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  Thane glanced at the eight or so openings in the left wall of the cavern; they all seemed alike. Almost at random, he dashed for a narrow, ground-level hole. Crouching, he held the lightstone up to the cave mouth and saw only a passage strewn with flesh-stripped bones and shredded cloth. The tunnel bent out of sight ten feet in. It was a gamble, but to stay could mean certain death, and he had to reach that crypt! He dropped to his hands and knees and crawled into the small tunnel.


  An icy hand grabbed his right ankle and started dragging him back out. His right foot felt as if it might freeze and break off. There was no room in the passage to turn and fight. Thane kicked at his unseen attacker with his other foot and jabbed backward with his iron pipe, striking again and again at the thing that held his leg. Then the painful chill turned to agony as he felt long teeth bite into his right calf and tear out a chunk of soft flesh. The ghoul was going to devour him. He was going to die.
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  He was floating—silent, suspended—in a warm, dark place.


  Suddenly, something reached in and throttled him. It was an odor that filled his nostrils, sped through his sinuses, and spilled down into his mouth, choking him. The smell of disinfectant stung his senses first, but it was the underlying heavy scent of mold and decay that smothered him as if he was wrapped in a wet blanket. He couldn’t breathe.


  His eyes flew open. The first thing he saw was a sky of smooth black marble, reflecting faintly in the gloom. It was a ceiling, hanging far above. Dozens of rusty iron chains stretched down, taut, as if holding a huge chandelier. He followed down the line of the chain closest to him until he had to turn his head to the side to see where it ended, inches from his shoulder. The last link of the chain hooked onto a slab, which he now realized he was lying on. He could feel the flat steel beneath his body, uncomfortably cold against his skin. He was naked. He also couldn’t move.


  Where was he? His eyes struggled to grow accustomed to the dim, yellow torchlight of the chamber and focused past the chain. They settled on a wretched, leering face as purple as a bruise, its bloody eyes bulging in surprise. He tried to cry out, but no sounds left his throat. Then he noticed that the eyes didn’t move, didn’t even blink. The violet-black creature to whom they belonged lay nude on a platform suspended next to his own, her bloated torso curled up on its side like a dead bug. The stink of rotten eggs surrounded her moldering corpse, and the wrinkled skin of her body seemed covered with sores that oozed a thick ocher glop.


  He tried to bolt upright, to move away, but his body still wouldn’t respond.


  From the other side of the hag’s slab, he heard the squeak of rusty metal wheels. A stout, dark-robed figure moved into view, pushing a wooden cart. On the cart sat a large tray cluttered with sharp metal tools, next to which stood a corroded tank with a black hose connected to a glass container full of clear liquid. The robed figure—a pale, chubby woman with the fresh scalp stubble of a newly shaven head—stopped the cart between the hag’s slab and his own. Out of the corner of a half-closed eye, he watched as the woman lifted from the tray a dark-stained corkscrew about three feet long.


  “Don’t move,” said a hushed voice on his other side, whispering almost in his ear.


  The pale woman turned, giving him a better view of the corkscrew—a sight that made him shut his eyes again. “What is it now, Morte?” she asked.


  “Nothing, Bogs. Just flapping my bone-box.” The strangely echoing voice—a man’s voice, he thought—seemed to hang in the air on the right side of his head. “So, er, what’s the chant on this sod?”


  He could feel the chill of the pale woman’s eyes surveying his body, feel her heavy breath brush against his skin.


  “It’s wrong, for starters. The sheet lists him as having only one leg. A collector dragged him in from an alley.”


  The voice to his right spoke again. “Looks like a pack of cranium rats had him for lunch.”


  “It’s none of your concern.” He could tell from the woman’s voice that she had turned away from him. He opened his eyes a crack and saw her looking over the hag’s body. She picked up a clipboard that hung from a nail on the end of her cart and studied it. “Now be silent or leave.”


  Opening his eyes fully, the man turned his head slightly to the right to see who had spoken to him. He made out what looked like a white oval bobbing in the air just out of his field of vision. He angled his head for a better look, and the hovering shape quickly darted in front of his face.


  He was eye to eye socket with a floating skull. It seemed to be—or to have been—human, though the worn and slightly yellowed bone betrayed great age. He tried to turn away from the grim sight, but it kept adjusting its position to block his view. Although it was eyeless, he got the distinct impression that the skull was staring him down.


  “I said don’t move,” it whispered in a tone of urgent menace.


  Cold, dizzy, unable even to think of his own name, much less how he got wherever he was, the man lay on the slab, tensed but motionless. He stared at the pitted skull and tried to think about something else. What had happened to him? Had he been knocked out? Kidnapped? What was going to happen to him?


  A hide-gloved hand suddenly pushed the skull from his view, and he found himself staring up into the crystal-gray eyes of the pale woman, Bogs. They were as cold and flat as the steel slab beneath him. Dried crimson stains on her flab-creased scalp seemed to indicate that she hadn’t taken much care in shaving her head.


  “Now!” shouted the skull, bouncing up and down excitedly.


  “Now what?” he murmured, painfully sitting up on the platform. His muscles burned, but at least they’d started to come alive. His voice, low and raspy, somehow struck him as odd. Was that what he sounded like?


  Bogs, clearly startled, drew in her breath and stepped back, bumping into her cart with a clatter.


  “Put her in the dead-book!” yelled the skull. “A spell! A killing blow! Something! What can you do?”


  He didn’t know. He madly flipped through the pages of his mind, but most of them were blank.


  Bogs grabbed hold of his wrist tightly and reached back to the cart with her other hand for a serrated scalpel.


  “Pike it!” The skull reared back and hurled itself forward like a stone thrown from a sling, ramming the woman’s head with a sharp crack. A fresh puddle of blood darkened her pasty forehead and ran down into her eyes. She let go of the man’s wrist, took one step backward, two, then fell to the ground with a heavy thud.


  “Move it, leatherhead!” said the skull. “We’ve got to give this place the laugh!”


  The man swung his legs over the edge of the platform and hopped the few feet down to the cold stone floor, his unsteady legs trembling from the impact. The slab began to swing slightly, its old chains groaning. For the first time, he could see that all around him, a dozen or more similar platforms were suspended from the ceiling, some empty, some holding corpses in varying stages of decay. Cool, dim torches lined the walls of the chamber, interspersed with dull metal shelves and doorless cabinets loaded down with jars, bottles, and tubs, most filled with fluids. At one end of the large, long room, a thin archway opened into darkness, and at the other, a black-tiled balcony overlooked a huge space filled with white light.


  “Hurry! Hurry!” The skull danced impatiently in front of his face. “The Dead’ll be here any minute! Take her robe!” It turned and sped quickly toward the balcony, weaving from side to side as if dodging obstacles only it could see.


  The skull wasn’t giving him time to clear the fog in his head. He tugged at the dung-colored cloak, bending the woman’s doughy form this way and that until he freed the garment. Gagging slightly, he wrapped the rank, musty robe around himself as best he could, gathering the extra cloth so it wouldn’t drag. Something—several cold and wet somethings—moved within the cloak and skittered across the skin of his back. A few coins jingled in one pocket, and a sharp lump poked him from the inside of another. He pulled out the painful object: a barbed-wire loop, on which hung three bone keys with small skulls attached. As he examined the keys, he noticed a green string tied in a tight knot around the index finger of his right hand.


  “Timlin’s eye,” muttered the skull, peering over the edge of the balcony. “A funeral party’s passing through the grand parlor. We can’t go downstairs till they’re gone.”


  “Where are we?” the man called out as he took a few steps toward the balcony. “How’d I get here?”


  “This,” declared someone behind him, “is a place for the dead.” Startled, he turned to see a pale man, much taller and slimmer than Bogs, standing just inside the narrow doorway. He had a full head of stringy hair that looked like a writhing nest of black spiders. “And it could be said that you’re here because you signed a contract.” His voice hissed like the sound of sand flowing from a jug.


  The man shoved the keys back in his pocket and looked to the skull for help, but it flew past him toward the new arrival. “Crepin!” it cried. “Quick—this deader peeled us and smashed Bogs! You handle him, and I’ll fetch help.” The skull plunged through the doorway’s curtain of darkness and was gone.


  The pale figure, Crepin, glided smoothly across the floor toward the man, his loose, raisin-dark robe hiding any legs he might or might not have had. “Don’t be afraid,” he said gently, as if comforting a lost child. “I’m here to help. Life starts when you’re dead. You’ll see.”


  As Crepin drew closer, the man could see real spiders in his wiry mane—perhaps more spiders than hair. He took a step backward, toward the balcony, wondering if he’d survive a drop to the floor of the grand parlor below.


  A few yards away, the limp, nude woman on the floor began to murmur.


  “Bogs?” Crepin called out, turning toward her. “Are you all right?”


  The man lunged forward and shoved the wooden cart hard into the pasty figure’s side. Crepin cried out sharply and fell onto the cart, knocking the glass container to the floor with a shattering crash. Instantly, the room filled with an antiseptic smell so potent that it seemed to draw all the oxygen from the air. The stinging fumes filled the man’s lungs, and through watering eyes, he saw Crepin lift a wide, bladed tool from the tray.


  “Skull!” the man yelled, rubbing his eyes and jerking the cart to keep it between the two of them. Crepin grabbed a handful of spiders from his hair and flung them toward him; most hit the cart with a sound like raindrops.


  “Skull!” The man climbed onto the hag’s slab and kicked at her hideous shape, pushing it off the edge toward his attacker. The platform’s chains began to complain as the slab swung back and forth.


  From his new vantage point, he saw that only five or six slabs hung between him and the dark doorway, none holding bodies. He jumped to the next platform as Crepin slashed up at his legs with the blade, tearing his cloak and nicking the side of his left calf. The new slab swung mightily with the force of his landing.


  Crepin came at him immediately, stabbing the air with violent strokes. The man leaped again to the next platform, and the next, fearing that he’d be grabbed and yanked to the floor at any moment. But a quick look behind showed that Crepin had moved to help Bogs, who was clumsily struggling to her feet. Both of them grabbed more gleaming instruments from the ground and started toward him.


  The man held up the hanging folds of his cloak, hopped down to the cold, hard floor, and ran for the archway. Beneath the robe, something inched down his back. He ran into the enveloping blackness on the other side of the doorway…


  … and stumbled forward, hard, nearly falling on his face as a narrow flight of steps spiraled tightly down and to the left. His bare feet practically slid over the slick stone, and the winding staircase was all but pitch-black. One hand brushing along the rough wall to guide his descent, he ran down the dark steps as quickly as he dared. He turned once, twice, and halfway again before coming out into a well-lit hallway. He peered left and right down identical corridors.


  The slap of feet padding down the stairs behind him made him dash to the left, ducking into the first open doorway he came to, to get out of the line of sight. It was a small room, little more than an alcove, and almost completely dark. Flattening against the wall, he tensed, fists clenched, ready to swing at the next person through the archway. A moment passed, then another. He heard no footsteps, no voices in the corridor outside—nothing.


  Then a skull bobbed into the room at eye level.


  “There you are!” it hissed at him. “If I’d known you liked hide-and-seek, I’d’ve let Bogs gut you!”


  “What?” asked the man. “You ran away from me!”


  The skull rotated and floated back into the hallway, looking left and right. “I had to make sure it was clear. I don’t know why the hall’s so empty, but hide your mug and stick close.”


  He stepped out into the long bright hallway, pulled the floppy hood of the cloak up over his head, and winced as warm liquid trickled down into his right ear. The skull was already some distance down the corridor, flying past the entrance to the steps, nearly disappearing in the murk.


  The man walked briskly, trying to keep his guide in sight as the skull sped through the hall, which curved slightly to the left in a long arc. Here and there, open archways allowed him glimpses into rooms on either side of the corridor, where pairs of greenish undead things lugged shapes wrapped in white sheets, and bands of black-clad mourners stood by elegantly carved doorways awash in blistering flames. What was this place?


  The skull rounded a corner to the right, and he followed—then nearly stopped short as he spotted two bald men in long black coats loitering in the hallway up ahead. Their coats hid everything but their heads and hands, and they wore oversized spectacles with round black lenses. In the torchlight, their smooth, gleaming gray skin looked almost rubbery. One of them traced luminous patterns in the air with a slender finger, sketching with light, while the other nodded solemnly. Their movements seemed off somehow, their limbs and necks bending in unexpected places. Behind them stood a horned skeleton, and within its rib cage, a skinned, monkeylike beast chewed on the bone bars of its prison.


  The skull, a dozen yards ahead, floated calmly onward. The creature drawing in the air paused as the skull sailed through the trails of yellow light, which dissipated like smoke.


  “Pardon me, bloods,” the skull said. “Sorry to interrupt.”


  Steeling himself, the man plodded down the hall. The bald figure who’d been nodding took off his glasses and looked at him as he brushed past; there were no eyes behind the spectacles, just featureless skin. The monkey-creature suddenly exploded in fury, spitting and howling and reaching for him through the skeleton’s ribs with long ropy limbs.


  Were they on to him? The man fought the urge to break into a run; that would provoke a chase. Instead, he kept his pace, unwilling even to turn around to see if the bald figures were following. He heard no footsteps behind him, though, and as the monkey’s screeches subsided, he chanced a look back. The two black-coated men had resumed their conversation.


  He let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding and blotted his sweaty forehead with his hood. The torchlit corridor curved to the left for fifty or more yards before ending at a crosshall and an iron-plated door framed by two black buttresses. The skull hovered at the intersection, and as the man drew closer, he could see that a lock was mounted in the door and that a solid iron rod, held by rings, barred its width.


  “This is the lesser gate,” whispered the skull. “The back door. Deaders usually come in this way. Start trying to twist out the rod, and I’ll pinch the key.”


  He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out the wire ring of keys, cutting his palm on its barbs. “These were in the cloak.”


  “Those’re for the deaders in the catacombs,” said the skull. “Bogs kept the vaults where the Dustmen store their own. They don’t like outsiders pawing at their corpses. Now get at that door!” It zipped off to the left down the unlit hall.


  The man stuck the keys back in his pocket and grabbed the rod. The iron bar was nearly four feet long and half a foot thick, and it filled the rings tightly. Still, he gave it a mighty yank, and… it slid out, almost easily. The surprise nearly made him drop it. As he laid the rod on the scuffed marble floor, he caught the murmurs of an argument some distance down the hall to the left. The rumblings grew heated and then stopped with the sharp crack of bone on bone.


  A moment later, the skull emerged from the darkness and spit a brass key at his feet. “Hurry!”


  The torches lining the walls of the long corridor suddenly flared with a rush of crackling flame.


  The man fumbled with the brass key and pushed it into the lock with a click as footsteps resounded from down the curved hall. The key turned stiffly, and he leaned against the iron door, which creaked open a few feet—more than enough to bathe him in blinding daylight.


  “Time to tall-step it!” The skull flew through the narrow opening.


  He followed, eyes little more than slits, pushing the heavy door shut behind him. The sudden cool air of the outdoors rushed into his lungs. He stumbled down five or six steps, passed under a spike-topped gate, and raised his hand to shield his eyes. All at once, he was assaulted by so many sights, sounds, and smells that he couldn’t wrap his senses around them. Everywhere he squinted, looming and moving shapes fought for his attention: leaning hovels, smog-streaked air, disheveled people, unnameable creatures, tattered flags, bits of ash and refuse blowing in the brisk wind. The deafening din filtered down to a jumble of voices and cries in different languages, at different speeds, in different tones—did he hear musical notes and clicking gears, too?—backed by a low hum, as if some great energy pulsated beneath it all. He smelled smoke. No, bread baking. No, sweat and dung and urine.


  It was a city. He stood in the street of a teeming city.


  A slender woman clothed in nothing but silver tattoos strode past, her horselike tail snapping behind her. Then came a bone-colored insect, ten feet tall, walking upright on two legs. It was followed by a woman the size of a child and a taller man who pushed a wooden cart full of giant worms. They both gave a wide berth to what looked like a golden-furred jackal, standing upright and wearing an ornate robe, that rubbed its spectacles as it listened to the baritone words of a small blond boy—no, of a giant mouth on the boy’s bare stomach, a pair of thick black lips that did all the talking.


  A swirling ball of yellow and purple light passed over the man’s head, and he looked up into the smoky sky. An extremely thin, human-looking creature with rocky skin and glittering white eyes drew in its stiff metal wings and soared through the small open window of a tall, tilting tenement. Then another flier caught the man’s eye, a huge, nearly circular, white fish drifting in the currents of the wind, along with bits of paper and feathers and soot. The fish silently passed over him, and he could see that it was as thin as a book. He looked at the white shape in the gray sky.


  Where was the skull?


  Hastily, he surveyed the area and spotted the back of a bone-white oval weaving along above most of the pedestrians’ heads. He chased it, bare feet squishing through the thick mud of the street, staring straight ahead to avoid meeting anything’s gaze, which caused him to step on toes, tails, and other unknown appendages.


  The skull glided through an open doorway in a rundown wooden building, and as the man ran to catch up, the frame suddenly flared and crackled with bright light. Out stepped a seven-foot-tall frog, lurching forward on massive hind legs. The fat creature was covered in wet, spotted green skin from the top of its wide head to its slightly webbed toes, and its large jellylike eyes doubled in size as the man dug his heels into the muddy ground to avoid a collision. The thing had seemed to simply appear in the doorway. It glared down at him, and the wattle of skin that hung beneath its tremendous mouth and chin filled like a bubble, then deflated, filled and deflated.


  Do you challenge me, brown-wrapped mortal? The man felt the voice resounding somewhere between his ears and looked up into the frog’s glistening, expectant eyes. He shook his head.


  Then to the mazes with you! The creature shoved him aside and strode clumsily into the street. Behind it, the glow of the doorway faded and died. The man peered through it, into what looked like a shadowy alehouse crowded with bodies.


  “Gad so! I thought I told you to follow me,” said a familiar hollow voice at his side, and he turned to see the skull, the one that had led him out of that terrible roofed graveyard. “Or can’t you tell one skull from another?”


  How many floating skulls were there in this town? He studied the human skull, finding its bony framework slightly yellowed and littered with pits and ruts. Its teeth were fully intact—perhaps that would separate it from other skeleton heads. The man wished he could drape a sheet of skin over the front of the skull and see something more like a face. What would the thing look like as a man? It had been a man before it died, hadn’t it? It had a man’s voice now. How did a voice come out of something hollow?


  The man looked back into the alehouse, then at the wooden frame of the doorway where the frog creature had suddenly popped into existence. The doorway seemed ordinary enough. What had happened?


  “New to Sigil, are you?” asked the skull, noting his confusion. “They don’t call this burg the City of Doors for nothing. It’s lousy with portals that lead all over the whole sodding multiverse. Doors, windows, sewers, closets—just about anything that makes a hole can be a portal. They don’t open without the right keys, though, so I doubt you’ve got to fret about getting whisked away to somewhere else when you least expect it. But like you just saw, planewalkers coming from somewhere else might pop in anywhere. So look alive if you want to stay that way.” The skull rose a few feet and glanced around. “We’ve gotta keep moving. Where’s your kip?”


