from the thatch and plaster head of the god, through the smooth-bored pupil, and out into the world.


  The thing—big, flat, rectangular, tan—was veiled in rolling dust. Father Aereas glided toward it, through the brown clouds. The spinning motes gradually dispersed, and he made out the pages of a titanic book. The paper sheets were so big they looked like farm fields; the words across them were ranked like plow rows.


  It was a very big book, brought to the world by a very big reader.


  Father Aereas lighted on one page, and there came a voice.


  Ah, Aereas. I have something you ought to see.


  The pages began turning. Father Aereas rose, letting them flap past him in their infinite, pleasant variety. He must have been the sort of creature that liked books.


  The flipping of the pages ceased. He looked down. He saw a face, his own young face, staring up at him from the ground. But this face was not as the face in the statue. This face was flat, composed of large, scrawled lines and areas of shaded charcoal on a piece of gigantic parchment.


  How pleasant. Aereas dropped down the slope and skimmed lightly across the lines. The closer he came to the image, oddly, the less he could see of it. It became only meaningless scratch marks and soot-marred paper….


  He touched the page.


  
    

  


  The thoughts came not as sounds, or words that rumbled like thunder through the dark firmament, but as smells—invisible, intangible. And all his companions looking up at the page knew suddenly what he thought, what he felt. The confused tangle of fear and youth and rage and pain and hope, the crisscross of images and sounds from the worlds around, the stinging cold ache, the sweetly bitter wound—all were revealed.


  Love. They knew it all, now.


  Aereas’s face, red with the strain of clamping off his thoughts, was matched now by Nina’s face, red with embarrassment, pride, and fear. She knew, as much as any of them, who was the object of this love.


  He drew away in shock, suddenly remembering….


  Everything—everything from that moment backward, to the time he first saw his cousin Nina. Everything from that moment to this moment, translated to him not from the words but from the book itself, an old, old friend and eternal confidante.


  Where were Tara and Gwyn… Where was Nina?


  Distant lightnings played across the sky, and the ground shook as though in its teleological pangs.


  If Aereas knew Nina—and he knew her better than anyone on any plane—she would be in the midst of that firestorm. He had to go find her.


  No longer the Closet Lord, Aereas, husband of Gwyn, father of Tara, cousin of Nina, sped toward the tempestuous front of the war.
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  Through a butchered triangle of flesh, Tara had seen it all.


  The hammer blows had come from a gray-armored dwarf, his short-hafted weapon proving deadly in the thick melee. It flashed out toward Aegis. Metal thumped on meat, and then, beneath the meat, came the wet, muffled crack of bone. He half-slumped, the shattered hip giving way beneath his weight and the bone bits shifting over each other.


  Aegis hadn’t even felt it; Tara knew by looking into his narrowed eyes, seeing the way his sword still darted into his foes.


  Then, the damnable head of that damnable hammer had arced back and swung in again, catching Aegis directly in the chest. The once-invincible breastplate was paper once more, and it crumpled and ripped. The hammer hit. For a moment, the metal head had hefted Aegis into the air, then he went flying back. His once-narrow eyes had been wide in gasping breathlessness. He had hurtled bonelessly away, into the closet, struck the far wall, and slid, lifeless, to the ground.


  One meat-carved triangle was all too few. Now Tara’s sword fell with a weight more than equal to that of the hammer, and limbs dropped away. She chopped, and heads followed them. She climbed the bodies in her way, spearing the backs of those that converged on the closet.


  Not on the closet. On Aegis. Let the closet world be damned. If only she could get her invincible self between those blades and Aegis. If only she could let the claws and hooks and fangs bounce harmlessly from her back while she sheltered him and comforted him and tended him.


  She reached the dwarf, and her sword cleaved the haft of the dancing hammer. The metal head dropped to the ground even as the pommel of her sword caved in the dwarfs own head. The dwarf staggered and went down.


  It was not enough. A wall of others still stood between her and Aegis.


  But not for long.
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  Soon after Aegis had landed on the back edge of the world, a set of claws reached down at the front edge and enwrapped the chain.


  This, at last, was the fight they had prepared for.


  Nina and Grennich brought Poppy vaulting up into the clear air above the link, down onto one scabrous knuckle, and up again. In the blurred distances, they glimpsed, above and ahead, two feverishly staring reptilian eyes. The pupils were thin dagger slashes in yellow muscle.


  Grennich leaned back. She drew her bowstring taut. The arrow she aimed was one of the precious few from the outer world, and she couldn’t afford to waste it. The steed was reaching the peak of its leap, but it wouldn’t be enough. The shaft would curve off short, and catch the thing’s shoulder or chest.


  “Higher!” Grennich shouted into Nina’s ear.


  Nina growled and kicked the mount. Poppy’s wings emerged, and she struggled against the churning air, pulling them slowly higher.


  Almost there. Almost there.


  Those narrow-slitted yellow eyes slowly widened in recognition. A moment more, and they would be pulling back.


  “Fire!” Nina shouted.


  Grennich loosed the arrow. It sliced up through the vast distances, its fletching thrumming with the power of the pull. The shaft darted away, lifting and soaring and disappearing….


  It crossed the closet threshold. Suddenly, where only a tiny rushing splinter had stood out in the ocean of sky, there was a lance larger than a castle keep. It soared, slow but unstoppable, into one of those widening and retreating eyes. The arrowhead punched into the spraying thing.


  Nina banked the steed away, lest they be knocked from the sky on a cascade of gore. The wings disappeared into their sheaths, and Poppy plummeted like a stone.


  Above them, the sun went red as blood. Grennich looked up to see a vast cloud of the stuff rolling out over the sky.


  Poppy couldn’t drop fast enough to escape that cloud. Nina cried out, and the beast even spread her wings to drive them downward like the fins of a diving fish.


  “We’re not going to make it!” Grennich shouted.


  Nina nodded. “Hold on!”


  Just before the blast struck them, they glimpsed something roaring up past the lip of the cloud—Valesares and Zabor, intent on turning back another foe. Then, all went red.


  The crash of blood flung Poppy sideways and filled her airholes with muck. Nina and Grennich were slung halfway around the creature’s shoulder. For some moments, only the gore cloud existed—only it and the undeniable sensation of being propelled downward. Then they were tossed clear of the thickest clot of the cloud.


  Nina saw a stony field wink into being below.


  “Up! Up!” she cried, kicking her steed.


  Poppy let out a shriek of complaint, emptying the blood from her air sacks. Then, whirling her feet, she swung her wings beneath her and labored up, away from the pitching ground. The mount dropped near enough to the ground that the tiny clicks of blood-painted grass sounded for some moments against her legs. Then she was pulling up again.


  Poppy coasted out beyond the reach of the bloody blast and set to ground for a breath. Nina looked back along the red depression, and saw that the claws that had been curling around the chain were now gone. Her jubilation was short-lived, though; a slithering tentacle had already wrapped itself through a link and was beginning to pull.
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  Zabor’s mount peaked high above the constricting tentacle, and he stood in the saddle, as though that short distance would bring him significantly closer to the thing’s eye. That was the whole problem—the thing had no discernible eye. It was merely coiled tentacles and dripping suckers, mounting up into the unseeable distance beyond the chain.


  Knowing Valesares would get no higher this jump, Zabor drew the bowstring back, aimed at the mountain-sized beast, and loosed. The shaft sped away, hiding itself in the terrific heights. It crossed the closet threshold and erupted into an enormous arrow. The shaft roared away, burying itself in the shifting pile of slime and muscle.


  Still, below, the tentacle pulled, beginning to draw the chain over the horizon.


  Zabor sat back down in the saddle, hissing, and directed his mount toward ground for another leap. Where were the women? What had happened to Nina and Grennich? They should be here, taking a shot, too.


  A gold falcon streaked past, and away into the wheeling heavens. In his descent, Zabor watched Phaeton. Moments later, he saw twin bolts of lightning jag, side by side, toward the threshold. When the spellblasts reached the threshold, they filled the whole world with their white-hot glare. The energy bolts roared into the mountain of muscle and blasted it apart, hunks of gray-blue flesh shooting out to hail downward through the skies. Behind the meatblast, secondary and tertiary bolts of energy arced into other creatures battling there, and vague gray outlines began their world-crunching descent.


  That angel had a killing cunning to him.
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  Leonan twisted the head from the last beetle, its enormous bulk shuddering and slumping beside him. The ants would have this thing stripped in minutes, as they had done to the other beetles, as they had tried to do to him, even though his meat was long since gone.


  Only now, with the beetles slain, did the dead god begin intentionally crushing the red creatures that swarmed him. There had to be a quicker way of getting rid of the ants, especially since once they had gotten as much meat as they could from the beetles, they would be attacking anything that moved.


  Leonan turned his empty sockets around the carnage ground. Most of the beetles had perished here, in this triangle of dry grassland beside the chain, and therefore the red army was still concentrated among them. If only he could safely…


  One edge of the slaughter grounds butted up against the great lake. Another edge was soaked with the blood of a lizard man. The final side was bounded by the chain.


  Yes, in fact, he could.


  Turning, the dead god charged away from the scene, sloughing off ants as he went. After twenty paces, he began consciously brushing them off or crushing them against his bones. A dive into the round-bellied lake washed the last of the vermin free. When Leonan emerged on the opposite bank, he was still running, and stopped for neither forest nor mountain.


  It was not difficult to find the cabin where Clare waited. She stood outside, facing the distant sky, where lightning and explosions played.


  Leonan loped up and stopped. “What are you doing out here? I could have been any of them!”


  The blind old crone looked up with a smile of satisfaction. “I’ve been riding in your head long enough to recognize your tread.”


  “It’s time to ride again. I need your fire spell,” Leonan said.


  “I thought you’d never ask.”
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  A tiny fire was sweeping through one wedge of the closet floor when Tara at last reached the threshold. She’d hewn her way through a wall of attackers, none of which could harm her but any of which could kill Aegis. That, apparently, had not been their first objective. The Lady wanted that chain removed, and the crowd at the threshold had been trying to do just that.