  The man looked down at his robe. “My what?”


  “Your kip! Your case. Your—oh, sod it. Just follow me!” The skull glided along the winding road, floating just above the man’s head. It moved steadily forward, forcing him to trot to keep up since he had to weave around people and carts. A number of figures draped in robes like his own moved this way and that, and he realized he was blending into the crowd.


  “My name’s Morte, by the way. I’d shake hands, but, well—you know.”


  The man still couldn’t recall his own name. He looked back over his shoulder at the building he’d just fled. A handful of windowless stone vaults clustered around a large blue-black dome that swelled up from the ground like a ripe boil. Jagged black buttresses adorned the roof of each structure in the small compound, giving the impression of horns or bat’s wings. A crooked line of tall poles topped with jawless skulls made a crude fence around the whole area.


  “What is that place? Why did you help me escape?”


  “Ah, to feel the wind rushing through my eye sockets again! Almost makes me feel alive!” The skull turned back toward him. “Which you wouldn’t be if I hadn’t gotten you out of there right quick. Old Bogs would’ve scooped your insides out, maybe turned you into a zombie. That was the Mortuary—you probably noticed all the deaders on the slabs. Then again, you can hardly tell them apart from the Dustmen—the handlers in the robes. And I guess I helped you because when a basher can’t eat or touch or feel anything, every day’s like the next. This was unexpected. I just got caught up in the moment!”


  The man looked up at the empty hard skull and wondered: Was it lying, trying to confuse him, lead him into a trap? It seemed to think he was new to the city. If it realized that he knew nothing about himself, not even his identity… He thought it best to conceal his vulnerability, to ask little and volunteer even less.


  The narrow street they traveled—little more than a muddy path, really—felt even smaller and tighter thanks to the decaying structures that loomed on both sides of the road. Each crooked tenement was a riot of styles and building materials, its levels piled together like the carelessly stacked blocks of a child. Stained rags and boards covered broken windows, and carpets of tough-looking vines on the exterior walls seemed to be all that kept some buildings from crumbling. Everywhere, the poor and the sick flopped on stoops or in the street, either dead or well on their way. Amber pools of watery sludge made small sinkholes in the road’s gray mud.


  “The Dustmen kidnapped me,” the man said cautiously, as if stating a well-known fact. “Something about a contract.” He hoped to prod the skull into saying more.


  “Happens all the time,” Morte allowed. “Not the kidnapping—the contract. Bashers figure it’s a way to make some fast jink. I mean, the Dustmen take care of all the corpses that stack up in Sigil. That’s enough to drive anyone barmy. So they try to make their job a little easier by cutting deals: You sign a piece of paper that says the Dustmen get your body after you drop, and you walk away with a handful of silver. In your case, maybe they got itchy and snapped you up before you were due. But I ain’t going back to the Mortuary to find out. They’d kill me for springing you.”


  The man felt a stinging drizzle on his face and looked up into the haze that stained the sky. Through the smog, he could just make out faint lights and what looked like the roofs of buildings hanging down from above like stalactites. Reflections in the smoke? Then he noticed that the road curved slightly uphill ahead of him. Turning around, he saw the street rose gently upward in that direction, too. He stopped walking for a moment and looked up again. There was no mistake: Upside-down buildings faced him. Or was he upside down?


  Suddenly, he felt as if he was going to be sick. He sat down in the mud, so quickly that the hood slipped back off his head, and put his hands flat on the ground. A reptilian creature, one that looked like a crocodile walking upright, cursed and stomped around him, passing over a brownish puddle as it did so. Several pairs of clawed hands shot up from the muck, grabbed its scaly ankles, and pulled its whole body down into the puddle. Its yellow eyes grew wide as its head sunk and disappeared.


  “C’mon, c’mon,” said Morte, who’d flown around behind the man and was butting him on the back. “Just look at your feet, and you’ll be fine.”


  The man rose slowly, training his eyes on a fixed location—a sturdy stone building farther up the street, a butcher shop where dried-up carcasses hung on rusty hooks outside a smeared window. He rubbed his face and took slow, deep breaths of the cool air. The city seemed to be built on the inside of a ring. It was above him right now. If he kept walking, wouldn’t he be upside down? Wouldn’t he fall? He looked up again.


  “Don’t worry,” said Morte. “To them, you’re the one who’s upside down. Keep walking.” The skull started back up the road. “Clueless about portals, clueless about Sigil—better stop gawking and make like you know the dark of things. This is the Hive, the worst part of town, and no place to look like an easy mark. No wonder the Dustmen scragged you.” The skull shook back and forth disappointedly; the gesture looked odd without a neck and body to support it. “Say, what’s with the string tied around your finger, there? What’re you supposed to remember?”


  The man held up his index finger and studied the thin green knot. It meant nothing to him. “I don’t know.”


  “Maybe it’s to remind you to buy more string!” Morte turned down a wider, more populated street. “Let’s get off Blackshade Lane. Too many robes, if you know what I mean.”


  Near the corner of the two muddy roads, a humanoid creature covered with short metal quills and spikes was engaged in something with a female whose furry torso grew out of the body of a ram. They seemed to be threatening each other over the right to a dead body that lay between them. As he and the skull passed by, the man could see that the spiny creature’s body was rigid with tension, its fists clenched at its sides. Then its eyebrows drew down over its dark eyes and spittle began to fly from its mouth as it shouted unintelligible phrases into the face of the ram-woman. Anger. The man recognized it but couldn’t remember having ever felt it.


  “You’re welcome, by the way,” Morte said.


  The man looked up at the skull. “What?”


  “That’s what I figured,” it muttered, sailing on ahead. “Keep a barmy out of the dead-book, and what thanks do I get?”


  Suddenly, the man realized his debt to the skull, something he’d not considered until that moment. He knew that he should feel grateful—no, that he should shower his rescuer with praise. Even if it had some ulterior motive, the skull had saved his life. Had anyone else ever done as much? He had no idea.


  “Thanks,” he said. The word fell flat in the mud.


  “Sure, sure,” Morte tossed back. “All in a day’s work, right?”


  The man stumbled after the skull in silence for a few moments, trudging through a litter-strewn open square, trying to figure out how he really felt—how he should feel.


  “Say, that githzerai’s giving you the peery eye,” Morte said, looking off to one side. “Do you know him?”


  The man looked in the direction the skull had turned, examining the passersby, not sure what a githzerai looked like. He focused past the busy crowd, his eyes drawn to the one being in the area who wasn’t in motion. Twenty or so yards away, a slim, sallow man leaned against a tremendous wooden post plastered with hundreds of different sheets of paper. The stranger wore a suit of olive-green leather armor and had pulled his long, black hair back from his jaundiced, angular face. Arms folded across his thin chest, he stared at them calmly. Then he glanced at a notice near him on the post and pushed off, slipping into the crowd.


  The robed man hurried toward the giant wooden pole, hoping to catch a glimpse of his observer—maybe the yellow-skinned man knew something about his past. But the stranger was gone.


  Morte glided up behind him. “He must owe you some jink.” The skull floated closer to the post, which stood at least fifty feet in diameter and fifteen feet tall, and surveyed the overlapping handbills. “I wonder what he was looking at. We should keep— Hey, pal, this is you!”


  “What?” The robed man stopped scanning the crowd and turned toward the post. Morte bobbed excitedly in front of a faded, rain-streaked piece of red parchment, covered on all sides by other notices so that only the center showed through. It was a sketch of a man with medium-length brown hair—held in braids by small beads—and large, wary eyes. The person in the sketch appeared to be young, despite obvious wrinkles—he must have lived a tough life.


  The skull nodded toward the sketch. “That’s your mug, all right.”


  The overlapping papers were stuck fast to the wood, and the man peeled them up slowly so as not to tear the red one beneath. He removed the notices from above the face first and uncovered a large headline:


  Adaire, alias Kester, alias Sigimundis Stig, alias Leontes, alias Chancellen the True.


  Hands trembling, he ripped down the sheets that covered the lower half of the red handbill. Under the face hung a block of small print, but his eyes flitted past it, drawn instead to the larger line printed across the bottom of the leaflet:


  Wanted for fraud, theft, and murder, by order of the Harmonium.
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  He stood, solid, immovable, the flowing throng of the Hive eddying and swirling around him as he looked at the face of a man who was as much a stranger to him as any of the beings that moved past. The brown ink-and-water-color sketch depicted the man as a frightening menace, someone to be afraid of. Apparently, the artist hadn’t cared much for color, using it only for the tattered, lime-green scarf wrapped around the criminal’s neck. The ends of the scarf were frayed, almost shredded.


  Morte darted directly in front of him and hovered there for a moment, studying the picture on the wooden post. “Yep,” the skull said, turning back and forth between the man and the sketch. “Human male—thirty, thirty-five. A lot worse for the wear, but that’s definitely your mug. Been pulling my leg, eh? Cross-trading, peeling the gullies, putting folks in the dead-book—I’ve hooked up with a real archcriminal!” Morte nodded toward the man’s head. “I’d put that hood up, if I were you.”


  The man leaned around the skull to study the sketch again, then surveyed the street. A few yards away stood a cheerless, gray-brick shop of some sort, with a large and only partially cracked picture window next to its door. He found himself hurrying toward it, a tightness building in his chest. He reached toward the window to make sure the reflection there wasn’t someone looking out at him from inside the building. His fingertips touched the cold glass, and he was jolted by the realization he was indeed staring at himself. The jagged shapes of the crowd moving behind him blurred into one thick stripe of gray, and his own image grew painfully clear.


  Before him stood someone in a dark brown robe. A small head poked out of the top of the folds of material, a pale, shaved head with a curved scar like a frown at the top of the forehead. The scalp was dark with stubble, and the face had no hair of any kind, not even eyebrows. It was perfectly oval, the nose, mouth, and chin neither large nor small. A few old wounds on the cheeks had scabbed over, nearly healed, and a vertical line of dried blood divided the lower lip into two equal halves.


  The eyes—his eyes—were the only remarkable facial feature. They were quite large, and he leaned closer to the window for a better look. His eyes were brown. Not a deep, piercing, inky brown or a fiery, warm, amber brown—just brown. A medium gray-brown that reminded him of mud and dead leaves. He looked into those eyes, sunken, encircled by tinges of purple and black. He realized that he should feel something for the haggard man before him—pity, revulsion, recognition. Instead, he felt nothing at all. What was wrong with him?


  “What’s wrong with you?” It was Morte, floating next to him. “Pull up your hood, and let’s burn the breeze! You can admire yourself later.”


  The man continued to stare at his face. Drab and even, it offered no insight into his character. He rolled up the sleeves of the robe and studied his arms and hands, which were marred with old scars. His right leg looked the same, but his left seemed to have been unscathed, its skin pink and slightly wrinkled as if it had soaked in a tub too long. These clues to his past, etched and battered into his skin, meant nothing to him. It was clear only that he was a survivor—of something.


  Slowly, he became aware that people inside the shop were pointing at him, their solid shapes moving back and forth through his reflection as if it were a ghost. He quickly lifted the robe’s floppy hood over his head, watching his twin in the glass do the same. He had to get moving. People were looking for him. He hurriedly turned and crossed to the wooden post where the handbill was posted.


  Something else was reading the notices, standing almost exactly where he’d stood. It was a large cube with spindly arms and legs. The creature, which ignored his approach, seemed to be equal parts metal and flesh, with tiny, crumpled wings protruding from its back. The cube expanded and contracted with the rhythm of breath, and shiny gears bolted to its sides turned and clicked as it examined the papers on the post. Running a twiggy finger across the surface of each sheet as it read, the cube formed quizzical and surprised expressions with the flat, oversized eyes and lips on its front facing.


  The man pretended to be engrossed in other leaflets—a call for hirelings to defend a town in the Gray Waste against a feared assault by Blood War troops, a plea from a laborer seeking caravan work through the Outlands, a handbill promoting a howler-skull concert at the Civic Festhall. He watched the cube out of the corner of his eye as it neared the wanted poster, which it touched and skimmed like any other. Then it sidestepped around the post, continuing to study notices as it went.


  “Lucky that modron didn’t latch onto us and start in with the questions,” said Morte, sliding up next to the man. “They’re worse than kids, always with the why and the how. Can’t keep a low profile with a box like that clanking along behind you.”


  The man quickly peeled a corner of the red handbill up from the old wood. “It looked right at this sketch.”


  “Ah, modrons’re all logic and no brains,” the skull scoffed. “With your head shaved and you all beat up and that, it’ll never put two and two together.”


  The wanted poster came off in his hands at last, damp and torn but nearly intact. He glanced around the square; no one seemed to care what he’d done. He walked off in a random direction, staring down at his face.


  “You’re a bold blood,” said Morte, trailing along next to him. “Just strolling along, as cool as ice. Off to the hidey-hole?”


  The man rolled the aliases from the poster around in his mind—Adaire, Kester, Sigimundis Stig, Leontes, Chancellen the True. Was one of them his real name? He knew he wasn’t a criminal—at least, he hoped he wasn’t. But he had to admit that anything was possible, given that his past was a complete question mark. He took his eyes off the handbill only long enough to make sure he didn’t bump into anyone in the road. The lower headline, bold and dark, accused him of fraud, theft, and murder.


  “This has got to be a mistake,” he declared. “These Harmonium people are wrong.”


  “Well, it’s been known,” said the skull. “The Hardheads aren’t exactly consistent when it comes to scragging lawbreakers, if you tumble to my meaning. Mistake or no, that’s your mug on the poster, and it’ll be your neck if they spot you. Play the barmy all you like, but you know sodding well there’s a reason folks call the Harmonium ‘Hardheads.’ Sure, they sputter and smile that they only want to bring peace and harmony to everyone, but it’s their peace, their harmony. They’ve enforced the laws in Sigil as long as I can remember, and there’s nothing they like better than a berk who resists arrest. Gives them a chance to pull out the big sticks.” Morte let the words sink in for a moment. “You need to disappear. So where’re we headed?”


  The man looked around at the ruined buildings, the ruined people. Morte had called these slums the Hive. Nothing was familiar, and Sigil didn’t seem the kind of place anyone would choose to live on purpose.


  “I don’t know,” he said.


  “Dog my cats!” grumbled the skull. “Some fun this escape has turned out to be.” Morte looked away from him, staring instead at a passerby with the upper body of a lovely woman but the lower half of a giant serpent. Her shimmering scales were ringed with alternating bands of yellow and black, and large wings unfurled from the center of her thin back, each made of row after row of wide purple and yellow feathers. Her slim torso was unclothed but partially obscured by long tendrils of wavy blonde hair, which slid over the full curves of her body.


  The skull sighed. “What a fetcher! Why couldn’t she have been the one on that slab?”


  The man thought for a moment. The skull had helped him escape from the Mortuary and seemed willing to tag along with him. He had no idea why, but right now he could use whatever help he could get. He just had to guard his words carefully, hide his vulnerability, his emptiness.


  “Let’s get off the street—go where the Harmonium isn’t,” he announced. He didn’t even know what one of them looked like, but he wasn’t going to let on.


  “Why not?” muttered the skull, watching the snake woman slither down the street. “Maybe I can get to watch you eat. I love watching other folks eat.” Morte sighed and glided off. “I know a decent place. Don’t wander off this time.”


  The man followed, poring over the small print below the sketch of his face. Most of it was blustery, threatening law talk, warning the citizens of his treacherous nature and imploring them to alert the authorities at any sign of his passing. The Harmonium claimed that his presence in Sigil offended Her Serenity, the Lady of Pain, whoever that was. The last line strongly advised that people stay clear of the criminal “lest you too fall under the Lady’s gaze when she exiles the miscreant to the mazes.” The mazes—that’s where the frog thing had told him to go. Were they some kind of prison?


  “Maybe I have a brother,” he mumbled to himself. “Someone who looks just like me.”


  “The old evil twin bit, eh?” offered Morte, cheerfully. “Maybe he’s the one who got all the personality in your family. Or maybe you’ve got a clone, or a doppelganger, or a nemesis out to frame you. There’s a thought—lots of things can shapechange. You wouldn’t be so hard to do. A cutter’d just have to say ‘I don’t know’ all the time.”


  The block they were passing through seemed noisier than others; a pack of grimy, shouting children pushed each other around in the street in some sort of game. Nearby, two tall figures with light blue skin, mounds of white hair atop their elongated heads, and small horns like conch shells curling out of their temples silently bricked up a dead-end gap between two buildings. Lavender robes draped their bodies, which floated several inches above the ground. They worked with a quick but serene grace, one spreading mortar while the other fit bricks.


  Suddenly, a young girl ran across the road right in front of the robed man, laughing and whistling, her dirty hand held high above her head as she trailed a long, shredded streamer of bright green paper behind her. He watched the viridian strip ripple through the air and felt something tug at his mind. Something that was…


  “Hey!” Morte danced in front of his face. “Are you coming or not?”


  The man realized that he had stopped walking. He held still for a moment, hoping that the sensation might surface again. One of the blue-skinned workers glanced in his direction, then turned to its companion as a strange symbol appeared in the air above its head. A different rune materialized over the other worker’s head, perhaps in response.


  “What’s bothering you?” asked Morte. “Got the colly-wobbles?”


  The noise of the children made it impossible to concentrate. The tugging feeling was gone. “I don’t know.”


  The skull hung in the air for a long moment, staring at him. “You’ve got all the charm of a dretch,” it finally blurted. “I should’ve left you with Bogs. I can see keeping your name dark, being on the run and all, but you could be polite. I risked my neck for you!”


  The man looked back down at the poster and walked on. The skull certainly seemed excitable.


  “Sod it!” cried Morte. “You haven’t said twenty words to me since I saved your miserable skin. And when you do flap your bone-box, you’re as rude as a fart. Let’s just forget the whole thing.”


  The man glanced up at the skull, which began to float off back the way they’d come. He thought it was supposed to lead him to a safe place. Was it abandoning him already? Why had it said he was rude?


  A sweaty, bleu-cheese stink overwhelmed him seconds before something bulky shoved him hard, nearly knocking him to the mud. He regained his footing and turned to find himself staring into the blood-red eyes of an apelike creature with skin the color and texture of vomit. It was six feet tall, with a sharp-ridged tail at least that long twitching out from its rear. Stained fangs jutted up from its pronounced lower jaw, from which hung a greasy black heard. In its thick, clawed hands, it gripped a long wooden pole topped with a saw-toothed blade.


  “In my way,” the brute slurred, its breath hot and wet. It stepped back a few feet and swung the glaive in a mighty arc toward the robed man’s head. Instinctively, he darted forward, out of the path of the blade, and raised his left forearm to block the attack. The wooden shaft crashed painfully into his wrist. The creature tried to pull the glaive back for another swing, but the man grabbed the pole with both hands and struggled to yank it away.