  There had been arrows out of nowhere and lightning blasts and fireballs, and each time that the front lines fell, more critters had swarmed in. Not a one had gotten the chain to budge, partly because Aegis was sitting on it.


  And in a moment, when I am standing on the chain, with my invincible back toward the Lady’s forces, Aegis and the closet world, both, will be saved, she thought.


  She angrily elbowed aside a tiefling trying to muscle toward the chain, stepped onto the threshold chain, and knelt down inside the closet. She straddled the world.


  “Aegis, wake up. I’m here. It’s all stopped now.”


  The bite of a blade into her back told her how wrong she was. Blood flooded from the wound, hot down her side, and she felt herself pitch forward into Aegis, pressing him back against the wall.


  She was dying, she knew. Blackness closed in around her vision, and all went dark.


  Death. She tasted its bitter gall. She saw it—dark, empty, endless, and felt herself plummeting into it, a wingless soul.


  She tried to cry out, but had no voice.


  The still small voice of eternities began to speak in her fading mind: Don’t be afraid. Come into my arms. I will keep you here with me forever sweet child.
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  The beetles and ants were burning. Their bodies jittered to stillness like a hundred toys at last winding down. Their shells, red and black, broke open over obscene white musculature, and black smoke wriggled grublike into the bright sky.


  But then, above Leonan and Clare and all, the sky went black. A leviathan foot crushed hugely and slowly down upon the bone chain, and then another. They bore above them the weight of two columnar legs, which creaked over like toppling pillars of the world. From impossible heights, knees dropped downward and crashed atop the chains at the ends of the closet continent. The shadow of the titan fell over them all, blocking out the sun and bringing sudden night.


  Leonan looked up, awed, wondering what this foretold. Clare, who stood on his shoulder, cast her head back, as though even a blind woman could see what was happening.


  Nina and Grennich had dropped out of the sky, stilled in the shadow of the creature.


  Zabor soared downward in the terrific umbra.


  Phaeton, too, hovered, lightning and fireballs gone.


  For a moment, the apocalypse paused.


  Only when the red cascade began raining down from above did Leonan know what this was, who this was.


  She would shield them all with her own body. She would try to shield them with her own invincibility. But the moment she had stepped across the chain, she had left Sigil—and her invulnerability—behind. Where one sword stabbed her now, there would be, in moments, twenty, and Tara would be dead.


  Not this time. Leonan had watched the wars of the gods destroy Aereas and Nina. He would not let their children pay the same price.


  And, actually, this one rash act had certain comedic possibilities to it.


  “Good-bye, dear,” Leonan said, lowering Clare from his shoulder. “You have been my only friend these decades.”


  “My pleasure,” she replied, puzzled.


  He was already striding away. In moments, he had reached the chain; in moments more he had scaled a link. Then, he stepped across the threshold…


  Back into Sigil.


  Thirty


  Home Again, Home Again
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  Factor Nystuff—grizzled, black-armored veteran of the Harmonium’s shock troops—had seen lots of amazing things with his slate-gray eyes. He’d seen weightless battlefields spinning through Limbo, had fought some beasts with three or more heads and others with none, had even hunted iron whales in paraelemental magma. But the old human warrior had expected to see all those things.


  What he saw now took him completely by surprise.


  The corridor was crowded with troops, each excitedly awaiting the chance to step into the meat grinder within. They’d been told that all that was in there was a pair of scared kids and a bunch of people smaller than ants. The fact that thirty-eight soldiers had already gone into that room and not come out hadn’t convinced anybody but the factor himself that they were up against more.


  He just hadn’t known how much more.


  The explosion had a smell like lightning and cracked stone. Its blast bore bits of plaster, wood, rock, bone, and flesh outward into the corridor. The ranks that had been crowded up beside the breach were reduced to bone fragments embedded in the stone wall, speckled with red. Those next in line dropped like rag dolls, either slain by shrapnel or crushed to death by the sheer force of the concussion wave.


  A concussion wave? the factor thought even as he dropped to the floor and clutched his already-bleeding ears. Something huge had suddenly come into being in that room.


  It was a room no longer. Nystuff knew it even before he belly-crawled up past the dying and then past the dead to the wide breach that led into the wreckage.


  The center of this wing had been entirely blasted away. Where once there had been dungeons and cells, courtrooms and private chambers, there were now only the rag-ends of stone and wood and fabric, rooms gaping toward a round central shaft, floors slumping ominously, walls listing.


  The closet they had intended to capture hung intact along one wall of the shaft. Nystuff could even make out a woman crouched there as though braced for the explosion.


  Only two pillars had somehow managed to survive the central blast—no, four pillars, clumped in pairs and scoured into concavity. The factor crawled forward, peering up to see if they still held aloft the roof, five stories up.


  Then one set of pillars moved.


  Nystuff watched in ragged disbelief as the two columns tipped and rose, parallel to each other. At their base hung a loose wedge of stone rubble. Not stone rubble—a skeletal foot. These were not columns, but the gigantic leg bones of some unbelievably huge creature.


  Factor Nystuff scooted backward on his belly, seeing the two thin trails of blood his ears had left on the stone. When he was back among the dead, he tried to rise, but found that his legs wouldn’t work. Not until he was among the dying could he wobble to his feet. He staggered back and away, down the corridor, and was met by Factotum Biles.


  “What happened, sir?” asked Biles. “What was it?”


  The factor knew he was white-faced, and he felt ashamed of it. He coughed up some dignity and some blood, and began barking orders. “Get whatever warriors remain and take them outside, to the street.”


  “What about the chain?” Biles asked. “What about the closet?”


  “Seal it,” the factor croaked out. “Leave the traitors in there and seal it. That chain’s too powerful to try flying anybody up to get it.”


  “Seal it? With what?” the factotum stammered.


  Factor Nystuff was staggering toward the stairs. “It’s a doorway, for gods’ sake. Seal it with a door, that cursed door. Give the ant-people inside a taste of some real terror!”
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  They sure all are coming out, aren’t they? It’s nice, almost like a parade.


  I slide my other leg onto the rooftop. It feels like eggshells beneath me. I hope it’ll hold me up. For that matter, the building is pretty well destroyed. It could go down on its own, without my help.


  I step off the roof and into the street, glad to feel solid flagstones again beneath my feet, and I look outward. The smoky city stretches away into curving infinity, its endless lanterns lighting its slim belly.


  Ah, it’s good to be home.


  Gods aren’t supposed to be impatient sorts, but the last twenty-some years have been rough ones. I’m literally half the god I used to be.


  Don’t get caught up in reminiscence, old alley cat. You’ve still got a job to do, leading those hopeless hardheads away from the closet. I need to create a diversion.


  Still, to lead them away, I have to lead them somewhere. Why not to my old neighborhood?


  I stride out along the road, only now realizing that some of the pathetic creatures are tangled in my feet. It was foolish of them. Some are even clutching a net. Useless vermin. The Lady of Pain could really use some cats to clean up this city of hers. Cougars, jaguars, cheetahs—that sort.


  Cats. That’s how the whole thing had started, wasn’t it? Cats for the Lady of Pain. Unrequited love can be such a destructive force.


  Speaking of destructive forces, I’m proving to be a pretty destructive one, myself. Some of those lampposts have gone down by accident, but a few were on purpose. The fact that a couple have gotten tangled with the nets and such just makes the citizens clear the street faster in front of me. I’d hate to step on innocent bystanders. It’d be like treading on worms after a hard rain.


  The city’s looking a little down at heel since I was last here. It’s amazing how one good café can turn a whole block around.


  I wonder if she’ll give me my old job back. Not likely, after I so thoroughly demolished one of her buildings of state. She has plenty of spares, and her dabus’ll have the thing rebuilt in months, if not weeks. Alter all, there’s not a trace of Nina’s invasion left these days. Still, I doubt the Lady’ll let me off easily.


  Ah, here are the dabus in their querulous legions, drifting up toward me, symbols swarming their dour faces. Gods, I’ve always hated dabus, even when they weren’t crowding me like ticks on a dog (cats don’t permit such freeloaders). Still, I’m in deep enough trouble as it is. Best not to anger the Lady further by smashing one of her pet bugs.


  What’s this? A gaming house where my café used to be? Oh, no, this won’t do.


  I lift the lid off in one hand. It comes away easily—shoddy construction. Those gaming within are, needless to say, surprised to see me. I give them a long moment to trample each other heading for the exits, then make sure the street is clear. Placing the roof back on the place, I begin stamping the building into its foundations—my old foundations.


  I’ve got all four walls reduced to splinters before she arrives. I figured she would. She, of course, doesn’t talk. She never does. That doesn’t mean I have to be rude.


  “Good evening, Lady of Pain,” I say cordially. “I suppose you’ll have my head for this.”


  That smile of hers has always been inscrutable.


  I feel my head twist off my neck, topple a moment, and then drop to the ground where my building used to be. A nice fit, actually. And, just as suddenly, I’m not looking out of empty sockets, but out of an ebony sphere—and looking out at my old café.


  It is beautiful, just as it had been twenty-some years back The waterfall, the tables, the plants, even the zither player and the grotto where Aereas and Nina first met Jandau.


  The Lady’s memory is without peer. I suppose it is a sort of curse, after all this, to be demoted once again to restauranteur. But home, after all, is home.


  I just wonder what she plans to do with my body.
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  Factotum Biles watched keenly as the mage levitated the door into position, sealing the wounded woman and the unconscious man inside. He’d considered having the mage draw them out, but orders were orders. The factotum hadn’t been told much about the traitors, and even less about this all-powerful chain that kept them safe in their closet, but he didn’t want to risk any screwups on his watch.


  “Seal it tight,” he shouted through cupped hands. “I don’t want so much as a termite wiggling out.”