  Thick strands of the foul brute’s beard reached out toward him like ropy fingers and wrapped themselves around his neck, squeezing. The man’s face grew warm and flushed; he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t even gasp. In one fluid motion, he released his grip on the glaive, grabbed the coarse beard, and yanked sharply downward, pulling it free of his neck and jerking the creature’s head toward the ground. Surprised and unbalanced, the brute could only grunt as the man drove his knee up into its face. There was a crunching sound, like that of a boot stomping on gravel, and the creature reared back, dropping the glaive and clutching its large nose. Gobs of gray blood spurted out from between its claws.


  The man turned to flee and felt powerful hands clamp down on his shoulders. The brute lifted him into the air, then hurled him facedown into the muddy street and fell on him, driving the breath from his body. Its warm, scratchy hands pressed his face deep into the gooey mud. The man closed his lips tight and struggled to turn his head to the side. Then the pressure on his head vanished as the creature began raking his back with its sharp claws, shredding his robe and skin alike. His back felt as if it had been set afire.


  He moved his hands beneath his chest and pushed hard against the mud, lifting his torso up as far as he could, dislodging the brute. He felt the creature plant its feet in the mud and straddle him, pounding his stinging back with its fists. Fumbling in the pockets of his robe, he touched the coins, the ring of skull-topped keys—the keys! He worked two of them between the fingers of his right hand, then madly whirled around onto his back and punched upward, driving the keys deep into the brute’s soft eyes.


  The creature howled and stumbled backward, raking all around it in blind, berserk rage. Flames burst from its palms, quickly growing and engulfing its hands in white-hot fire.


  In the blink of an eye, the brute disappeared, leaving only the smell of its charred flesh.


  Panting, the man tensed and waited for the creature to return. The street around him was deserted; everyone must have fled when the fight broke out. No, not everyone—a wiry young boy with a shock of green hair had grabbed the dropped glaive and was running off down the street with his prize.


  “I’ll be jiggered!” Morte hovered nearby. The man hadn’t noticed the skull’s return. “First time I’ve seen an unarmed sod drive off a fiend—and a barbazu, no less! Those things’re bred for bloodshed! You okay?”


  He shoved the keys back into his pocket and winced at the pain in his back. He could feel the ripped robe sagging behind him, the cool breeze against his exposed flesh, the hot blood of his fresh wounds running down his broken skin.


  “Can you walk?” Morte circled him, sizing him up. “We should give this place the laugh before that fiend teleports back with a few of its pals! Barbazu don’t—” The skull stopped, and the man sensed Morte gliding closer to his back. “Timlin’s eye! You come with instructions!”


  “What?” The man angled around, trying to look at his back He could just see a patch of tiny inked words below his right shoulder, above the ruts cut into his skin by the fiend.


  “Hold still, leatherhead,” grumbled Morte. “It’s a tattoo. ‘I know you feel like you drowned in the Styx, but snap to quick or you’re dead. Someone’s trying to kill you. Pharod can help.’ ” Morte leaned in closer, surveying the skin. “That’s it, unless your smelly friend ripped up page two.”


  He couldn’t believe it. A message on his back?


  “The Styx, eh?” mused Morte, floating around to the man’s front. “One drop from that river’ll blot out your memory, never mind drowning in it. So who’s out to put you in the dead-book?”


  Besides that barbazu, the Dustmen, and maybe the Harmonium? He had no idea. “I don’t know.”


  “Oh, for—” The skull cut short its angry protest and floated down the street. “Sod it. What’s the use?”


  The man looked at the dirty white back of the skull. He’d angered Morte again. Worse, by trying to hide his lack of memory, he’d nearly gotten himself killed. If he hadn’t driven the skull away, it surely would have steered him away from that fiend. He realized that he could use Morte’s knowledge, his help in—what? In staying out of trouble. In discovering who he was. In staying alive.


  He made a decision. “I’d tell you if I could,” he said, gathering up the shredded folds of his robe and following the skull. “But I really don’t know. I don’t remember anything, not even my name. My first memory is waking up on the slab at the Mortuary.” He felt that he should say more, but nothing else came to mind. “I’m not holding out on you. There’s just nothing to tell.”


  The skull swiveled back toward him. “Well, why didn’t you spill the dark of it in the first place? A drained brain-box ain’t the end of the world. I bet we can dig up a spellslinger to restore your memory. Must be a relief to let it all out, eh?”


  The man thought about it. He felt no different, no lighter. All he felt was the pain of his wounded back. Then he thought of the tattoo’s promise of help.


  “Do you know who this Pharod person is?”


  “I know it all,” said Morte. “Stick with me.”
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  The warm, hard rain pelted the Hive like sharp pebbles, falling heavily from the sky, loosening the mud of the streets and washing in an odor of sulfur. With his hood up, the man felt safe from discovery, but the raindrops stung his face and the exposed skin of his back. Morte had led him to a soup kitchen, where he’d gotten a bowl of broth and a cold bath. The skull had advised finding a healer to fix his wounds, too, but he’d refused to wait one second longer than was necessary before tracking down Pharod. Besides, the pain had melted away quickly.


  Night had fallen quickly, too—or, more precisely, it had grown darker quickly, since the gray haze he’d seen before couldn’t truly be called daylight. The only light on the street now came from weak glows in tenement windows and shielded lanterns that hung at the ends of long poles carried by soaked teenagers. Morte had called them touts—enterprising lads and lasses who guided folks to their destination for a fee.


  He thought of the shape of the city, of the buildings and people somewhere above him, and wondered if it was raining on them, too. Where did the rain come from, anyway, or the light in the sky, for that matter? Huddling in his cloak, he looked out over the street; the rank downpour had nearly wiped it clean of beggars and travelers alike. For a moment, he thought he saw a light-skinned person standing under an awning across the road, but when he looked again, he saw nothing.


  “Feels like we’re being pissed on,” said Morte, floating a short distance ahead of him. “But it’s not far now. You’ll know Ragpicker’s Square by the smell. Chant is that’s where Pharod hangs his hat, in a kip called Ill-Wind Court. The berk’s the high-up of a gang of collectors. His folks comb the streets for deaders and loot them, sometimes taking the corpses, too. I think I heard Pharod was a tiefling.”


  “What’s that?” The man felt relieved to have let his guard down, at least enough to ask questions.


  Morte chuckled. “That’s what you get when a fiend and a mortal gal give in to love. Their kid’s mortal like Mom, but its soul’s corrupted by Dad’s blood. The mother usually gets off easy and dies giving birth. Tieflings’re like snowflakes—no two look alike. They might have horns, or scales, or black eyes, or three toes on each foot, but there’s always something to show that they’re plane-touched.”


  He and Morte traveled silently through the storm for a few minutes, the skull pausing now and again to search for landmarks in the gloom. Morte glided slowly, so the man wouldn’t fall behind; slogging through the muck of the streets without slipping every other step took a bit of care.


  “Can’t believe you took on a barbazu,” said the skull. “You’re just lucky you didn’t get swooped off to the war. That’s the war, the Blood War, not some measly mud fight. See, the two main races of fiends—the baatezu and the tanar’ri—have been trying to batter each other out of existence since time began. Both races want control of the Lower Planes—all those lovely, fiery places the clueless call hell. They’re welcome to them, if you ask me. Trouble is, their battles spill over into lots of other places, and they love to scrag sods to use as cannon fodder in the field. Trust me, the Blood War’s nothing you want to mess with.”


  For the first time, the man didn’t mind his amnesia. The Blood War didn’t sound like anything he wanted to remember. He glanced around, looking for fiends, or maybe Harmonium, or perhaps Dustmen, and caught a glimpse of a slender humanoid with yellowish skin and penetrating dark eyes vanishing into the blackness of the night.


  “Morte,” he huffed, under his breath, “I think someone’s following us.”


  The skull slowed and rotated casually in place. “I spotted him. A githzerai, I think. Quick little bugger, too.”


  “Is he one of the Harmonium?”


  The skull looked down at him. “You don’t even know what a Hardhead looks like, do you? Well, don’t fret. You can’t miss them. They’re big, beefy types—walking muscles. And they always wear dull-red plate armor from top to bottom, with only their mugs poking out. The shell makes them look a bit like turtles.” Morte pointed his eye sockets behind them again. “Githzerai don’t usually sign up with the Harmonium. Just to be safe, though, let’s tall-step it through a few turns to give him the slip.”


  The skull suddenly veered down a narrow, trash-filled alley and picked up speed, forcing the man to run and stumble. Morte turned again and again, and the man kept up the best he could, reminded of their flight from the Mortuary earlier that day. It seemed a part of the distant past.


  He paused to look behind him but saw nothing this time. When he turned back again, he caught the briefest sliver of Morte disappearing as the skull rounded a corner into another side street. The man followed quickly, nearly falling in the mud.


  Something green and shiny glimmered in the darkness. Cold metal sliced neatly and forcefully through his left shoulder at an angle, severing his arm. He watched it fall and heard the soft thuck of it hitting the mud of the alley. Too stunned to feel any pain, too stunned to cry out, too stunned to do anything but stand there and look down at his arm, he felt the hot blood gush from his shoulder and mix with the warm rain already soaking his robe. All at once, he felt as if he might faint and fell to his knees. He crumpled to the mud and lay on his sore back, his eyes blinking as they filled with rain, his body growing heavy and useless. He tasted blood as the numbness wore off, and someone nearby began screaming in agony.


  A one-eyed woman with stubby horns protruding from her forehead leaned down over him, a greenish glowing axe in her hands. Her eyes were completely round and solid black. “This is for Dunbar,” she spat. “Think on that while you bleed to death.”


  The face vanished into the darkness, and he felt the life leaking out of him like water from a cracked jug, felt the rain inside his open shoulder. He didn’t know anyone named Dunbar.


  He wondered who had shaved his head.


  He was glad the storm had warmed the mud.


  He realized that he was the one who was screaming.


  He slipped away.
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  He hung far above the hard, noisy world. The light of white stars flared at him, twinkling pinpricks in a field of black.


  Slowly, a huge, red-velvet-gloved hand reached up toward him. The fingers, each nearly as big as his body, wrapped firmly around him in a fist and began pulling him downward. Enveloped in the soft fabric, he felt his body grow warmer and warmer, felt his breathing slow to a steady rhythm. He went limp. The hand slowly turned palm side up, and the fingers released him.


  He opened his eyes. Flat on his back, he lay in a wide, round chamber ringed with evenly spaced ivory candles that simply hung in the air along with the odor of a soapy, floral perfume. Above him, he saw only endless darkness, as if he were at the bottom of a vast well. His body rested on a soft circular pallet in the middle of the room, covered up to his chin with a heavy blanket of red velvet. He struggled to sit forward on the plush mattress, but he felt too weak. Instead, he tried to push himself up slightly, but he fell to one side, his left arm tingling uselessly as if it had been asleep. He tried to flex it, slowly—and stopped when he saw it: a thin, shriveled stump of an arm that ended at a rounded wrist, its pink flesh so wrinkled as to be almost unrecognizable.


  He remembered running, running away from someone, running through mud. It had been wet. There’d been a flash of green. He’d watched—he’d watched his arm fall away. It had been cut off! And yet, here it was—reattached? No, this arm looked different, ugly. He looked down at the wrist stump and compared it to his right hand, which was still intact, still the same, still with a green string tied around the index finger.


  What had happened to him? He lay on his side and studied his surroundings. The floor was nothing but dozens of overlapping square pillows in shades of red and purple, and the round wall that encircled the room—a dark burgundy surface that sparkled as if smeared with gold dust—was bare. He saw no windows, no doors, no openings of any kind save the yawning blackness above him. Mentally dissecting the round wall, he began to methodically search sections for cracks or outlines of hidden doors.


  Suddenly, the white candles flickered, and he felt a slight breeze on his face.


  Something dropped down out of the darkness above, landing on the pillows in front of him. He tried to curl up and cover his head to protect himself from more falling objects, but his limbs could only flop stupidly. He was completely vulnerable.


  “So,” announced a mellow, sonorous voice. “The moth emerges once more.”


  A tall male figure dressed in olive-green leather armor stood before him, straightening a cord necklace from which hung a small polished stone. Tied to a loop at one side of his waist was a brown leather sack; sheathed in the other was a long silver sword. His pale yellow skin seemed to glow in the dim light, and his small eyes shone a luminous blue-black. It was the man from before, the githzerai who’d trailed him—no, them. He remembered that he was with someone before, before he woke up in this room.


  “Is that a glimmer of recognition in those weary eyes?” asked the yellow-skinned man. “It appears you have made progress, Hra’ka’lothanek. Perhaps that is why the multiverse has brought us together again. The Unity of Rings ensures that all comes full circle, as it must.”


  The man struggled to rise but couldn’t sit up, could only lie on his side, looking at the sharply gleaming sword, nearly as long as the stranger’s leg. Why would he have survived a muddy, vicious death only to be killed amid velvet and candlelight? Had the Dustmen found him at last? The Harmonium?


  “You never placed much faith in the tenets that shape the planes.” The lanky stranger smiled. “I am Dak’kon. But am I merely the shadow from last night’s storm, or do you perceive an old friend standing here?” He smoothed a few loose strands of hair into the shiny black ponytail pulled tightly behind his head. “Take your time—it has been a few years since last we met.”


  The man noted the githzerai’s thin, sharply arched eyebrows and small pointed ears, but the face itself meant nothing to him. In fact, now that he studied it more closely, he wasn’t even sure it was the face of the person who’d stalked him through the streets of the Hive. He said nothing.


  “No matter,” said Dak’kon. “If you recognize me only from yesterday, that is still a good first step.” He reached into the sack tied at his waist and pulled out half a loaf of bread that was stuffed with green-flecked cheese. “Now lie still and relax. Your arm is nearly healed, and you will be your old self soon.”


  Lie still? He didn’t have much choice. As for his old self, he could only remember the day he woke up in the Mortuary, the day he was left to bleed to death in the rain. His old self was one day old.


  With silent grace, Dak’kon drew the curved sword from his belt and laid it across the pillows, then sat cross-legged and somewhat awkwardly on ruffled lavender cushions next to the pallet.


  “The elf who sold me this parlor box warned that its creator had particular tastes; but one makes do with what is at hand.” He tore off a piece of bread and offered it to his guest.


  The man eyed the stranger warily and shook his head. Suddenly, he realized that he had seen this Dak’kon before, back at the leaflet post. Dak’kon had been the githzerai who stared at him before vanishing into Sigil.


  “Zounds,” grumbled a hollow voice far above. “Just because I don’t have legs anymore doesn’t mean I don’t like entering a room through a door.” The voice grew closer as a small white speck descended through what looked like infinite darkness, the oval shape of a skull becoming more distinct.


  The man rolled onto his back. He knew that voice, knew it the moment he heard it.


  “Morte,” he said. Finally, to be certain of something.


  The familiar skull dropped and pivoted downward, face-to-face with the injured man. “Aha! Fess up. You’re glad to lay eyes on me! Ol’ what’s-his-name is actually glad!”


  Glad? He felt a sense of history, of knowing that something came before something else, of one block being stacked on top of another—nothing more.


  “Still the chatterbox, eh?” Morte tilted toward the githzerai, who sat quietly next to the mattress, chewing the piece of bread he’d torn off. “Better have a bite. Keep up your strength. Don’t fret about Dak’kon here—he doesn’t seem the type to turn stag. He won’t poison you. Not that it’d work, anyway.”


  The man stiffly pulled himself up to a sitting position, as Dak’kon cut off another piece of bread and placed it in the man’s right hand. He took a few bites, cautiously, then ate hurriedly when he realized how hungry he was.


  “So what’s the chant, cutter?” Morte asked Dak’kon. “When can we spring him from this dandy’s box? If I stay here another day, you might as well fit me with a powdered wig.”


  “Soon, soon,” the githzerai answered. “Our friend’s healing powers seem as remarkable as ever.”


  The man studied his wrinkled, undersized left arm, then looked at Morte, confused. “Healing powers?”


  “How can I put this?” The skull landed on the bed. “You were dead. Bled yourself cold in that alley. I’m shouting my lungs out for help when Dak’kon shows up, scoops you up, and off we go. You’re sagging so much that we stop the next block over, and Dak’kon pops open a coin box that grows into this flouncy kip. By the time we get inside and lay your corpse out for viewing, danged if it ain’t breathing. Back in the Mortuary wasn’t the only time you rose from the grave.”


  Dak’kon smiled. “It is true that you move on to your next life more easily than most. Usually, you do not recall your previous existence, the pains of rebirth somehow washing away your memories. However, it seems that something has changed. You recognized me, did you not?”


  The man nodded blankly. He had died? Died and come back to life? Twice? He’d really been dead back in the Mortuary—it hadn’t been a mistake? That didn’t seem possible. He looked again at his alien left arm and swore that the wrist seemed a bit bulkier than it had a few minutes ago. That didn’t seem possible either.


  “Itches, I bet,” said Morte. “I get that, too. Sometimes I go to scratch my leg or reach out to grab a book, and then I’m always surprised, just for a wink, when I realize that it ain’t going to happen. I mean, it’s been a good few hundred years since I parted ways with my body, yet every now and again I still swear it’s right under me.” The skull sighed. “Feels nice, too. Just for a wink.”


  Dak’kon pulled a wineskin from his sack and uncorked it. “Pity that you cannot share in the secret of Hra’ka’lothanek’s ability, but I believe his talent to be natural—unique.” He offered the wineskin to the man on the pallet, who sniffed the opening, then took a drink of the cold water within.


  Dak’kon folded his long, thin hands in his lap and bowed his head briefly. “I ask only the opportunity to prove myself. Perhaps one day you will again call me your friend. Until then, grant me the honor of serving as your second self, as the other who confirms you. I can tell you who I knew you to be.” His black-marble eyes fixed on the injured man. “May I tell you something of your past?”


  The man felt strength and warmth returning to his muscles, and he nodded. Why not? Perhaps this past would be a better story than the one from the wanted poster. Maybe it would explain a few things, too.


  Dak’kon placed the half-eaten bread on a pillow nearby, then steepled his fingers together and brought them to his mouth. He was silent for a moment, as if in deep thought, then dropped his hands and spoke. “I doubt you remember my devotion to the Believers of the Source, but the members of my faction see the potential of all beings to ascend, in time, to a state of godlike grace. We believe that each life is a proving ground, a chance for one to challenge oneself, to go on to become something more, something better. Those who succeed are reborn into new and more elevated lives when they die, facing tougher challenges, moving that much closer to perfection. Those who fail return to the mortal world in lesser forms and must regain lost ground. All things share this struggle to survive, succeed, and ascend.”


  “Maybe that’s your philosophy,” sneered Morte, rising up from the bed. “It ain’t mine. All you faction types always think you’ve got the key to the whole multiverse.” The skull moved in front of the man’s face, staring at him. “Factions are like social clubs for folks with the same outlook on life. There’s the Believers of the Source, the Harmonium, the Dustmen, and about a dozen more, all competing for converts, trying to get sods to join the ranks.” Morte swiveled to face Dak’kon. “Skip the sermon and cut to the chase.” Then the skull sailed over toward one of the floating candles, which dodged his approach. “Ha! These spell-spun kips just kill me.”


  Dak’kon looked down and smiled. “Morte is correct to point out that what I tell you now is simply what my faction believes to be true, but belief is power on the planes, and if enough people share our faith, it will be realized. In any case, I do not wish to proselytize.”


  The man drained the last of the water. “What does this have to do with me?”


  “Ah, as impatient as ever,” said Dak’kon, gently patting the man’s foot. “It has everything to do with you. One day, my faction leaders charged me with investigating a very interesting report they had received, a report of a man who could die and return to life. Magical resurrection is commonplace, of course, but this man was reborn spontaneously, without such intervention, and his rebirths were always accompanied by a loss of memory. This man did not return in a greater or lesser form, but rather in the same body. It was as if the gods would not allow him to rise or fall until he had fulfilled the purpose of his life.”


  Morte floated over the githzerai’s head. “Dak’kon’s got a thing for drama. The mysterious basher is you.”


  “True, true.” Dak’kon pretended to wave the skull away as if it were a fly. “My superiors were intrigued by the notion of one who embodied our beliefs of reincarnation but seemed stuck, unable to progress one way or the other. And I must confess, so was I. They charged me with the task of observing you, studying you from afar. This I did for half a year, right here in the city of Sigil. During this time, you suffered only injuries, from which you quickly recovered.”


  The man on the pallet examined his left arm, which looked far less wrinkled and more hearty than it had, and the wrist was bigger, definitely. He was growing a new arm. He had to say it to himself again, as if that would help him believe it: He was growing a new arm. Then again, the idea paled in comparison to coming back from the dead. Absentmindedly, he lifted the wineskin to drink, forgetting for a second that it was empty—and was surprised to find it full of water again. He looked up at Morte quizzically, loudly sloshing the water around in the container.


  “Dak’kon’s got a thing for magic, too,” said the skull. “Cheap magic.”


  The githzerai reached out and stilled the man’s hand. “I have only a few enchanted items—this abode, this wineskin, my bottomless sack, and one or two other trinkets. I am no spellcaster.” He took the wineskin back. “Please, let us have no more distractions. What I have to say is important. As I noted, my mission was only to observe you and report back. But as time wore on, I found myself more and more sympathetic to my subject. You seemed obsessed with learning about your past, with searching for something that you felt was missing. Though I tried to maintain a professional detachment, it became difficult to watch you stumble through your days unknowing, friendless, even helpless, sustaining injuries and indignities all because you did not know the ways of the multiverse.


  “One day I crossed the line,” Dak’kon said quietly. “A pack of tiefling ruffians were trying to dupe you into passing through a portal to the Abyss. Certainly, I would not have been happy to follow you into the fires of damnation, but neither did I wish to see you come to any further harm. I rushed to your aid, but the tieflings spotted me and thought you had set them up for an attack. They stabbed you and fled through the portal themselves, leaving you dead in the street.”


  Dak’kon spread his arms in a half-shrug and smiled. “Then, of course, I saw what I had been sent to watch. Your wounds closed, your cold flesh grew warm, and you returned to life. Not immediately. It took a day or two for your body to repair itself. I took you to a place where you could recuperate safely. When you awoke, your mind wiped clean, and asked me who you were, I decided that it was my responsibility to guide you. I gave you a new name, one with no burdens from your past—Hra’ka’lothanek, which in the githzerai tongue means ‘he who seeks his heart.’ I like to think that it is not far removed from your true name, the ineffable name bestowed upon you by the gods. True names are powerful magic, and to discover a thing’s true name is to become its master. I did not wish to control you, only to help you. But the githzerai language is not an easy one, and you preferred ‘Thane,’ for short.”


  Thane. The name unfurled no flags of recognition. At least it wasn’t one of the aliases wanted by the Harmonium.


  “Bet your high-ups cast a peery eye on you sticking your nose in,” said Morte.


  Dak’kon took a drink from the wineskin and nodded. “They no longer believed that Hra’ka’lothanek was a divine symbol, but merely an aberration. They had a new assignment for me, but I could not walk away. The foundation of my faction’s beliefs mattered more than did the political whims of its current leaders. So I chose to walk away from the Believers of the Source, instead. It was no easy decision, but I have done many things in my life that were not easy—necessary and right, perhaps, but never easy.”


  The man waited for the githzerai to continue, but Dak’kon seemed to be staring off into the distance. “You said that was years ago.”


  “Three,” Dak’kon replied, putting the wineskin back in his sack. “After I entangled myself in your situation, you grew to trust me and eventually considered me a friend. I found this a great honor. Emotion did not come easily to you. Together, we traveled the planes, seeking clues to your past, finding none. Then one day, you simply disappeared. I feared that you had met with an accident and suffered another memory loss, and so I searched for you in vain. But Sigil was where we first met, and I suspected it would lure you back one day, as it does all seekers and wanderers.”


  Dak’kon withdrew a sheet of red parchment from the sack and looked at it silently for a moment, running his hand over his ponytail.


  “A few months ago, I first saw one of these.” He held up the paper; it looked like the same wrinkled wanted poster the man had peeled from the leaflet post. “I will admit, this complication made my search more difficult. Who wishes to cross paths with the Harmonium?” He paused and looked into the man’s eyes. “The Thane I knew could not have done the things alleged by this notice.”


  Was that a question or a statement? Either way, the man didn’t know what to say. There was no telling how long the handbills had been hanging in Sigil—or how many times he’d died and risen again. Was it possible that he committed those crimes in a past life, a forgotten life? Or was he basically the same person each time, a decent person, he hoped? What was the real him?


  “You must not’ve had much else to do,” cracked Morte. “Most bashers couldn’t drop everything to go sniff out an addle-coved pal who’d got himself lost.” Morte zipped toward another candle, which rose higher into the air and dripped a glob of hot wax onto the skull.


  Dak’kon shook his head. “I had no choice. I made an irrevocable decision the moment I interceded on Hra’ka’lothanek’s behalf. I committed myself to a course of action, and now I must see it through.” The githzerai fidgeted with the stone that hung from his necklace, then gripped the smooth rock tightly and met the man’s eyes. “You are a living example of my deepest beliefs. I do not regret helping you, but I must know that my sacrifice was not in vain. As I noted, the gods seem to be keeping you on your current path until you are ready to ascend, until you have done that which you must do.”


  “And what’s that?” The man didn’t think much of Dak’kon’s gods. If they wanted him to accomplish something, why did they keep stealing his memories?


  The githzerai shrugged. “You tell me, old friend. That is what I wish to help you discover. Though I will assist you when necessary, you must lead the way, for it is your path. I can merely walk at your side.”


  Morte floated over toward the pallet. “So, you gonna take ‘Thane’? Can I call you something other than annoying?”


  The man lay back and thought—Thane. He looked at his left arm. Crude fingers and a thumb were budding at the end of his new hand. Thane. It wasn’t the name he was born with. It wasn’t his true name, whatever that was, but it wasn’t a name from the wanted poster. And at least Dak’kon’s tale had been an interesting story.


  Then he noticed that the empty darkness above had been replaced by a ceiling: a huge gold disc embossed with the profile of a foppish young man in regal attire. It hung above them, low and flat like a lid, and seemed to ripple slightly, as if made of water. He pointed up.


  Dak’kon and Morte both looked up at the disc, just as a thick blob of golden liquid splashed down onto the githzerai’s forehead. “The seal of the wizard who enchanted this place,” said Dak’kon, quickly picking up his sword and sliding it back into the sheath. “The elf said it would appear when the magic began to fade.” The red velvet blanket on top of the injured man slid off, then glided into the air, darting around the room like a fish in a bowl. The mattress beneath him quivered, and the pillows that made up the floor imploded one by one in quiet bursts of feathers.


  Dak’kon grabbed the man by the hand and pulled him into a sitting position, then slung the man awkwardly over his shoulder.


  “Prepare for a fall.”


  Even as he spoke, the room buckled, the candles flared out and melted, and amorphous holes grew and spread in the wall, rapidly consuming its mass. Golden blobs rained down from above, splattering everything.


  Suddenly, the room was gone. They found themselves twenty feet above a narrow, rubble-choked street, all but empty of travelers. Morte descended slowly, but the githzerai fell straight down, landing hard and collapsing his knees with a grimace to cushion the man from the full brunt of the impact. They hit the ground right in front of a beige-skinned female wearing a dark-purple bodysuit laced up as tight as the skin of a plum. She jumped back, lavender eyes widening enormously, and her six-fingered hand went for a small haversack that hung against her hip—no, for a wicked dagger tucked into a band around her left thigh.


  “Sod it all!” she yelled, slashing the blade back and forth in front of her. She was short, compact, and quite curvy. Inch-thick curls of whitish hair covered her small head like lamb’s fleece, and in place of ears, she had only slits of skin. “I oughta cut yer throats, poppin’ in front o’ me like that!” Her thin black lips barely framed a wide mouth filled with a jumble of squared-off teeth and pointed fangs.


  The injured man scrambled clumsily to his feet as Dak’kon took a step away from the dagger, hands held palm outward in front of him. “Many apologies, dear lady. Our enchanted abode collapsed under our very feet.”


  “Like I said,” muttered Morte, “cheap magic.”


  She scowled at them both and stormed up to the other man. “Outta the way!” Her face lifted up toward his own; he stood his ground and looked down into her eyes. Odd… her dark pupils were nothing more than vertical slits. She stared at him, her arm at her side, clenching the dagger so tightly it seemed she might draw her own blood.


  “Ah, the mazes take ya!” she growled, brushing roughly around him. She stormed off down the road, ranting loudly in a language he didn’t understand. Why did everyone keep telling him to go to the mazes?


  Morte floated up to his side. “A real charmer, that one. Pretty, for the shape she’s in.”


  “Tieflings are fiery and difficult by nature,” said Dak’kon, picking up a small round box from the ground. “Your cool attitude seemed to deflate her a bit, Hra’ka’lothanek.” He tapped the box a few times and frowned. “Tsk! I used the salon only a few times, and already the magic is dead. Ah, well.” He put the box into his sack, then rummaged around inside and pulled out a rolled-up bundle of clothing, which he offered to the injured man. “Before we run afoul of anything else, might I suggest that we—”


  “Pharod,” blurted the man. He took the ball of clothing and shook it out: a tunic, a pair of pants, and a hooded cloak, all made of the same coarse brown cloth. “We were on our way to see Pharod when—” When he died. The idea was still too incredible to say out loud. As he quickly dressed and pulled up the hood of his cloak, Dak’kon also handed him a pair of brown leather boots, a belt with a sword sheath, and a small backpack, all of which came out of the apparently endless confines of the githzerai’s sack.


  “Morte told me all about it,” said Dak’kon. “Though I must confess, I am gladdened to see that some things never change.” He clapped the man on the right shoulder. “It is good to have you interrupt me, old friend.”


  The man gently prodded his left arm, which by now had grown nearly a full hand and looked practically normal—just a bit pink and wrinkled. The arm still tingled slightly, but he felt more discomfort at being called “old friend” by a stranger.


  He glared up at the tall githzerai. “Call me Thane.”


  Chapter 4
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  The smell of dung hit him first.


  Thane buried his nose in his sleeve and looked up at the strange mountain. Penned in on all sides by dilapidated structures sat a thousand years’ worth of dirty laundry, not so much a pile as a peak, a patchwork mound of discolored rags that dwarfed the buildings bordering the square. All around the large hump were rough rag hills, each as big as a house, with valleys and trenches carved between them. Plumes of black smoke rose from behind some of the mounds. Atop the bigger hills, Thane could see fluttering flags made of rags or feathers mounted outside ripped tents and hovels built of straw and sticks. A few dozen bedraggled people crawled like slow ants over the piles. They picked at the fabrics beneath their feet, peeling up hardened strips of cloth, some digging with spades and pickaxes, but people weren’t the only scavengers. Hundreds of plump, gray-green pigeons waddled up and down the hills, pecking and voiding their bowels.


  “Glad I can’t smell,” said Morte, looking out over the scene. “This is Ragpicker’s Square. Chant is that Pharod Wormhair and all the rest of Ill-Wind Court is buried somewhere underneath. We’ve just got to tumble to the entrance. Canny, eh—to hide a secret tunnel in something so big and obvious and sodding ugly?”


  Thane walked over to the nearest hill and touched it; the rags were dry and stiff, the mound as solid as rock. The bulk of the pile was ripped sheets, moss-encrusted towels, crumpled shirts, and the like, though he also could make out dead rodents, hairballs, dried mucus, broken glass, rotted fruit, human and animal waste, and splintered pieces of wood. Fat black flies buzzed over everything. He turned back again to scan the city square around him. No red-armored Harmonium, no fiends—no one seemed to be watching him.


  “This is no palace of nature,” said Dak’kon solemnly. “It is a mountain built by man, a dumping ground for every unwanted, cast-off, misery-stained piece of trash for which even the desperate residents of the Hive have no use.”


  “You and your sweet talk,” said Morte. “You oughta give tours.”


  Thane looked back at the skull. “Are we supposed to dig through this trash?”


  “Not we—you.” Morte flew down toward a brown rat, driving it away. “I’d lend a hand, but I’m a bit short in that department.”


  Dak’kon tapped Thane on the shoulder. “I have a better idea. You may have visited Pharod before, even if you do not recall doing so. Listen to your intuition, your instincts—they are the collective voice of your past lives speaking to you. Listen and then lead us to the tunnel’s entrance.”


  Thane looked up at the tall githzerai. Why did Dak’kon have such confidence in him? He didn’t have time to stand around waiting for a gut feeling that he didn’t think would come. No strong feelings ever seemed to come to him. They must have left with his memories.


  Regardless, he had to keep moving. Thane carefully stepped onto the bottom of a slope at the edge of the square. Its jagged, sticky surface provided excellent traction for his boots, and he crunched around the hill, looking for… something. Dak’kon followed, with Morte sailing behind, and they circled the first rag mound and slogged through a valley where the ground was soppier. They had to walk slowly to avoid sinkholes and pits in the garbage, and to kick away pigeons that refused to scatter or fly.


  Thane considered scaling the highest peak in order to sit and watch for someone to emerge from the hidden tunnel, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to view the whole square at once. Just then, a plume of smoke caught his eye, calling to him like a beckoning finger. He followed its trail around a tall rag hill and spotted four blanket-wrapped people sitting around a weak campfire. They threw trash on the fire to encourage the flames as they roasted rats on the ends of sharp sticks. The rodents wriggled and squealed, and gelatinous brains that stuck up through the tops of their heads pulsated with pearl-white light. The heady smell of burning refuse almost overcame the odor of the cooking flesh.


  Thane lowered his chin and drew his head back farther into the hood of his new cloak. It didn’t seem likely that anyone here would recognize him as a wanted criminal, but why take chances? Still, the thought gave him an idea.


  He strode boldly toward the vagrants. “You’re all under arrest, by order of the Harmonium. Shielding a criminal is an offense punishable by death. Do not—”


  The four immediately sprang to life and scattered in four different directions, leaving their rat sticks by the fire. Thane watched them go. Their reaction confirmed his suspicions that Pharod’s tunnel lay nearby. He pulled up from the solid trash a frayed piece of soiled, wet carpet and began to beat the fire down.


  “You need to lie down, Thane?” asked Morte. “Maybe a glass of bub?”


  He smothered the flames for another moment before realizing that the skull had spoken to him—it was hard getting used to his new name. How many different names might he have had over the years? He kicked away the smoldering sticks and garbage, uncovering a dull metal plate four feet square that lay flat in the ground. He wrapped his left hand in mud-soaked rags and lifted one edge of the hot plate. A rope ladder led straight down through a rough hole carved through the refuse. Stale, moist air wafted up from the opening.


  “Ah, I knew you would not disappoint, old friend.” Dak’kon removed the stone that hung around his neck and handed it to Thane. “This is a lightstone, enchanted to shine in darkness. Please, lead us to Pharod. This is your path, after all.”


  Thane tapped the stone. It seemed like an ordinary rock. He looked into Dak’kon’s dark eyes to see if the githzerai really meant to say “You go first, in case it’s dangerous,” but he couldn’t tell one way or the other.
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  Thane crept forward through the cramped trash tunnel, his back aching from having stooped over for so long. They’d climbed down the rope over an hour ago, but the tight underground passage had sloped up, down, and around more times than he could count. He had no idea how far they’d traveled or how far it still might be to Ill-Wind Court, and the warm, glowing stone that hung against his chest lit the tunnel for only five or six feet in each direction. To make the journey even more uncomfortable, his scalp itched constantly. The stubble of his shaven head was already growing into new brown hair.


  “So you knew Thane before?” Morte asked Dak’kon. “Was he always the life of the party? Still, I guess personality ain’t everything. He makes it up in other ways. You should’ve seen him—hefting a huge iron rod like a twig, fighting a barbazu to a standstill.”


  “Not so loud,” whispered Dak’kon. “It would be wise to mask our approach. But, yes, Thane and I were both often surprised by what he found he could do. Of course, he has led many lives and no doubt learned many things, and one’s past always tends to make itself known, no matter how deeply it may be buried. For instance, the Thane I knew was an able spellcaster.”


  Thane stopped for a moment, turning to view Morte and Dak’kon in the glow of the lightstone. “I could use magic? How did I do it?”


  Dak’kon, too tall to even stoop in the tunnel, crouched at the edge of the sphere of illumination, his long, yellow face mostly in shadow. “You were a dedicated scholar of the enchanted arts. The power may still be within you, somewhere. You likely possess many unknown talents, abilities that may surface again in time when you are ready for them, and they for you.”


  Thane wanted to ask the githzerai more about these spellcasting skills and about what else he used to be able to do. Instead, he turned and moved forward again, his boots crunching over the garbage. What would be the point? He wouldn’t know what to ask, and besides, it would only frustrate him to hear stories about things he could no longer do. He began to feel as if everyone knew more about him than he himself did, from the Dustmen to the Harmonium to Dak’kon to the killer who’d severed his arm in the alley. Even he once knew more than he did now; he must’ve had the clue about Pharod tattooed on his back to guard against an untimely death and loss of memory. How many times had his mind been wiped clean over the years? Had he lived three or four lives, or ten, or a thousand? Morte had said that a spellcaster might be able to restore his memory. As soon as he’d learned what he could from Pharod, he’d take the skull up on the offer.