  The magic-user nodded sullenly. They hated taking orders from fighting men. They thought they were so much smarter than everybody else.


  Well, they’re not smarter than Factor Nystuff, the factotum thought, and certainly not smarter than me.
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  Factor Nystuff had staggered into the Market Ward just in time to see the skull drop from the neck of the walking skeleton. The spine, now vacant, snapped upright in the red evening air, and the other bones clicked to attention. A flock of dabus floated into position around the figure and hovered there, heads haloed in linty musings.


  What was happening here?


  The screams of panicked citizens were muted in Nystuff’s battered ears as he stumbled up the road, against the flow of traffic. Death likely awaited him at the head of the street. It didn’t matter. Death surely awaited him when the Lady caught him, anyway. One of her buildings of state had been nearly demolished; the gigantic skeleton responsible had strode, unhampered, from the crime scene, trailing feckless hardheads and their factor in its wake; said skeleton walked halfway across Sigil to the Market Ward and then proceeded to stamp the daylights out of a gaming house, only to have its head drop off prior to questioning.


  “And all on my watch,” groused the factor.


  He drew his sword as he neared the giant skull, only then realizing that the platoons who had followed him this far had followed him no farther. The street around him was utterly deserted.


  Orders cannot rally these cowards, the factor knew. They’ve lost faith in me—and why not, given this series of debacles? Only a show of courage would win them back.


  Unflinching, the factor stalked up to stand in the looming shadow of the great skull. He drew in a gurgling breath and roared out in stentorian majesty, “Who dares defy the security of the Lady’s own city?”


  The skull, as before, rested silently between the two buildings.


  “I demand an answer!” the factor roared.


  His demand was met with silence.


  “Do you, then, surrender yourself into my custody?” Nystuff cried out. He stomped to the very teeth of the skull and jabbed his sword angrily into the porous bone.


  The skull’s jaw dropped open.


  In shock, Factor Nystuff staggered backward, losing his sword in the process. He stopped in his tracks, unwilling to be further humiliated and determined to die then and there, in whatever brutality emerged from those teeth.


  “Seating for one?” asked a woman’s voice.


  Nystuff blinked, trying to reconcile his expectations of death with the slim, human maitre d’ standing before him, dressed in a stylishly cut black uniform with red piping. Behind her was an even more confusing sight—a short set of stairs that led to a lovely huge café, far too big to be inside the skull.


  “What?” was all the old factor could muster.


  “Seating for one? Or are you meeting someone?” the woman asked pleasantly.


  Factor Nystuff realized then that he was gaping. Before he could snap his jaw shut, though, the skeletal body looming above turned smartly and began loping back toward the Lady’s Ward, leaving its head behind.


  “Sir? You look a little pale. Do you need to sit—”


  He waved her off, grabbed his sword, and stumbled away in the wake of the body. When he passed the alley where his troops waited, he scowled and waved for them to follow.
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  Factotum Biles had personally guarded the sealed closet ever since the mage’s spells had been complete. He didn’t want anything to go wrong. He’d stand down only once the factor, himself, had relieved him.


  It had been almost two hours—two wonderfully uneventful hours—when the huge skeletal feet dropped from the sky and smashed the closet to rubble.


  In shock and dread, Biles leapt to his feet, shouting and drawing his sword. The skeletal stomping continued, heedless, until there was nothing left of the closet but trampled splinters in the building’s sub-subbasement. Even the chain of bones was gone.


  And then, inexplicably, the skeleton crumbled away into dust.


  Thirty-One


  Between What is Known and What is Unknown
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  The closet world was decimated. What was not bug-riddled and burning was soaked in lizard blood or crushed beneath titan feet and knees. The sun, though still shining overhead, was eclipsed by the great leaning frame of some enormous casualty of the battle—whether friend or foe could not be told. He or she or it knelt, straddling the world and pinning a colossal Aegis to the wall. He was unconscious, at least, perhaps even dead.


  And then there was the barricade, set in place and magically sealed. The Lady had at last bottled up the closet world, and she’d be taking them out, one by one, for torture and execution.


  The defenders knew their fate, all the more bitter because of the long, hard fight. They were clustered beside a ragged fire and tending their wounds. Nina and Grennich ached with minor burns; the lizard blood that had sprayed them was acidic, and by the time they had plunged into the lake, their skin was red and hot and raw from the stuff. Zabor huddled nearby, exhausted, coughing and struggling to get a breath as Clare clapped him on the back. Phaeton meanwhile poked dejectedly at the flames. His wings were singed from soaring too near the forbidden line, and his whole form slumped beneath the weight of fatigue and despair. Aereas had never returned from roaming the land, and Leonan was gone, having sacrificed himself by leaping into battle.


  Even that sacrifice, though, had not stopped the Lady from walling them in.


  “Well, obviously the horses couldn’t make it up high enough,” Nina said. She looked to the two steeds, one of which bore burns similar to hers and the other which frothed from its stomas. “But what about you, Phaeton?”