  Thane felt a slight breeze from somewhere up ahead glide across his sweaty skin, and his nose twitched at an acrid smell: smoke. Holding the lightstone at arm’s length, he squinted into the darkness, which now seemed gray and cloudy. Far in front of them, he could just make out a faintly flickering glow roughly in the shape of a circle—an opening, perhaps.


  “I think the tunnel ends up ahead,” Thane said.


  The smoke grew thicker as they went on, the passage filling with dark gray smog. Thane lost sight of the dim circle of light and could only trudge forward toward where it had been. His lungs began to burn, and his eyes watered so much that he had to close them. He got down on all fours and crawled, but the trash was wet and mucky, and his hands and knees slipped out from underneath him. Thane coughed and coughed, struggling forward. It couldn’t be more than a few yards to the opening now. The bad taste in his mouth and throat made him long for a sip of water. Surely the end of the tunnel was just ahead.


  He couldn’t breathe and tried to open his eyes, but they resisted—squinting, burning, tearing up. Now he had to be close. Any second he’d reach the opening. Desperately, he panted for air. Where was the opening? He slapped his hands forward one at a time, over and over again, reaching for the end of the tunnel. He grew weaker and fell against the slick ground. He could only slide forward on his stomach now, pushing off the tips of his boots, struggling to hold his face above the sludge and the sharp objects that poked at him. Maybe the faint circle hadn’t been an exit at all.


  Suddenly, Thane fell headfirst out of the tunnel into open space and landed hard on a steeply angled roof of black wooden shingles. He rolled a few feet down the slope and smashed into a vertical iron flagpole. Lying on his stomach, one arm crooked around the pole, he rapidly took in warm air, which tasted of ash and tickled his throat. At first, the familiar stench of burning garbage made him think he’d ended up back in Ragpicker’s Square, but he wiped the tears from his eyes and saw that he was in an underground cavern of rock. Fifty or so feet above his head, a rolling layer of dark smoke partially obscured the rough ceiling; everywhere cinders drifted like snowflakes through the air.


  Thane pulled himself to a sitting position above the iron pole, which jutted up from the middle of the roof a few yards from a crooked brick chimney. Dozens of shadow-cloaked rooftops of warped wood or moss-covered tin spread out around him, no two at the same height. He couldn’t see the bottoms of any of the buildings, which were lost under uneven mounds of garbage. There was no ground level. All the broken-down structures in this cavern—what looked like an entire city block trapped below the streets of Sigil—seemed to be half-buried in a morass of trash and filth. Apart from the flaming piles of refuse scattered through the streets, which provided the only light, the place was lifeless.


  “I guess we know how Ill-Wind Court got its name, eh, chimney sweep?” Morte flew into view overhead, his white bone smudged with soot. “What’d you do with Dak’kon?”


  It hadn’t occurred to Thane to check on his companions back in the tunnel; he’d only wanted out of the choking smoke. Then a scraping sound above his head drew his attention. He looked up and back to see Dak’kon appear at the end of the tunnel, still crouching, his nose and mouth covered by a soot-blackened strip of cloth tied around his head.


  Morte sailed over toward him. “Thought maybe you ditched us and shifted away.” Then the skull turned toward Thane. “Githzerai can shift from place to place in the squeezing of a lemon, kinda like teleporting. They’re slippery little bloods.”


  The githzerai jumped down to the rooftop, landing with the soft ease of a cat, removed the cloth from his face, and cleared his throat.


  “I do not use that power. It is more of a crutch than a gift. The certainty of such an easy escape tends to encourage laziness.” His black eyes grew slightly larger in the weak light. “In the future, let us try harder to stick together.”


  “Don’t ya worry none, cutter,” came a shrill voice from the chimney as a man’s head popped up out of the narrow shaft, a black wool hood framing his grimy face. His eyes were two perfect gray squares with white-dot centers. “Yer all goin’ ta the same place.” He wriggled up farther, put two dirty fingers in his mouth, and whistled twice sharply.


  Dozens of other sooty figures emerged from chimneys, hatches, and broken skylights of nearby rooftops, bringing with them clouds of dust. A few of them pointed toward Thane and snickered, exchanging low-voiced jokes and guffaws. He noticed that many of them gripped dirks and spiked clubs.


  Thane turned toward the black-garbed whistler, who by now had crawled out of the chimney. “We’re just here to—”


  “Pike it!” the man barked with a mouth missing most of its teeth. “I don’t care what ya want, see? No one comes ta Ill-Wind Court without givin’ Pharod Wormhair his due. I’m takin’ ya ta him, like it or not!”


  “Well, if you insist,” said Morte, floating toward the chimney.


  “Not that way,” the whistler growled, sliding down to the edge of the roof and hopping ten feet or so down to the solid-trash ground. Thane looked to Dak’kon, who shrugged, and they followed the man off the roof, the skull floating along above them.


  The whistler climbed through an empty window frame just below the roofline of the rusted tin building and stepped into the shadowy structure. Thane went through next; the lightstone at his chest began to glow warmly. They all descended several increasingly darker flights of stairs, pausing once or twice while their guide kicked debris off the steps. Thane glanced out a nearby window, seeing only layers of garbage—a cross section of the heap pressed tightly against the glass.


  Finally, the stairs ended in a spotless, torchlit cellar, a dreary chamber with no other visible exits. Three figures waited for them: a short, middle-aged man flanked by two large guards. The man stood tapping his foot on a large wooden circle that sat in a depression in the cold stone floor. He wore a long, black coat with tattered tails, black boots, and black fingerless gloves. Long, tightly twisted braids of coarse red hair sprouted from his head, as thick as snakes and fraying at the ends like old rope. Bushy red eyebrows hung over his light blue eyes, and a thick, wiry beard grew nearly over his mouth. His deep scarlet skin was splotchy, perhaps from disease.


  On either side of the red-skinned man towered seven-foot-tall humanoid creatures, one male and one female. Each had four muscular arms, four eyes lined up in a row across wide faces, and ocher-pebbled hides. Their extra set of arms grew from behind the first set rather than below it, allowing them to reach backward as easily as forward. The female guard held two long poleaxes, one in front and another behind, and the male clutched morning stars in his left hands, with both right hands tightened into fists. The guards wore metal plate armor over their rough skins and spiked brass helmets that wrapped around their heads, exposing only their beady eyes and bulbous noses. A belt loaded down with small pouches encircled the male guard’s thick waist.


  The whistler bowed stiffly before the red-skinned man. “They’re here, great Pharod, yer gracefulness.”


  “So what’re you still doin’ here then?” Pharod demanded, his voice deep and scratchy. “Round up a bunch an’ go dredge th’ ditch again. Skip th’ lepers this time. The Dustmen don’t pay near as much fer ’em.”


  “As ya wish,” groveled the whistler, backing up the stairs while still bent forward at the waist, looking only at his bare feet. He disappeared up into the darkness.


  Pharod suddenly stomped hard on the wooden circle beneath his boots, drawing Thane’s attention. “Bet yer wonderin’ how I knew t’ be waitin’ fer ya, aye? Nothin’ comes t’ Ill-Wind Court that Pharod don’t know about two days before! It’s me tiefling’s instincts.” He looked Thane up and down and chuckled. “Ya look mighty good fer a dead man!”


  From somewhere above, there came a thud and a crash, followed by a muffled torrent of curses. Pharod looked up toward the ceiling and scowled, exposing twin rows of short, pointed teeth. “Me people! What a ragtag bunch o’ offscourings—gods bless ’em! If it wasn’t fer Pharod givin’ ’em all a good livin’, they’d be in th’ dirt, ev’ry one.” He snapped his fingers, and both guards began nodding vigorously and grunting sounds of assent. “See? Th’ reaves agree! Th’ sods all use me tunnels ta creep up inta Sigil an’ snatch stuff that dead folks don’t need no more and maybe sell the corpses at th’ Mortuary, and all I ask is a cut o’ th’ take.”


  Thane didn’t care to hear Pharod boast. He was more concerned about having been called a dead man. Was that just a warning or a hint that the tiefling knew something? He stepped toward Pharod, but the female guard barred his path with her front poleaxe.


  “If you expected us, then you must know why I’m here.”


  Pharod frowned, then made a sour face. “Must I? Must I? No one tells a tiefling t’ must anything! Especially not th’ king o’ th’ collectors—I got connections, aye, I do!” From the gnarled morass of his beard, he pulled a long hair, twining it around his finger. “I think I’ll toss ya t’ me pet. He loves garbage. Even if it’s dead.”


  “Forgive us,” said Dak’kon, shifting his eyes to each side to size up the reaves. “We meant no offense.”


  “Thane here heard you can help him is all,” said Morte.


  Pharod glowered. “I got me exactly three don’ts,” he said, looking back and forth between Thane and Dak’kon. “I never let water touch me person. I don’t go topside ’cause us tieflings hate th’ light. And I don’t talk t’ soddin’ skulls!”


  “Oh, yeah?” bellowed Morte. “Well, you can—”


  “Wait!” Thane shouted to Pharod, cutting off the skull. He moved closer to the red-haired man, pressing up against the poleaxe lowered by the female reave. The tiefling smelled like a barrel of ashes. “Did you sell me to the Dustmen?”


  Pharod laughed. “Now, why would Pharod do that? They won’t take ya ’less yer cold—an’ stay that way.”


  “You know something about me,” Thane pressed. He pulled a handful of coins from his pocket, the ones he’d found in the cloak he stole from Bogs. “How much?”


  The red-haired man made a point of not even looking at Thane’s money. “More jink than ya got. Nay, if ya want me t’ consider if maybe I have seen ya somewheres, there’s somethin’ else ya got t’ do. See, I been told that yer a right canny blood, a real can-do sort.”


  Told? By whom? Thane met Pharod’s gaze. “What do you want?”


  Pharod gently tugged off one of his gloves and slowly examined the veins on the back of his red hand, as if studying a map. He picked his teeth, then snapped his fingers twice and patted his coat demonstratively. The male reave bent down and began wiping lint and cinders from the jacket with his two free hands.


  “There’s a place we call th’ Weeping Stone Catacombs,” he said finally, “on account o’ th’ ceiling cries on us when we rob it. We’ve looted most o’ th’ crypts, but there’s one we can’t beat. No collector what’s gone lookin’ fer it’s ever come back. A little skunk told me there’s a green steel tube inside, about yea big.” He spread his hands about a foot apart. “Now, Pharod does lots o’ work fer Blood War gen’rals, an’ those fiends ain’t stingy with reward. So bring back th’ goods, an’ we’ll see if that tube don’t stir up me poor ol’ memory.”


  Dak’kon looked suspicious. “What is the tube’s purpose, if I may ask?”


  “Ya may not,” warned Pharod, slapping away the reave’s arms and straightening his coat. “It’s none o’ yer care. All ya need t’ do is fetch it.”


  Morte groaned. “I’ve got a bad feeling in my bones. Nothing good ever happens in catacombs!”


  “You wanted excitement, remember?” Thane nodded at Pharod. “All right. You win.”


  The collector grinned. “Pharod always wins.” He stepped off the wooden circle and clapped his hands. The two guards used their front arms to lift the huge disc aside, revealing a dark hole. A high whistle of erratic wind issued forth from the pit, followed by a deep, low growl.


  “Me pet ain’t eaten yet today,” said Pharod, patting the left side of his jacket. He opened it, reached inside a deep pocket, and pulled out a small brown bird, which he placed in Thane’s hand. It felt stiff and cold, its wings tucked in at its sides, its yellow eyes stuck open. “That’s yer key t’ open th’ portal. Just clutch it tight when ya jump in.” The tiefling then stuck his hand inside the right half of his coat, checking slit pockets, and pulled out a folded square of parchment. “Here’s yer map. It’s th’ best one on me person. ’Course, things tend ta move around down there.” He waved the square angrily. “Somebody take it!”


  Morte zipped over and snapped it out of Pharod’s hand, holding the map between his teeth.


  “I said somebody,” the red-haired man grumbled. He poked Thane hard in the chest. “Ya should leave that thing down in th’ crypts where it belongs. An’ speakin’ o’ undead…” He snapped his fingers with both hands, and the male reave handed him one of the small pouches that hung from his belt. Pharod dumped the contents—a bit of what looked like sand—into his hand and reached toward Thane’s eyes. “Close ’em.”


  Thane raised his arm in protest just as Pharod leaned forward and blew the grainy powder into his eyes with a single foul gust of breath.


  “This stuff’ll make it so’s th’ walkin’ dead can’t see ya. Hold real still when they’re about, an’ they won’t even know yer there.” Next, the collector puffed the sandy substance into Dak’kon’s dark eyes and eyelashes, but he only glared at Morte as he let the powder slowly sift from his hand back down into the small bag.


  Thane blinked away some of the gritty dust in his lashes and stole a glance into the growling darkness of the pit. Then he felt Dak’kon’s hand on his shoulder.


  “You are certain this is the next step you wish to take?”


  Morte drifted over, allowing Thane to take the map. He opened it, revealing a sketch of hundreds of connected tunnels and rooms with a specific path through the maze marked in red. There seemed to be nothing to do but take the map and go—Pharod had knowledge that he needed. Thane wished he could remember how he’d handled other situations in the past, how he’d worked through solutions and options, but he had nothing to draw upon.


  “Is there something else I should do?” He looked up at Dak’kon.


  “What do you think?” the githzerai answered calmly. Thane’s eyes drifted down to Dak’kon’s silver sword, and he realized that he had nothing to defend himself with.


  “How much for you to sell me a weapon?” Thane asked Pharod.


  “More than ya got. ’Sides, yer sure t’ find somethin’ grand down there.”


  Thane stood silently for a moment, studying the map. Then he tucked it down into the top of his left boot and stepped up to the edge of the pit, holding the dead bird tightly in one fist. Dak’kon moved to another section of the rim, and Morte floated over the pit, hovering between his companions.


  “How do we get back?” asked the skull.


  Pharod spat and directed his answer to Thane. “Once ya find th’ green tube, make yer way back t’ th’ place ya started from. Th’ archway with th’ word home written over it’s yer portal out. Th’ key’s greed—just feel it good an’ strong, an’ th’ portal’ll open, no trouble. An’ make damned sure no undead sneak through with ya!”


  Thane searched Pharod’s eyes, trying to see if he was telling the truth—about anything—but the tiefling merely stared back, unblinking. Why couldn’t he ever read anyone, ever tell what was going on behind their faces? It seemed like something he should be able to do.


  Holding his breath, Thane jumped down into the hole, his arms tucked at his sides, his knees bent, bracing for impact. He felt cool air rushing against the back of his neck as his cloak lifted up behind him. The growls from below grew louder, and for a moment, he could make out a tentacled shape at the bottom of the pit, writhing in a swamp of garbage. Then the dark walls surrounding him crackled with jagged, glowing energy.
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  Thane’s feet struck a hard surface, and he rolled onto his side, blinded by sudden darkness. The stone around his neck began to glow slightly, but too dim for him to see anything. There was a flash above, and Dak’kon fell out of the black, followed by Morte. Both were visible for a brief second before being swallowed again by the gloom. The overwhelmingly sour reek of decaying flesh hung in the still air.


  The quick swish of a sword being unsheathed made Thane leap to his feet. He drew up against a wall behind him and shook the lightstone, trying to make its glow intensify more quickly. Slowly, shapes grew distinct—moving shapes. There was a scuffling noise, then a crack and a yelp. Something metal clanged to the hard floor, followed by a rain of small, tinkling crashes, and then Thane heard the receding patter of bare feet on wet stone.


  At last, the lightstone reached a warm, yellow radiance that lit the square chamber, which contained several stone coffins with their lids partly off. Dak’kon stood in one corner of the room, his sword drawn and ready to strike. Morte bobbed excitedly in the air near one of the room’s three open archways. On the floor lay a three-foot length of iron pipe and a scattering of broken glass baubles.


  “Blasted collectors! Try to steal this skull, will they?” Morte loudly chomped his teeth together several times.


  Dak’kon sheathed his sword and replaced the lids of the sarcophagi one by one. He shook his head and whispered something about disturbing the dead.


  Thane reached down for the pipe, which was solid and heavy—it would do for a weapon, at least for now. Drops of water struck the top of his head, and he looked up. There was no sign of the portal through which they had emerged, only a hard stone ceiling from which beads of water dripped steadily. He slipped the pipe into the sheath on his belt and surveyed the exits, noting that no words were written above any of the archways.


  “No doubt the ceiling’s tears washed away the marks,” said Dak’kon, watching Thane search for Pharod’s promised sign. “Do not worry. The portal back to Ill-Wind Court must be here, or nearby.”


  Maybe. But right now, all Thane wanted was to find what Pharod had sent them after. He pulled out the map, turning it around several times to orient himself, then stepped toward one of the doorways, slipping in puddles and crunching over the spilled trinkets.


  “This way,” he said, plunging through the archway into darkness.


  The lightstone illuminated an area about six feet in front of him, revealing a tunnel no more than five feet wide and eight or nine feet high. Water dripped from all parts of the ceiling, plinking in scattered puddles, and a blue-green mold carpeted the walls. On the wet ground, white flies swarmed over the puffy body of a dead thing with too many legs, and a sticky worm, half as big as a snake, inched its way toward a crevice. There was a scurrying sound of claws scrambling off somewhere. The moist, dank air was utterly still.


  Morte appeared behind him, looking up into the dripping water. “We must be under the ditch—the only water in town that’ll make a body dirtier.”


  “If you must speak, keep your voice low,” whispered Dak’kon, hurrying to catch up. “Sound will travel far down here. And please, let us try to stick together.”


  “Don’t fret, pal,” Morte said. “I’m staying with the light.”


  The tunnel widened ahead and then met a cross corridor, turning left and right. Thane checked the map and pointed down the left passage. He was about to head in that direction when he suddenly had a strong sense that he’d made a mistake. He peered down the right hallway, which extended well beyond the range of the lightstone’s soft glow, but he could see that it was cleaner and drier, definitely the wiser choice. Even better, it was probably a shortcut to the crypt he sought. He started down the right tunnel, patting his pockets to see if he might have any scraps of food in his cloak, when he felt Dak’kon’s hand gripping his shoulder, preventing him from taking another step.


  “The map said left, Hra’ka’lothanek.” The githzerai shook him a bit and pointed down the right tunnel. Thane squinted and slowly made out many pairs of white dots farther off in the gloom—dots that blinked. Dak’kon turned him around and escorted him back to the intersection, where Morte hovered. “Even in small numbers, cranium rats can prey on the mind. Be wary of any thoughts you have that do not seem like your own.”


  Hadn’t Dak’kon told him to trust his instincts? How would he tell the difference between intuition and manipulation? Thane looked over his shoulder down the right tunnel, but the white dots were gone.


  They traveled for a while through the cold, wet catacombs, passing through several crypts long since burgled. Pharod’s thieves had taken almost everything, including the dead, leaving only litter and heavy stone sarcophagi. Thane paused at each turn to check the red path on the map, wondering if rats lurking in shadows might be tugging at his mind. He felt more assured in realizing that he had no confidence in his decisions. It proved that they were his own.


  Thane turned a corner and stopped, surprised to find the corridor blocked by a rusty iron grate that ran from floor to ceiling. It wasn’t on the map. As the light of the stone around his neck struck the grate, a seething mass of translucent spiders skittered across its corroded surface, running down onto the floor or vanishing into cracks in the ceiling. Thane felt the breath of something whispering closely in his ear; he whirled to the side but saw nothing.


  Morte floated up to the grate and peered through the tightly crossed bars. “The tunnel might be blocked ahead.”


  Dak’kon tapped his sword up and down the bars. They sounded solid. Thane found a latch, heaved it free, and pushed the grate open. Its rusted hinges resisted all the way, filling the passage with a long, grinding shriek of metal on metal.


  “Mum, we’re home,” quipped Morte, sailing through the opening and breaking through a veil of cobwebs.


  There’d been a cave-in up ahead—the ceiling had collapsed and filled the tunnel with dusty chunks of rock. As Thane neared the mound of debris, he stepped on a square tile in the floor that depressed with a slight click. He drew back immediately, bumping into Dak’kon, and a few pebbles fell out of the ceiling, bouncing across the pile of stone.


  They looked up through the large hole in the ceiling at the tons of solid rock above. Morte floated over the crest of the cave-in, and the two men crawled up and over on their stomachs. As they descended the other side, Thane scrambled over a half-chewed hand that stuck out of the rock heap. Dak’kon covered it with small stones.


  “Perhaps this poor soul will find more success in his next life,” the githzerai said solemnly.


  From behind them came the corroded creak and sharp click of the iron grate swinging shut. They all turned, trying to see what had happened, but the pile of fallen stone blocked their view. They waited for a moment, hearing only the plinks of dripping water.


  “Pick up the pace,” said Thane, tugging at Dak’kon’s sleeve and breaking into a slow trot. “Morte, watch our backs. We’re supposed to take a left inside the next room.”


  As they hurried along, the lightstone bounced with Thane’s footfalls, making it harder to see what lay ahead. The walls seemed less finished here, more dirt and mud than stone. From behind came the sound of rocks scattering across the ground, and they stopped to look back. The glowing yellow light passed through a cloud of white dust and revealed two deformed figures shuffling toward them. One limped awkwardly, but the other shambled sideways at a full gallop.


  “Ghouls!” shouted Morte. “Tall-step it or you’re meat!”


  The three explorers took off at a clip. Thane knew that Pharod’s powder wouldn’t help if they had nowhere to lie still and hide. He wasn’t ready to die and start all over again. Worse, what if Dak’kon and Morte fell, too? Who’d help him recover and heal?


  The tunnel turned and descended slightly, growing more muddy. An arched opening loomed ahead—there was no other option. Weapons ready, they burst into the room, which was more of a cavern, large and roughly round. Numerous oval sarcophagi sank slightly in the muddy floor, though a few rested on elevated platforms. The dirt walls offered a dozen or more openings, ranging in width from two to six feet, some at ground level and others far above the floor. Thane surveyed the room quickly for any opening that might be considered left. He stepped over a festering human arm and faced what seemed like the left half of the chamber.


  A whimpering sound from over his shoulder made him turn and then freeze. Something that was once human stood there—a misshapen, stooped creature wearing strips of torn clothing. It looked toward Thane and then Dak’kon with palpable desperation, but Thane held absolutely still so that it wouldn’t be able to spot him. The ghoul clawed at itself with sharp yellow fingernails, raking off shreds of skin and pushing them into its mouth hurriedly. Its greenish-white chin was shiny with drool. A low, unearthly growl like that of a cat about to attack resonated in its throat, and Thane felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up.


  The ghoul looked back and forth between him and Dak’kon. It could see them.


  Another ghoul stumbled up next to the one in the archway, heaving a stiff left leg forward with every other step. It had no neck, its head sitting directly on its shoulders. One of its eyes was stuck shut with a gummy yellow substance, so it had to turn its head to the side in order to look straight at Thane.


  “We are discovered,” warned Dak’kon. “Stay close to me. Even you might not return to life if ripped to bits and digested.” His black eyes riveted on the two ghouls, the githzerai sidestepped toward the largest opening in the left side of the room, then seemed to catch himself and step back. “Which way, Hra’ka’lothanek?”


  The map was no help. Thane held the lightstone up to the opening of the largest hole in the left wall, which sat about five feet off the ground. As if in response, a bundle of straw, hair, and fibers was pushed out of the opening, along with a glass eyeball and a gnawed foot. The men backed away, turned to barely avoid the two ghouls behind them, and rushed to the far side of the crypt, bounding up several steps to a large oval sarcophagus on a platform and jumping atop it.


  There was a rustling sound behind them. They turned as a decayed head emerged from a small opening high in the wall a few feet behind them, then fell to the floor. Another head followed it, this one animate, though the mouth had no lips, only exposed teeth and gums. A ghoul fell out of the opening headfirst and hit the ground with a snap. It rose to its feet, trying to support its flopping neck with its hands while it coughed up a ball of bloody, matted hair.


  “We’ve hit the blinds!” yelled Morte, zipping from one cave mouth to another, peering inside each dark tunnel. “I don’t think any of these lead out!”


  The undead creatures advanced on Thane and Dak’kon from both sides, their overly long, gray tongues sliding in and out between their yellow fangs. More ghouls spilled awkwardly out of other openings and shuffled toward the intruders, legs carrying them forward even if their heads or torsos were turned in other directions.


  The men were surrounded.


  The lid of the sarcophagus beneath Thane and Dak’kon shook, almost knocking them off. It began to slide open, and they jumped to the ground as a ghoul covered more in scabs and warts than skin struggled to free itself from the stone coffin, which reeked of vomit.


  “Flee!” Dak’kon instructed Thane. “I will delay them as long as I can!”


  The githzerai swung his blade into the neck of the scabrous ghoul as it stumbled out of the coffin, partially severing its head, then whirled and drove the point of his sword straight into the chest of another undead creature lumbering up behind them. Dak’kon wrenched the blade free, and bright green blood spilled out of the gash in the ghoul’s torso. The thing kept coming.


  Thane leaped off the elevated platform and ran toward the left side of the cave, swinging his iron pipe all around him as he threaded a winding path through the grasping ghouls. Morte butted and bit some of the creatures, to no avail. Thane looked quickly from one tunnel entrance to another.


  “Listen to your instincts, your past lives,” called Dak’kon as he struggled to fend off two ghouls clawing at him from opposite sides. “The path is yours to choose!”


  Thane glanced at the eight or so openings in the left wall of the cavern; they all seemed alike. Almost at random, he dashed for a narrow, ground-level hole. Crouching, he held the lightstone up to the cave mouth and saw only a passage strewn with flesh-stripped bones and shredded cloth. The tunnel bent out of sight after ten feet. It was a gamble, but to stay meant certain death, and he had to reach that crypt! He dropped to his hands and knees and crawled into the small tunnel.


  An icy hand grabbed his right ankle and started dragging him back out. His right foot felt as if it might freeze and break off. There was no room in the passage to turn and fight. Thane kicked at his unseen attacker with his other foot and jabbed backward with his iron pipe, striking again and again at the thing that held his leg. Then the painful chill turned to agony as he felt long teeth bite into his right calf and tear out a chunk of soft flesh. The ghoul was going to devour him. He was going to die.


  Then he realized that his leg was no longer being held fast. Thane immediately scooted forward farther into the tunnel, clenching his teeth from the effort. He looked back to see Morte zip into the passage. Behind the skull, Dak’kon was pulling his sword out of a slumped ghoul and backing into the opening.


  “Go! Go!” shouted the skull.


  Thane crawled ahead, trying to ignore the cold fire burning in his right leg. The tunnel turned right and sloped upward. He could see that it opened into another room about fifty yards ahead.


  “Tieflings!” complained Morte. “That fairy dust of Pharod’s was just sand! And blast his map with its left!”


  Centipedes and silverfish wriggled out of the encroaching light of Thane’s enchanted stone. He tried to listen for sounds from the opening ahead but heard nothing, though he could see wisps of darkness flitting about the chamber beyond.


  “I think—” he started, when suddenly, the ground beneath Thane tilted downward with a click. He fell forward in a clumsy somersault, tumbled down the sloping section of floor, and plunged through the air toward a wide pit of spikes in the ground some thirty feet below. As he fell, Thane brought his knees to his chest and tucked into a ball. Rolling with his downward momentum, he angled away from the spikes, slamming on his right side into the cold stone floor. The breath was forced from his lungs. The room became a blurry mess. He tried to stand, but his right leg collapsed beneath his weight like a bent stick.


  “Thane! Thane!” The voice was Morte’s, from somewhere above.


  Thane squinted up toward the ceiling, trying to shake the fog from his head, barely making out the white skull descending toward him while Dak’kon slid down a rope.


  “You all right? Nice moves, twisting away from that pit! You must’ve been an acrobat in a past life!” chattered the skull.


  Dizzily, Thane looked around. He lay on the floor of a large stone chamber. Two dark archways beckoned from opposite walls. The room was empty except for a fully clothed headless body and a pit of sharp spikes. As Dak’kon rushed to examine his friend’s right leg, Thane tried to focus on the ceiling, looking for the faint outline of a trapdoor. He followed an invisible line down from the chute to the deadly pit. He remembered a primal rush, a need to avoid the spikes, but couldn’t recall exactly how he’d managed to do it.


  “You are a man of many surprises,” said Dak’kon, gently but quickly pouring water from his wineskin on Thane’s wound. It felt like burning oil. “Can you travel? Those creatures may not—”


  The githzerai’s words were cut short by a click from the ceiling. They looked up as the trapdoor tilted downward, and the lipless ghoul with the broken neck fell awkwardly through the opening. It flailed as it plummeted straight down and was impaled by the spikes of the pit. Even then, it continued to moan and drool.


  The chute swung shut, flush with the ceiling once more.


  “More may come,” warned Dak’kon, helping Thane to his feet. “We must make haste.” The githzerai padded toward the wider of the two exits and peered into the darkness beyond. “This way seems clear.”


  Thane pulled Pharod’s map from the top of his left boot and unfolded it. He scanned the drawings of tunnels, traced the red path they were supposed to follow. Then he threw the paper to the floor.


  “We’re off the map.” He limped toward Dak’kon, his right leg burning with every step. Morte glided up alongside him.


  From somewhere beyond the wider exit came a tremendous metallic crash. The ground shook slightly.


  The skull came to a dead stop. “That your idea of clear?”


  Thane whirled around and limped hurriedly toward the other exit, with the others close behind him. As he stepped into the dark tunnel, he paused for a second to let the lightstone show the way and felt something brush against him. He recoiled, then saw that it was only his own shadow bending across the stone wall.


  Thane hobbled quickly onward, choosing turn after turn without consulting his companions. They passed through a series of pillaged crypts and then one still undisturbed by thieves. A short distance past the untouched burial chamber, the tunnel turned and came to a dead end. Dak’kon stepped forward to check the wall in front of them, pressing and prying with his fingertips until he discovered a small oval-shaped hole chipped through the stone. He peered through the opening and slid his sword partly through the hole, retracting it when nothing happened. Thane ushered the githzerai aside and squeezed the top of his left hand through the opening, bending his fingers so as to grasp the stone wall, which turned out to be only an inch or so thick. He pushed and pulled, but the wall didn’t budge. Then he slid it to the side. Grease oozed from the frame as the stone slab glided into the surrounding wall, disappearing.


  Another massive crash resounded from somewhere behind them, again shaking the ground.


  “Hurry!” cried Morte.


  Thane pointed at the skull to watch their backs, then he and Dak’kon stepped into the room together, both men drawing their weapons. They waited just inside the doorway as the lightstone revealed the contours of the boxy room, its stone walls striped with vertical rivulets of brown water. The floor was a crunchy, uneven carpet of ceramic shards and broken glass. Thane lifted the stone above his head, and its glow dimly revealed a vaulted ceiling lined with rotted wooden rafters.


  “Look here,” hissed Morte, hovering by the far wall of the crypt. Thane turned, casting light upon a number of glimmering objects—coins, a dented urn, brass candlestick holders—piled at the foot of the wall.


  There was a creak from the rafters above.


  What looked like a misproportioned human head flew down at them, its veinal, batlike wings pumping choppily through the still air. They ducked. The creature swerved toward the stone around Thane’s neck, climbing at the last moment and sailing over their heads, disappearing into the darkness of the tunnel.


  They glanced around the room and up into the rafters. Nothing moved. Dak’kon turned to the doorway to prepare for the flying thing to swoop back at them.


  Thane felt a warm puff of air on the back of his neck. He turned. Hovering there, only a foot away, was the winged head—it had reappeared behind him. The creature smiled slowly. Black liquid ran between the gaps in its long yellow fangs and spilled to the floor. Its dark gray face was dominated by a very wide brow, under which rested two overly large bulbous eyes—as big as hen’s eggs and glowing green. Bat’s wings sprouted where ears should have been, and in place of hair grew wormlike tentacles with a life of their own. A small, writhing nest of tendrils sat on the creature’s chin, darting into its mouth now and again like jointless, slimy fingers.


  Thane stumbled backward, away from the creature, stepping on Dak’kon’s foot. The githzerai turned and drew back with Thane, tapping Morte with his sword to alert the skull.


  “Gad so!” shouted Morte. “A vargouille!”


  “Stay clear, Hra’ka’lothanek,” urged Dak’kon, keeping his sword between them and the monster. “If it bites you, your head will deform, then break off and fly away as a new vargouille. Let me—”


  The vargouille’s jaws suddenly dropped open impossibly wide, loosing a piercing shriek. The sound started out like the screech of fingernails against a slate, then built into a scream of agony as if someone was being tortured, someone watching his fingers being chopped off, someone being crushed beneath a huge and slowly grinding wheel. Thane could feel the sound reverberate to his back teeth, could feel the pressure of the wheel pushing him into the ground….


  The clatter of a sword hitting the floor brought him back to the room. He watched as Dak’kon’s knees buckled, and the lanky githzerai fell to all fours, quaking. The vargouille swooped down toward Dak’kon, jaws wide open and dripping dark ooze, when Morte launched himself toward the thing, chomping down on one of its wings. The monster hissed and screeched and tried to pull away from the skull, and the two tumbled end over end through the air.


  Thane saw another grotesque head fly back into the room from the tunnel—there were two of them. The second vargouille looked at the githzerai crumpled on the floor, then turned and flew pell-mell at Thane, biting at his chest, knocking the lightstone about like a cork. Ignoring the pain in his right leg, Thane hurried backward until he crashed against the wall. He swung his iron pipe at the creature while he tried to get a grip on its madly flapping wings with his other hand.


  The vargouille backed away from him, and its jaws dropped open—fingernails again started to scrape. Thane ripped the lightstone from around his neck and hurled it across the room. The flying head stopped shrieking and chased the glowing stone, swallowing it whole before it hit the ground. The room grew dark except for an eerie radiance shining from within the vargouille.


  Thane pressed his back against the wall, and the glowing monster flew at him, screeching. He raised the pipe above his head with both hands and brought it down squarely between the head’s wings with all his might. The vargouille exploded in a pulpy burst, and the lightstone fell to the floor.


  He wiped the thing’s thick blood from his eyes and glanced toward Dak’kon, who lay huddled on the floor, trembling. Morte and the other creature still bounced jerkily through the air, the skull clamped down fiercely on its left wing, the screaming head trying to bite through his bone. With a growl, Morte yanked back and ripped the wing from the head. Black liquid spilled from the wound as the creature fell to the floor, flapping its lone wing desperately.


  Thane ran forward and smashed the monster with his pipe until it stopped twitching. Panting, he looked over at Morte, who hovered in the corner, dripping clumps of inky sludge. He scooped up the lightstone and hobbled over to Dak’kon, shaking him roughly.


  “They’re dead.” He wanted the githzerai alert in case more vargouilles appeared.


  Dak’kon rose unsteadily to his feet and stumbled around the chamber for a moment, breathing slowly and deeply. He picked up his sword and slid it into his belt, then clasped Thane’s free arm in both hands.


  “But for you, my head might be sprouting wings even now. Thank you.”


  Thane clumsily pulled his arm free. “Did you faint or something?”


  “More that my soul turned to snow,” said Dak’kon. “Even the strongest of men quake at the shriek of a vargouille—that is how it weakens its prey. But you…”


  The githzerai busied himself with rewrapping a thin, olive-green strip of leather around the base of his ponytail. Thane looked at the long strand of green material and then down at the green string tied around his right index finger. What was he supposed to remember?


  Morte floated over, still dribbling black liquid. “Some intuition you’ve got there, Thane. Maybe your past lives’ve turned stag on you. They sure don’t seem to be doing us any favors.”


  Thane had never had much faith in his intuition anyway, no matter what Dak’kon thought. He held the lightstone up as high as he could, searching the rafters above.


  “Those things couldn’t open that door. There must be another way out—or in.” He took off the stone and threw it up toward the rafters. As it reached the top of its ascent, its glow revealed a dark hole in the ceiling only a few feet wide. “There.”


  Morte zipped up to the hole. “Tight fit,” he called down. “But it’s only fifteen feet or so up to a cross passage. I’ll check it out.” The skull vanished into the opening.


  Dak’kon produced a length of rope from his sack and coiled it on the ground directly beneath the hole. The githzerai pointed up at the opening and said, “Zanagra.” As if it were a cobra, one end of the rope rose into the air and wriggled up through the rafters, threading the hole. Dak’kon motioned for Thane to begin climbing.


  “All clear,” Morte called down. “And not in the way Dak’kon means it.”


  Thane gripped the rope and found it to be as sturdy as a metal pole. He remembered that the githzerai had mentioned owning one or two other magical items. The pain in his leg had begun to recede, but would he be able to climb? As he started to shimmy upward, the rope seemed to slide him along, making the ascent almost effortless. He passed through the rafters, pulled himself up into the narrow shaft, and within minutes was heaving himself up into a wide stone corridor at the top of the vertical tunnel. The rope rose straight into the air and ended in a knot, as if anchored to an invisible hook.


  Thane rolled to his side and stood. The passage ran straight in both directions, at least as far as the lightstone revealed.


  Dak’kon pulled himself out of the hole and dusted off his leather armor. Then he jerked on the rope, and the other end rose up through the hole until the whole length hovered in the air. “Noireoune,” the githzerai said, and the rope fell slack to the floor, normal again. He coiled it back into his bag.


  Thane suddenly realized that he didn’t see the skull anywhere. “Morte?”


  Dak’kon peered up and down the passage. “He may be off scouting the safest route. He seems less sure of your instincts than I.” The githzerai frowned. “I do wish we had stuck together.”