  The angel glanced up for a moment, but then let his gaze drop again toward the ground. “Do you know how high I’d have to fly even to check his wrists for a pulse, let alone his neck? It would be hard enough if my wings were whole, but singed—and me weary… I can’t. I just can’t do it.”


  Grennich was patting a wet cloth across her stinging skin. “Leave him be, Nina. You want to wake him up so he knows he’s trapped in a closet and waiting for execution?”


  There was a certain affinity between the two no-nonsense women, and a statement like this, which would have otherwise made Nina furious, simply sank away into silence.


  “We can’t just sit here and wait to be taken,” Nina said, changing the subject.


  “We can’t… fight anymore,” the old mage rasped out between coughs. “We can’t even resist when… they come to take us.”


  He had no sooner finished this thought than the unknown figure hanging in the sky overhead shifted slowly, its knees grinding on the links of the bone chain. All conversation stopped as the beleaguered crew looked up, at first in irritated disbelief, and then in slow amazement.


  The titanic body was drawn slowly back upon its heels. The shoulders and head slouched lower, a forest of wide hairs hanging down just above the ground. The torso and shoulders passed the crew, and then they glimpsed the swollen and unconscious face. It was Tara.


  The company hadn’t even enough time to groan in recognition before the face was lifting up and away from them, losing itself in smoke and steam. The knees shifted up off the edges of the world, and Tara was dragged out, through the closed door. Then, with the thunder-rumble of disturbed chains, she was gone.
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  “Saints and proxies!”


  Boffo blinked his eyes once, twice. He and Gwyn thought they had heard a faint rattle in the tobacco stand, but when the gnome had stuck his head in, he certainly hadn’t expected to find this….


  A young woman knelt there, faintly breathing against the neck of a young man, who lay unconscious against the wall of the closet. It might have seemed an intimate position, but that there was a bleeding stab wound in the woman’s back.


  Wasn’t my closet burned up a while back? the gnome wondered to himself.


  It didn’t matter. What mattered now was only that this young woman, whoever she was, was injured and needed care. Boffo shimmied his arms in beside his head—this blasted tobacco stand and its too-thin doorway had always bothered him—got hold of the woman’s arms, and pulled her slowly, gently, out of the closet. He dragged her out onto the floor of the book-lined study and eased her head and shoulders gently to the floor.


  “Tara!” he said with a gasp.


  Her mother was suddenly there, between the gnome and the woman.


  Boffo blinked twice more as Gwyn held and rocked her daughter. He’d not seen the child in more than ten years, and she was certainly no longer a child! She had become a beautiful young woman, the gentle patience of her father obvious in her slim, brown face.


  Tara winced and groaned, arching the stab wound away from the floor.


  “There, there, my sweet,” said Boffo quietly, snuffing back sudden teariness. “You’re home again. Your mother and I will get you cleaned up.”


  Boffo, Gwyn—thank the gods you’re here. She’s lost a lot of blood. You have to save her. You have to.


  Gwyn turned to Boffo. Who was that? Who spoke to us?


  Boffo stared blankly her way.


  It is me, Gwyn, my love. It is your husband.
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  “Through the door,” Nina said, startled. “Tara was taken out through the closed door.”


  Grennich cocked an eyebrow at her. “What’s so strange about that. It’s the Lady’s magic.”


  “No,” said Nina, her incisors tapping together as though she were chewing on an idea. “No, this isn’t the Lady’s magic. This is my father’s.” In a daze, Nina stared toward the distant door, as though she could see where Tara had gone. She took a step toward it, and then another, and calmly strolled away from the fire.


  “Wait,” Grennich shouted after her, “where are you going?”


  Nina did not turn, only called over her shoulder, “I’m going home.”


  Grennich traded a confused gaze with Zabor, but Phaeton wore a bemused expression. He rose, dusted off his hands, and paused a moment to let his golden blood begin pumping again. He drew in a deep, appreciative breath, stretched, and said, “I think I’ll go with her.”


  “Go with her?” Grennich asked, also standing. “Go where with her?”


  The angel shook his head, shrugged, and laughed. “I have no idea.” And, with that, he set out at a savoring pace behind the woman.


  That left only Grennich, Zabor, and Clare, clustered at the suddenly lonely fire. The young woman studied her two companions: the blind crone’s lips were pursed in speculation, and the spidery old mage had stopped coughing. He crossed arms over his chest. The old couple certainly seemed saner company than the fire-skinned woman and the golden deva, even now tramping away through the grasses.


  “What’s out there?” Grennich asked her companions. “They might be walking right into the Lady’s hands.”


  Clare’s lips quirked in consideration. “I guess I don’t see how that’s different from the spot we’re in.”


  Grennich warily buffed. “You’re not thinking of going with them, are you?”


  Zabor sniffed. He extended a thin hand to his wife, whose fingers patted their way down from his elbow to take hold. The old mage smiled as he stood. “Shall we, my dear?”


  The crone shrugged. “It seems the thing to do.” Hobbling side by side, they set off after their companions.


  Grennich was left alone at the hushed fire. She stared into it, as though blaming the flames somehow for the insanity that had suddenly taken possession of her companions. “You know, I was supposed to be the one who wanted out of here. And I’m the only one left.”


  She spat one last time into the blaze, then turned and walked slowly, calmly toward the apocalypse.
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  Boffo had just come sloshing up the stairs, sheets draped like cerements over his shoulders and two kettles enshrouding him in a fog when Nina squeezed through the tobacco stand. She stood and looked about, apparently stunned, her body covered with burns and blood spots. She peered first at Gwyn, who hovered over a bandaged and sleeping Tara on the study’s settee. Then Nina looked at the book-lined walls—which were just as they had been in her day except that the gnome occasionally dusted. Finally, she stared at the mist-cloaked, toga-garbed silhouette in the doorway.


  “Boffo?” she asked.


  He was so stunned by her arrival, all he could think to say was, “Who did you expect, child, Azrael?”


  She clenched her jaw and nodded, as though acknowledging her error, then patiently collapsed onto the floor.


  Boffo set down his kettles and rushed to her. He listened for breath, heard it, and stood to arrange two chairs into a makeshift sickbed. Once the chairs were positioned, he draped them with one of the sheets he had brought, lifted Nina into position, and then took a moment to give Gwyn the other sheet, for covering Tara. On his way back, he brought the flickering oil lamp from Tara’s bedside, trimmed the wick so that it would provide plenty of light for the examination, and started peeling back Nina’s stiff, ragged, blood-crusted garments.


  The blood, apparently, belonged mostly to someone else, for Nina had few cuts, and they weren’t serious. The burns, on the other hand were everywhere.


  Boffo sighed, shaking his head in frustration. “Just like Nina to arrive someplace covered in blood and burns.” He glanced at Gwyn and smiled. “ ’Course, I’m glad they made it, at all. It’s been lonely here, just the two of us.”


  He had just finished gently washing Nina’s wounds and burns—and was thinking through the recipe for a tea-and-cakes poultice he knew—when the next one arrived.


  “Does your medical training cover angels?” asked the golden-throated creature that emerged from the door.


  Boffo looked up in shock. “Phaeton! What an unexpected party this has turned out to be!” He gestured toward the one remaining seat. “If you’re planning to collapse now, the floor is available. Otherwise, you can wait in that chair.”


  The deva tipped his head as though he wore a bowler hat—a strange image—and stalked stiffly across the crowded chamber to the proffered chair.


  Gwyn was smiling from ear to ear, tears standing beneath her eyes. I should have known if my Tara was in danger, you would be there to save her. She patted her resting daughter one last time, made her way over to Phaeton, and gingerly embraced him. Then, kneeling on the floor before him, she began examining his charred wing tips.


  “I once splinted a bird’s wing,” the gnome offered reflectively. “It healed, but from then on, the bird flew in circles.”


  Phaeton whuffed a couple of times and clutched his side. “Don’t make me laugh.”


  The gnome raised a guileless eyebrow. “I didn’t know you could laugh.”


  “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it, Boffo?” Phaeton said.


  “Knock, knock,” came a new voice from the tobacco stand. “Is there room in this world for an old couple?”


  Boffo sighed in exasperation, seeing two old, leering heads sticking their way out of the too-narrow space. He did not recognize them. The thin bewhiskered head of the man goggled with a smile that should not have fit between those narrow jaws, and the blind-faced woman scowled pleasantly, awaiting a response. They looked like the theatrical faces of tragedy and comedy.


  The response came, but from Phaeton instead of Boffo. “Come on in, though this world’s a good deal smaller than the closet behind you.”


  The crone’s face grinned hugely, and she said, “One more question. Does this world have any giant ants, headless beetles, fires, lightning, earthquakes, floods, flying keeps, giant tentacles?”


  “Oh, I’m sure it does,” Phaeton replied. “Though none are currently in attendance.”


  The old woman nodded. “Then, let me kiss the ground.” She stepped from the tobacco stand, her husband just behind her, having to stoop to keep from hitting his head on the rafters above. Most startling of all, though, the man was as naked as a jaybird.


  “Ah,” the old man said in genuine surprise as he snatched up a sheet to wrap around himself. “I had forgotten my clothes were sized for an ant.”


  “Don’t fret about it,” Phaeton said with a wave. “All creatures are born naked.”


  When the blind lady seemed to swoon, Boffo let out a startled gasp and flung himself out to catch her. Instead of preventing her fall, though, he caused it, and received on his own lips the kiss she had intended for the floor.


  The old mage gently lifted his wife off the blushing, struggling gnome and said, “Now, surely women are not so rare here that you need to go stealing mine.”


  “Stealing yours?” Boffo repeated in amazed indignity as he struggled like an overturned beetle to get up from the floor.


  He had half risen when another person flung herself out of the tobacco stand, bowling Boffo flat in her haste. She immediately leapt to her feet in a defensive posture, saw that she, too, wore nothing, and leapt behind the old man’s impromptu toga.