  They waited in silence for a moment, then another, then another. Water dripped from the ceiling, splashing into puddles on the floor. Mosquitoes flitted about, looking for skin. Morte did not return.


  “Come on.” Thane started to walk down the hallway, then heard what sounded like a monstrous shriek from farther ahead. Quickly, he turned and hurried in the opposite direction, stepping around the hole they had climbed through and rushing past Dak’kon.


  “A moment,” said the githzerai, now some distance behind him. “I believe I see the outline—”


  A bright crackle of energy enveloped Thane, and suddenly he was underwater, his feet no longer touching solid ground. He flailed and gasped in surprise, flooding his mouth and lungs. He forced his stinging eyes to stay open, but they told him only, that he was deep in the middle of a clear ocean, with nothing but water as far as he could see. Desperately, Thane scrambled upward, straining to break the surface, but there was nothing above him, no promise of air. The lightstone trailed behind him, its cord pulling against his neck. Then he noticed the glimmer of a small, bright circle far below his feet, suspended in the water like a floating coin. He flipped and kicked furiously toward the flat disc of light, which grew larger as he approached. Light-headed and weary, he felt himself start to black out and gave a final push, hurling himself into the four-foot-wide circle.


  Thane burst out of the water and into the dank air of the catacombs, huffing and coughing. Though he’d been swimming downward, he found himself rising up out of a pool set in the floor. Disoriented, he pulled himself to the edge, then up onto the floor. He lay there, soaking wet and panting, near five short furrows in the marble floor.


  “That first step’s a killer, ain’t it?” asked a familiar voice, and Morte glided over to him. “Must’ve been a portal that never shuts down. You sure are a sight for sore eyes!”


  The smell of rotting meat made Thane sit up. The square, dull green marble chamber, which seemed bright without any visible source of light, was full of dead bodies. Everywhere he looked, full and partial skeletons—the fleshier corpses still in clothing—were splayed on the floor or sitting propped up in corners. The upper half of one skeleton reached out of a wall, its waist and legs apparently buried within the marble. If the room was a graveyard, it was also a junkyard. Weapons, tools, rope, coins, and all manner of objects cluttered the floor, a few items still clutched in tight skeletal grips.


  “Say, I’ve been wondering,” mused Morte. “If you lost your head like that sod we saw before, how would you knit yourself back together? Would your head grow a new body, or would your body sprout a new head?” The skull paused, thinking, then added, “Not that I’m saying we should try to find out.”


  Something exploded up from the pool, gasping for breath. Thane jumped and scrambled backward until he saw that it was Dak’kon, his black hair hanging to his shoulders like seaweed. The githzerai glanced around, treading water, then climbed out onto the floor, dripping. Dak’kon smiled broadly at the sight of Thane and Morte, then frowned and pointed at the lightstone around Thane’s neck. The rock no longer glowed.


  Thane tapped the smooth stone. Nothing.


  “Is it too soaked to work?” asked Morte.


  Dak’kon surveyed the scarred marble chamber, his face growing solemn as he gazed across the field of corpses.


  “No.” He fished in his sack, pulled out the rope, and dropped it on the ground. “Zanagra.” Nothing happened. He gathered up the rope slowly. “This is a place of dead magic. Look at the scratches on the walls, the mars and ruts on the floor, even the ceiling. No doubt these poor devils came prepared with spells or enchanted items to effect their escape, and yet they perished trying to dig their way out.” He unsheathed his sword and tried to chip off a piece of the nearest wall, making no progress. “This is no ordinary marble.”


  Thane reached his hand down to the five short ruts he had noticed on the floor near him. His fingertips fit into the indentations perfectly.


  “Dak’kon, you can shift from place to place,” declared Morte. “Don’t spout any screed about crutches and laziness. Pop back to Ill-Wind Court, or go straight topside, and fetch us some help.”


  Dak’kon pressed his fingertips together and held them against his lips, thinking. “I cannot,” he said quietly. “I apologize if I misled you earlier by implying that I could shift but chose not to. In truth, I lost that ability when I was cast out from my village… and, subsequently, ostracized by my people. It is not something I wish to discuss.” He reached back to tuck his long, wet hair behind his ears. “In any event, I do not know what kind of help I could have brought back.”


  Cast out? Thane hoped that Dak’kon wasn’t on the run as well. He had enough trouble already.


  “Ah, don’t pop your cork about it,” said Morte as he flew about the room, zigzagging between the various objects that littered the floor. “Everyone’s got a skeleton in the closet. So you can’t shift. Look at all this crap. There’s gotta be a wand or a ring or something with a bit of zip left in it.” He bobbed here and there, gradually slowing to a crawl under the weight of the truth. “I guess if anything worked, one of these sods would’ve found it long ago.”


  Dak’kon nodded in agreement. “Regardless, I prefer not to steal from the dead.”


  Thane pushed to his feet and walked all the way around the edge of the room, searching for a hole, a switch, the seam of a door, anything. He tried to imagine the desperation of clawing at the walls and looked at his hands, at the green string still tied around his right index finger. Why couldn’t it have been a magic ring or something?


  “Remember your intuition, Hra’ka’lothanek,” Dak’kon offered gently. “What do your past lives tell you?”


  Thane listened to his heart but heard nothing. “I don’t know.”


  A cloud of twinkling sparks glided out of his mouth as he spoke. The pulsating motes merged, forming a radiant sphere no larger than a pea, which flew toward the middle of the room and traced the edges of a three-foot cube, trailing white light to mark the outline. It settled within the illuminated framework and burst like a bubble, and suddenly, the cube became three-dimensional, spinning slowly in the air above the pool.


  Thane, Dak’kon, and Morte looked from the cube to one another. For a moment, no one moved.


  Dak’kon approached the floating cube and tapped it lightly with his sword. Then he sheathed the blade and gently grabbed hold of the object, placing it on the ground next to the pool. The cube was made of the same dull green substance as the walls and had a hinged lid. The githzerai tried to open it, and a sudden burst of flame engulfed his hand.


  “Ahh!” Dak’kon plunged his singed hand into the water of the pool, grimacing. “We need to know the command word to bypass the box’s wards.”


  Thane walked up to the cube, noting that the pain in his right leg had dwindled to a dull twinge. He checked the wound, and though his brown pants were still torn, the gash in his flesh had nearly healed over. If he could regenerate so quickly, a burned hand wouldn’t be more than a temporary nuisance.


  He lifted the top of the box. No flames. A small bas-relief was on the underside of the lid, a smooth replica of Thane’s face—flawless, expressionless.


  “Timlin’s eye,” whispered Morte, hovering at his shoulder. “You sure get around, don’t you?”


  Thane looked into the cube. Colored glass shards filled the bottom of the box, and on top of them were piled several larger objects, including a thin cylinder of green steel about a foot long. He couldn’t make sense of the markings etched on its surface.


  “This—” He caught himself, pausing to see if anything else might fly out of his mouth. Nothing did. “This is it. I found the right crypt after all.” From the open lid, his own protruding face stared back at him, imparting realization. “This is my tomb.”


  Dak’kon touched the cheeks of the bas-relief. “You must have fashioned this place long ago, keying its secrets to the sound of your own voice. You ensorcelled the fire trap. That is why you could open the lid safely.”


  Thane shook the green tube; it made no sound. He put it in his backpack and, one by one, lifted out the other items that sat atop the layer of glass shards: a short sword in fine condition, a small leather pouch, a smooth orange stone in the shape of a triangle, and a slim book with a cover of faded red cloth. The sword he sheathed immediately, tossing his iron pipe into a nearby pile of useless items.


  Morte bobbed up and down above the cube. “But you don’t die! Why would you need a tomb at all?” Suddenly, the skull came to a full stop and hovered. “Dog my cats! That means Pharod sent you to rob your own crypt!”


  Dak’kon traced a circle in the air. “The Unity of Rings, ensuring that all comes full circle. However, Pharod could not have known.” He turned to Thane. “Not unless you yourself once told him of this place.”


  Thane remembered that Pharod had seemed to be expecting him, and the collector knew about the green rod somehow. But he couldn’t imagine any life in which he might have confided in Pharod. Should he keep the tube? Did it have some connection to his past, his present? There was no way to know. On the other hand, by giving it to Pharod, he’d definitely learn something about what had happened to him.


  “That little sack smells promising,” said the skull.


  Thane untied the pouch and showed the contents around—a handful of tiny, sea-blue gems. He closed the bag and stuck it in his backpack, then picked up the orange stone. It seemed completely ordinary.


  “Throw it into the air,” prodded Dak’kon. “Gently.”


  Thane tossed the stone up a few feet, ready to scramble away in case it exploded or worse. The rock first floated in the air and then began to sail around and around his head in a circular path.


  “As I thought—an ioun stone.” The githzerai smiled. “While it orbits your head, it confers upon you magical wonders. Perhaps the book will offer more insight as to its nature.”


  Thane watched the orange stone circle his head for a moment before turning his attention to the thin red book. The cover was unmarked, and the book itself contained only four small pages, each crowded with large, neatly lined handwriting. He flipped to the first page.


  If you’re reading this, then I’ve failed.


  I meant to find the crone who has stolen my past and kill her. If only I could have finished the tomb sooner—but I suppose that doesn’t really matter. I’ve already lost lifetimes to my foe. What are a few measly years spent building the trap to catch her? I’m the only one who can enter and leave the crypt at will. I plan to peel the old witch into chasing me to the tomb, where she’ll rot until the planes themselves crumble. Maybe then her shadow creatures will stop hounding me.


  “This is my journal,” Thane said. He sensed Morte and Dak’kon approaching him on either side, reading over his shoulders. He considered pushing them away, then realized that at last he was the one with knowledge to share.


  I’ve learned that I’m somehow responsible for the attacks on me. What have I done to anger the hag? She’s already taken so much from me—why must she kill me again and again as well? It’s not fair. She keeps learning more about me, about all of my lives, while we—I mean, I—start from scratch with every death.


  I’ve heard that one of my incarnations tumbled to the truth of all this. There’s said to be a black journal. I never found it, but I refuse to believe that this lead is another dead end. I need to cling to something, especially after the letdown at the sensorium. One of my past selves poured his memories into a recorder stone there. I thought the stone might provide me with clues, but when I held it in my palm, all that flooded into my mind were the most terrible visions! Better that no one ever learn what was slithering around in his—my—head. I broke the stone into bits, but Grace threw me out before I could finish the job.


  “Sensorium?” Thane asked.


  “A life library,” explained Morte. “A basher can go there and log whatever’s in his brain-box for other folks to sample. Just hold a recorder stone and concentrate real hard, and you’ll see places you’ve never been, know what it feels like to do things you’ve never done—you relive whatever’s in the stone. There’s plenty of sensoriums in Sigil. To find one with a gal named Grace, though, we’d have to hunt.”


  I hope the gems are enough, and don’t forget the ioun stone. It’ll protect you like a suit of chain mail armor. It won’t stop the shadows, but then, nothing will.


  Take one of the glass shards and jump down into the pool. The glass will activate a portal that’ll dump you on the front steps of a temple up in the safe part of Sigil—as safe as it gets, anyway. Figure out what’s happening and put a stop to it if you can. With any luck, you’ll be the last of us.


  Chapter 6
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  “What’s taking so long?” Morte bobbed about outside the dirty red-brick building in Ill-Wind Court. “We’ve been cooling our heels in this trash camp all day! I had more fun back in the Mortuary counting robes.” The skull tried to peek past the female reave and into the round window, through which Pharod had disappeared much earlier. Two pebbly hands reached out and pinched the skull’s jawbones shut, and two more clamped against his sides, holding him firmly in place. Morte tried to complain but sounded only like an angry bee.


  Thane used the distraction to slip over to a smaller window, unguarded, that also looked into the soot-blackened house. He brushed past Dak’kon, who sat crookedly on the uneven garbage ground of Ill-Wind Court, securing his ponytail with a new brown leather cord and then cleaning his ghoul-stained blade. Upon reaching the window, Thane flattened his back against the brick wall and slowly leaned in from the side to steal a glance.


  Near the back of a shabby room, Pharod slumped in an oversized, patch-covered chair, turning the thin green tube over and over in his gloved hands. He shook it, tried to break it, bit it, waved it in the air like a wand, and showed it to the towering male reave, who shrugged with all four shoulders. Sighing, Pharod slipped the cylinder into a slit pocket within his black jacket. He leaped to his feet and paced around the cluttered room, kicking debris into a small fire that crackled in the corner. Pharod ran his tongue over the points of his teeth and unwound long hairs from his coarse red beard.


  “Must be somethin’ t’ him after all. He beat th’ tomb. Ain’t no one ever returned what set out t’ rob it. Not even Pharod’s tumbled t’ th’ dark o’ it.” Suddenly, he whirled angrily at the guard. “Give me a moment t’ fix meself, then bring ’em in!” he barked, stomping back toward his chair.


  Thane pulled back against the building. Pharod didn’t even know what the green cylinder was. He realized that the collector might not know anything about his past. Now he wished they’d never returned to Ill-Wind Court. The portal in the crypt had whisked them back up to the streets of Sigil, just as the journal promised, and there they’d spent a few hurried hours under the cover of night, seeking food, rest, and information. After all, Pharod couldn’t have known how long it’d take them to scour the catacombs. Thane used some of the blue gems he’d found to hire first a priest and then a wizard to restore his memory, but neither raised so much as a flicker. They couldn’t identify the green rod, either—though the wizard did find that Thane’s new sword had a small enchantment to it.


  Morte had argued for ditching Pharod, but Thane insisted they return to the buried city block and trade the rod for knowledge. When they emerged from the tunnel under Ragpicker’s Square, Pharod was waiting for them, full of accusations because they hadn’t returned from the catacombs through the pit. Morte, unexpectedly, let loose an amazing barrage of lies about how they’d stumbled through another portal that sent them back to the tunnel. Pharod couldn’t disprove the story, and in any event, he’d become decidedly distracted when he saw the green cylinder.


  The grunts of a scuffle broke into Thane’s thoughts, and he turned to find himself face-to-skull with Morte, who was snugly lodged in a front armpit of the female reave.


  “Glad I can’t smell,” quipped the skull.


  Behind the guard stood Dak’kon, hunched over, his ponytail yanked as if it were a tight leash by one of her back fists.


  She ushered the two men to the round window, pushed them through, then tossed Morte in after them. Inside the room, Pharod sat in his chair, tapping his foot.


  “Ya sure ya ain’t got nothin’ else fer me?” The male reave stood silently next to the tiefling and passed a spiked morning star back and forth between his two front hands.


  “Just the rod,” Thane answered. Everything else he’d taken from the crypt—the ioun stone, the short sword, the pouch of gems, and the journal—lay within the confines of Dak’kon’s magical sack. The githzerai seemed confident that the items would be safe there. They were Thane’s things, after all. They were in his tomb. They belonged to him.


  Pharod leaned forward. “Yer lyin’. Me tiefling’s nose can smell it.” He snapped his fingers, and the reave lumbered toward Thane, swinging his morning star. Weaponless, Thane tensed and looked at Dak’kon, who quickly drew his blade.


  “But I don’t give a fig,” Pharod continued, smiling and settling back into the chair. He snapped his fingers again, and the guard stopped dead, grunted in confusion or perhaps disappointment, and trudged back to the bearded man’s side. “I got what I wanted. I’ll let ya keep whatever else ya found.”


  Just then, a reedy man with slicked black hair and a thin mustache ducked into the room through the window frame. He wore a voluminous sackcloth tunic and a brown rat that dug its claws into his shoulder. The rodent scrambled to hang on as the slender man bowed.


  “A right honor ’tis ta be a servant what’s in yer presence, me lord.”


  “Where’s Annah?” Pharod snapped. “Didn’t I tell ya t’ haul her arse back here, Montauk?”


  “Correct as always, me lord.” He smiled and nodded at Thane, Dak’kon, and Morte in turn, lingering on the skull.


  “So then, me slavey,” growled Pharod, rising from his chair and grabbing Montauk by the collar, “where th’ deuce is she?”


  The rat chittered loudly, and from within the man’s shirt came more muffled squeals as several lumpy, hand-sized bulges moved beneath the garment.


  As if on cue, a short, muscular woman in a plum-dark leather bodysuit tripped sideways through the window frame and stumbled into the room, cursing. The haversack slung across her chest bounced wildly against her curvy hip. She turned back to the opening and shouted at the giant guard outside.


  “Shove me again, muttonhead, and ya’ll be the only reave in Sigil with three arms!” Her twelve fingers—six per hand—smoothed down her inch-thick, white-blonde curls as she turned to face Pharod. Then her wide mouth dropped open, and her skin blanched when she saw his guests.


  It was the tiefling who’d bumped into them up in the street. A crescent moon worn on a chain around her neck began to glow. “Oh, so ya came lookin’ fer more, did ya?” Thane noted that her bodysuit, which she’d laced tightly up to her neck, seemed partially armored. Her left hand slid down and drew a dagger from a band around her thigh.


  Morte sailed across the room at her like a shot but was snatched out of the air by the male reave. Dak’kon, his sword still out, prepared to defend against an attack.


  “Just like her ol’ man,” laughed Pharod. He stepped up to the woman and embraced her roughly, nearly getting stabbed. She struggled against him, wrenching her head to the side, and he forcefully kissed her cheek. “Lay eyes on her, won’t ya? She’s all wool an’ a yard wide.” He patted her on the rump as she moved away. “This vision here’s Annah, me daughter. It was her what sold ya t’ th’ Dustmen.”


  Thane watched as Annah took turns scowling at him and Pharod. So the red-skinned man knew something about his past after all—or at least his daughter did. He compared them, noting that the two tieflings couldn’t have looked more different.


  “Ya ain’t gettin’ yer stuff back,” Annah spat at Thane through the thin black lips of her too-large mouth. “The dead got no rights, and ya ’ad nothin’ but junk anyway. Barely got ten coppers pawnin’ it down at the night market. Ya’ve got some nerve, not carryin’ better!”


  Thane looked at her face. The dark beige color of her skin stood in stark contrast to her blonde hair and light purple eyes, which were clear and hard like amethyst quartz. She seemed to be seething, angry, barely able to contain… something. He searched her face a moment longer and found nothing but hostility—that, and a ruddy smudge of color where Pharod had pressed his face to her cheek.


  “Show me where you found me,” Thane said, looking at the smear.


  Annah inhaled sharply, preparing to verbally blast him, then made eye contact and seemed to soften a bit, just for an instant.


  “I ain’t yer bleedin’ tout! Find yer own chalk lines!” Her eyes widened with emphasis, then narrowed to slits as Thane silently stared at her, his face expressionless. “What? Ya playin’ statue, duffer?” She seemed even more excitable than Morte, even more quickly moved to strong emotions. How odd.


  She looked to Pharod, who shrugged. “I ain’t got no more use fer him.”