  “All is safe, Grennich dear,” said the towering mage. “You’ve picked the right moment to come out of the closet.”


  The crone playfully smacked her husband’s hand. “Don’t go calling anyone dear but me, dear. And, who is that in your toga with you?”


  “Oh, just a friend. At least I don’t go around kissing strange gnomes,” the man countered.


  “Strange? Kissing?” the gnome sputtered in exasperation.
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  And you? came the voices of the worms, Orob and Orus, as they rolled atop the open journal of Artus.


  The journal heard the mind of the worms, but still, it took some time in answering.


  The others have gone, through the closed door, Orob elaborated.


  Into the eternities, Orus finished.


  The book, at last, replied, I have had enough of eternities.


  We, too, came the reply of Orob.


  Again, the book spoke: The one thing I have not had—a thing that every good book ought to have—is an end.


  We, too, responded Orus.


  A breeze riffled the page on which they stood. Then let us, the book and the bookworms, stay here, and await the end, together.
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  “Is that everyone, then?” asked a befuddled Boffo.


  The mage blinked in consideration, knelt, ducked his head back into the stand, and slid in up to his waist before emerging again. In his hands, he bore a loosely draped young man. “Forgot one. Nina wouldn’t have forgiven us if we’d left her son behind.”


  Boffo took the young man into his arms. “There’s a bed just down the stairs. What’s wrong with this young fellow?”


  The rest of the company shrugged.


  Boffo hissed his irritation and looked at the young man in his hands. “So, you’re Nina’s son. Well, you’ve picked a fine, helpless crew to run with, boy,” the gnome groused as he carried the lad out the door.


  He had no sooner passed the threshold than Tara stirred, sitting painfully up and grasping the wound at her back. “Father! Father!”


  The mage stooped over toward her and gently laid her back down. “It’s all right, young lady. You’ve been hurt. You need to rest.”


  She lay back as her mother came to tend her, but kept muttering, “Father… Father…”


  The old man soothed, “He’ll be along as soon as he can, child.” The mage peered sadly out from beneath linty brows and slowly shook his head. “You just rest. Your father’ll be here when you wake.”


  I am here already, came a familiar voice into all their heads. I have been with her since the moment she was stabbed. I have been keeping watch, as a father should.


  Fighting back the chill he felt, the mage said, “Ah, Closet Lord. I’m glad you are back. The gnome has tended your daughter well. I think she will survive.”


  Before Aereas could respond, there came a profound crunch from within the tobacco stand, and it shook for a moment before falling to dust.


  The conscious survivors stared in horrified silence at the ring of gray dust on the floor. Those who were unconscious slept onward, unimpressed.


  The mage considered the pile, then coughed into his hand. “Looks like we left just in time.”
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  Aegis and Tara were married beneath the lodgepole pines their parents used to climb.


  Zabor had managed a few paltry cantrips, gilding the leaning trees with magical glitter and filling the air with the gentle ring of tiny chimes. Boffo played a prelude, an interlude, and a postlude on a pair of new pipes he had just fashioned, and the quiet melodies of the nearby tidal pools sang along with him. The ceremony itself was performed by Phaeton. He was no priest, but as an angel, he seemed eminently qualified for the task.


  Aegis and Tara wore white robes, expertly embroidered in gold threads by the hands of Clare Zabor. The sunlight off the fabric made it resplendent, as though the two were garbed in lightning. No sign of Aegis’s hip brace showed beneath the flowing garments, and hopes were he would walk normally soon enough.


  Nina, tearless and glad, looked on. She clutched in her hand a few carefully chosen stones to drive off any Higginses that might try to spoil the proceedings.


  She actually had no need. Aereas had circled the area four times already and scared off the only Higginses he’d seen, a pair of ne’er-do-well grandkids shooting rocks at a squirrel’s nest. He had waited for the squirrel to emerge and then projected into their minds—Leave now, or I will bite out your eyes—which proved sufficient warning to get them to clear off.


  During the service, Aereas rested upon the slim shoulder of his love, Gwyn, and wished he had eyes with which to cry tears of joy.


  Even grandpa Artus was nearby for the ceremony, his sunny gravestone standing in quiet reverence on the adjacent hilltop.


  The vows had been spoken and the rings exchanged. Phaeton delivered his final words.


  “And now, in the presence of these great witnesses, who have each seen worlds upon worlds and known that only one can be home, I bless this marriage, and the home you have made in each others’ hearts.”


  The wedding dance began, and continued as the day waned and the stars rose to shine in their bright watches, celestial reflections of the guest room rafters.
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  Nina and her fiend legions scoured the Abyss.


  
    

  


  Aereas and his angel allies saved the City of Doors.


  
    

  


  But what is left of the cousins? Nina is a soulless body, and Aereas a bodiless soul.


  
    

  


  It is time for new heroes to rise and carve out their own utopias. It is time for Tara and Aegis, daughter of Aereas and son of Nina, to make a stand.


  
    

  


  Of course, they may need some help from a skeletal god, a gnomish music maker, a fallen angel, and other planar powers.
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