  Thane noted that the skin around the bearded man’s mouth was smeared a bit, a pinkish-white color showing through the red. Then Pharod grabbed Annah’s arm and jerked it hard, glaring at her.


  “But ya’ll do as he asks, me daughter. Thane here’s done me a good turn. Now ya take ’em up t’ th’ alley so things’re square. I got me a reputation t’ keep up.”


  He led her over to the thin man, whose shirt had stilled by now, then turned to face his guests. “Montauk here’ll see t’ it that ya leave.” He glowered at Morte as the reave released the skull. “All of ya. And, Annah?” He waited for her to look him in the face. “If ya ain’t back in three—nay, two hours—I’ll send a basher out t’ fetch ya. Then another, an’ another, an’ another. So don’t be no leatherhead, aye?” He patted her on the cheek, then snapped his fingers in Montauk’s direction.


  “I takes breaths but ta serve ye, me lord.” The slim man bowed again, then gestured toward the window frame and waited as Thane, Dak’kon, Morte, and finally Annah stepped out into the street. He whispered something to Annah, then scooted to the front of the pack as the tiefling tried to rake his face. The rat on his shoulder chittered, and Montauk laughed, as if they’d shared a joke.


  He escorted them up and over the junk-piled streets of Ill-Wind Court, apparently keeping up a conversation with his rat the entire way. But the city block wasn’t wide, and before long, he stopped at a sewage pipe jutting out of the cavern wall.


  “I’ll see ya ’ang if it’s the last thing I do,” Annah snarled to Montauk as she crawled inside the pipe. She sighed toward the others. “C’mon, then.”


  “Bar that,” exclaimed Morte. “I wouldn’t trust Pharod’s daughter to lead me to a conclusion.”


  She craned her head around and wiped the red smear from her cheek. “That berk ain’t my pa. I ain’t got no family. ’E took me in when I was just a pup and made me a collector, just like the rest o’ ’is lot. ’E’s a vulture is what ’e is! ’E ain’t even a tiefling. ’is skin’s red from berry paste. ’E rolls in ashes ’cause ’e thinks they smell scary. And ’e files ’is soddin’ teeth down ta points. But ’e lets me use ’is tunnels, so the addle-cove can make like a pit fiend fer all I care.”


  Montauk looked back toward Pharod’s brick tenement and snorted. “Babbling imbecile,” he spat, in a voice that was suddenly clear and clipped. Then he walked back into the mounds of the buried city block, chuckling to his rat.
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  They crawled through the polluted pipe, which sloped slightly upward for a while before turning straight up. A crude rope ladder hung down from above, and Annah, Thane, and Dak’kon climbed up while Morte floated behind them. The top of the ladder hung over iron spikes pounded into the tin, and a few feet above, the opening was blocked by a piece of wood that must have been lying flat across the mouth of the pipe. Thane could hear the noises of a street. He pulled up the hood of his cloak. The city waited above—and maybe some answers.


  Annah reached up and knocked three times on the wood. It slid away, and a circle of gray overcast sky appeared. The tiefling quickly lifted herself through the opening, and Thane followed. The pipe came out in an unfamiliar part of Sigil with hard-clay streets that were clean and wide.


  “Hsst!” Annah, crouching in the small space between a crumbling stone wall and a boxy wooden cart, grabbed Thane’s hand and pulled him down beside her. “Tuck in close. I don’t bite.” Her lavender eyes seemed to take him in from head to toe. “I didn’t know ya were the blood who broke the tomb, not till Pharod said yer name. Ya flummoxed the ol’ berk good! Even ’e couldn’t do what ya did.”


  Thane felt Dak’kon and Morte crowd in behind him. A few seconds later, the amber face of a giant ant peered down at them over the top of the cart, antennae twitching. The face pulled back, and the cart rolled away from them and moved over the pipe opening, hiding it again.


  Annah rose, waved for the others to do the same, and winked at the ant, who stood upright behind the cart, as tall as Thane. It perched on its four rearmost legs, leaving its front two free to sell its wares—ear studs, nose rings, tongue rods, and other body jewelry. Annah rooted through the metal pieces in the trays, then picked out a glittering lightning-bolt hoop and held it under Thane’s nose. Her hand brushed his lips.


  Thane batted the ring away. “Just show me where you found me.”


  Annah angrily threw the shiny hoop at the ant and stormed off down the street. Thane watched her go, as if she might leave them all behind. Definitely more excitable than Morte.


  The skull sailed after her, and Thane and Dak’kon quickly brought up the rear, walking side by side so Thane could retrieve his items from the githzerai’s magical sack. He tossed the orange ioun stone into the air, where it settled into an elliptical orbit around his head. The journal had said it would protect him as if he were wearing armor, but he didn’t feel any different. Thane tucked the short sword into his belt sheath, then placed the journal and the pouch of gems in his backpack. Had he been wealthy in a past life? How long ago had he stored everything in the crypt? Was it just a coincidence that Pharod sent him to find his own tomb?


  Morte suddenly dropped back and floated just in front of them. “Look slick,” the skull whispered. “Hardheads.”


  The word caused Thane to tense for flight, but he didn’t stop or even slow his pace—that might draw attention. Instead, he stared straight ahead as four figures in crimson plate mail marched in line up the road past him, the pounding rhythm of their footfalls like drumbeats on the clay. Spikes and bladed decorations seemed to grow out of their armor. The leader was a bruised and bearded dwarf no more than three feet tall, but the rest were at least twice that height, and Thane identified them as a human man, a githzerai woman, and something that looked like an upright bear. The dwarf carried a double-headed axe, and the others brandished long, wide swords. They marched past without incident, and Thane knew that he just as easily could have been spotted and arrested. If he was going to keep moving about in Sigil, he needed a better disguise.


  A block ahead, Annah had stopped and was loitering by the mouth of a narrow alley. As Thane approached, he saw that it was a dead-end strip of cobblestones hemmed in by an eatery on the left and a boarded-up tavern on the right. Vicious spiked vines grew across each of the walls that formed the alley, threatening to slice anyone who strayed too close. A broken window in the tavern wall had been poorly covered by splintered planks. The cold wind of Sigil must have blown trash into the alley regularly—the far end was two feet deep in rubbish.


  “We should not tarry too long,” said Dak’kon, turning his back to a lizardlike face peering at them through the eatery’s streaked-glass storefront. “The Harmonium may leave the Hive to struggle against its own filth, but they patrol the nicer wards of Sigil with a bit more dedication.”


  Annah grabbed Thane’s upper arm and pulled him a few steps into the alley. “Aw, the graybeard sure spooks easy, don’t ’e? Where’d ya dig ’im up?”


  “Keep watch out here,” Thane said to Dak’kon and Morte. He wriggled free of the tiefling’s strong grip and waved her farther down the alley. “Show me where you found me.”


  Annah scowled and swatted at the razor-tipped vine, which ripped her skin and brought milky-white blood bubbling to the surface. “Can’t ya say nothin’ else?” She sucked at her cuts and pointed with her other hand to a patch of cobblestones that had been stained—with dried blood.


  Thane stared down at the spot where he’d died. He’d left one like it in the street where Dak’kon had found him. They were clear clues to his past, marking where he’d been. But they’d fade in time. The blood-blackened stones held no memories for him. It was a stain—nothing more.


  “I saw the arse end o’ it,” Annah slurred, her mouth over her hand. “Ya were gettin’ ripped up by shadows, but weren’t nobody there ta cast ’em. Thin like paper, they were, with edges keen as knives. They sliced ya like cheese and took one o’ yer legs besides. Then they ’issed at ya ta quit lookin’ fer their master, ta give up yer search, and they’d leave ya be.”


  Shadows—the journal had spoken of shadow monsters out to slay him, sent by a witch who’d stolen his memories. They’d found him and murdered him, here in this alley. The journal hinted that the witch knew a great deal about Thane. She must have known that he’d return to life, so why try to have him killed? Maybe she just wanted to keep him in the dark about what she’d done. Maybe he’d discovered how to find her, how to hurt her, and she wanted to strip him of that knowledge through death. He looked up at the orange stone circling his head. The journal warned that it couldn’t protect him from the shadows. What would he do if they came for him again?


  Thane studied the stained cobblestones a moment longer, then walked back to Dak’kon and Morte. “There’s nothing here.”


  “So Pharod got that rod and we got peeled,” grumbled the skull. “Welladay! Now what do we do?”


  Thane ran through his options. He’d done what the tattoo on his back said. He had no idea what to do with the green string tied around his finger. The journal said there was another tome somewhere that might reveal more, but where would he even begin to look? However, the notes also mentioned having visited a sensorium—what Morte had called a “life library.”


  “Let’s find the sensorium where I smashed that recorder stone,” he announced.


  Dak’kon’s brow furrowed. “Do we know anything other than that someone named Grace is employed there?”


  “Grace?” asked Annah, stepping around from behind Thane, briefly sliding her hand across his waist. He didn’t even know she’d followed him out of the alley. “I think I know the case yer wigwaggin’ about.”


  Thane didn’t want the tiefling around any longer than was necessary, but if she knew the way…


  “Take us there,” he told Annah. “I can pay.”


  Her face screwed up. “I told ya before, I ain’t yer tout! I got ta get—” Suddenly, her snarl melted into a wide, jumble-toothed smile, like that of a jack-o’-lantern. “Sure, I’ll show ya,” she said, her amethyst eyes sparkling. “We’ll go the long way.”


  Thane stared at the ugly grin plastered on her face. Why had she changed her mind just like that? Was it the promise of money?


  Annah led them away from the alley and farther down the street, this time walking just a pace or two in front of the others. She threaded a path through oncoming people and creatures; those who wore cloaks drew them more tightly around themselves as the sky grew darker, the air colder. A few young ruffians on street corners lit torches or lanterns attached to the ends of long poles they carried, the better to escort the lost.


  As they traveled, Thane fastened the top of his cloak over the now-glowing lightstone and kept turning his head, looking at everyone they passed, glancing in every doorway, hoping to spot any more red-shelled Harmonium before they spotted him.


  “I need a better way to disguise myself,” he muttered to Dak’kon.


  “Other means do exist,” offered the githzerai, “but your appearance continues to change on its own. See for yourself.” Dak’kon gestured toward a shapeless puddle of water at the side of the road.


  Thane squatted by the puddle, partially slipped back his hood, and studied his pale reflection in the semidarkness. The stubble on his head, which had looked like dark mold on top of a white rock, had already grown into an uneven shock of brown hair. Barbed, spiky bits stuck out here and there, while a longer strand drooped over his right ear. The longest piece of hair hung all the way down to his left eye, yet his cheeks and chin were still smooth—his beard hadn’t grown a bit. He didn’t want to imagine what he’d look like by now if his body parts regenerated in such a choppy fashion.


  One of Annah’s black boots stepped in the puddle, rippling his reflection away. “I can ’elp ya mask yerself,” she said, crouching in front of Thane. “I know what it’s like ta need ta disappear now and again.” Her light eyes sparkling in the half-light of the street, she leaned closer to his face and whispered. “What’re ya doin’ with this sorry lot, anyway? Can’t neither of ’em work magic. But I can.”


  The tiefling could cast spells? She could disguise him and do who knows what else?


  Thane quickly pulled up his hood and stood, ready to move on and anxious to hear how Annah could help him. He noticed someone in the crowd passing by, a chubby man with eyes like peas and a fishlike fin on his head. The portly man unrolled a piece of paper, bent down, and slapped it on the ground—a black circle, three feet wide.


  As the fin-headed man hurried away, something emerged from the circle: a rat, more than half as big as a man. It simply crawled out into the street, as if the paper were a hole, and looked straight at Thane, its dark eyes gleaming in the growing darkness. Then another rat came, and another, and another. The creatures sniffed the air and stood on their hind legs, drawing wide knives. They were half man.


  “Wererats!” cried Annah, backing away and clutching the crescent moon around her neck as eight or more black-muzzled beasts charged toward them. Two others fanned off to the left, carrying a weighted net between them.


  Thane ignored them and drew his sword just in time to strike an oncoming wererat on its forehead, cutting a gash in its fur. The creature blinked blood from its dark brown, beady eyes and lunged forward, slicing Thane’s cheek with its knife. The attack left no wound. Long nose twitching, the wererat stepped back, glanced upward, then snarled and swatted Thane’s ioun stone with the flat of its blade. The protective rock fell to the dark ground, and Thane had no time to hunt for it before the wererat swung at him again. He ducked under the knife and prepared to cut the beast’s legs.


  Suddenly, its severed head dropped into the mud in front of him with a wet thuck. He looked up as its body crumpled to the ground and saw Dak’kon, his silver sword coated in dark blood. The githzerai spun and cleanly lopped off the head of another wererat just before it was upon him. Thane heard chittering and jumped up as ordinary mice and rats swarmed around his feet, nipping at his boots.


  “I’ve got yer behind,” said Annah, backing up against him. Under her breath, she began chanting rhyming phrases in a foreign language. Thane turned and saw the tiefling raise a hand toward three approaching wererats, as if commanding them to stop. Then a jet of bright orange flame shot from her outstretched palm, lighting up the night and exploding in a fireball around her attackers. The wererats squealed and fell to the ground, their burning bodies silhouetted briefly in the flames.


  “Thane!” shouted Morte from somewhere nearby. “Look alive!”


  Thane turned his back to Annah and found another wererat almost on top of him. It stabbed him in the right wrist, and the sudden pain made him drop his sword, which the wererat kicked away. Thane crouched to present a smaller target and waited for the creature to make its next move. The wererat clawed at him, and he grabbed the thing’s arm, then dashed forward and twisted it behind the rat’s back. Instinctively, he wrapped his other arm around the rat’s neck, then drove his knee into the creature’s back and fell sideways to the ground, twisting so as to land hard on his foe. There was a loud crack. Slowly, Thane stood and released the wererat, who collapsed to the ground like a broken doll, its chest facing down, but its snout pointing up. Had he killed it? With his bare hands? When had he learned to do something like that?


  He recovered his sword and ioun stone and saw Dak’kon pulling his own blade out of a prone wererat. Suddenly, three other creatures surrounded the githzerai. One yanked down on his ponytail with its full weight, jerking Dak’kon’s head back, while another shoved him hard in the stomach, knocking him backward to the ground. The third raised a blade with both hands and brought it down fiercely into Dak’kon’s shoulder, piercing the leather armor. The githzerai cried out in pain.


  Thane was about to move toward Dak’kon when Annah stepped forward, her palm raised, seemingly ready to unleash another blast of flame at the wererats huddling over their fallen comrade. Was she crazy? She’d burn Dak’kon, too, and Thane didn’t want to lose so able a fighter. He grabbed her wrist from behind and jerked her hand down.


  “Use your dagger!”


  Annah cursed him and pulled away, then drew her blade from the band around her thigh. The petite tiefling charged forward toward the pack of wererats, leaped over Dak’kon, and kicked one creature in the gut. As it doubled over, she drove her dagger into the side of its neck and wrenched the hilt back and forth.


  The rat that had stabbed Dak’kon pulled its blade out of the githzerai’s shoulder and brandished it at Annah. Thane rushed forward, grabbed the creature by the scruff of the neck, and impaled it from behind. The third wererat quickly scuttled out of his way, dropped to all fours, and chomped savagely on Annah’s right leg.


  Before Thane could react, he noticed two other wererats heading for the black circle, struggling to run because the net they held stretched in the other direction. Morte was trapped inside, trying to break free. They pushed the net-draped skull through the hole and climbed in after him, one at a time. Then a clawed hand reached out, grabbed the edge of the flat circle, and pulled it through as well, leaving nothing on the ground to show that it had ever been there.


  “Thane…” Dak’kon leaned up on one elbow as his other shoulder spilled yellow blood across his olive-green leather armor. Thane reached down to help him, watching as the last wererat, the one that had bitten Annah, shrank in size, becoming an ordinary-looking rat that fled from the pursuing tiefling and disappeared into the crawlspace below a nearby building.


  Looking around, Thane noticed for the first time that the bodies of the slain wererats had shed their fur and grown bloody flesh. They were naked. They were human.


  A few blocks away, someone repeatedly blew a high-pitched whistle. Annah limped up to Thane, white blood spilling from her wounded shin.


  “We gotta run ’fore the Hardheads show up!”


  Thane helped Dak’kon stagger to his feet, then hurried over and kicked at the street where the hole had been. Nothing happened.


  Morte was gone.
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  The lightstone around his neck glowed softly in the gloom as Thane quickly walked along the bank of a wide, chocolate brown morass of sluggish water—the Ditch. Annah had said that no footbridges spanned the reeking sludge, but the waterway entered Sigil through one portal and flowed out through another, so they could simply hike around its end to reach the other side. The nearby street torches of the city partially illuminated the pale corpses that bobbed in the slow-moving filth, some of which had begun to dissolve. Thane’s eyes started to burn from the rotten stench of the water. This is what had dripped on their heads down in the Weeping Stone Catacombs?


  He remembered how Morte had complained about the leaky ceiling and thought about the skull. Were they doing the right thing? At first, Annah had told him to forget about “that ol’ bone.” Then Thane had realized that she was there only because Pharod had insisted on making things square, that even a liar with painted skin and filed teeth felt obligated to pay his debt. Thane knew he hadn’t squared anything with Morte. Even the skull’s last words before the net fell over him had been to warn Thane about a wererat.


  “I’m going after Morte,” he announced after they’d retreated from the scene of the fight. He’d try to get the skull back, then go straight to the sensorium mentioned in his journal. Dak’kon had to bow out. His shoulder injury left him too weak for an immediate rescue mission. Annah had cast a minor healing spell on the wound, but the wererat’s blade had bitten too deep and required the touch of a priest with more advanced skills, especially since Dak’kon feared that the dagger may have been poisoned. He told Thane how to find the infirmary where he’d be recovering, and though he had no idea of where to look for Morte, he had expressed every confidence in his “old friend.”


  “Bet I know where ta go,” Annah had then offered. “A barmy ol’ bugger called Lothar likes ta snatch skulls and pick their brains ta get the dark on ev’ry dirty little secret ’e can. Then ’e peddles the dirt ta whoever’s got the jink ta pay fer it. Bones o’ the Night, that’s the name o’ the kip. It’s underground.”


  Thane didn’t know why she’d changed her mind so fast—again—but he figured that the tiefling’s magic might prove useful, especially if they ran into any more wererats. He guessed that Annah had had dealings with Lothar before; she’d fingered him as the thief so quickly, as if it were obvious. Thane had wanted her to cast some sort of disguise spell on him immediately, but she was unprepared and needed “a few ’ours o’ prayin’ fer the magic.” When he’d questioned how she’d been able to cast the fire spell against the wererats at a moment’s notice, she’d explained that she already had a defensive spell ready, a necessity in her line of work.


  The midnight sky began intermittently to spit cold drops of rain down at him as he followed Annah away from the Ditch and into a block of buildings that were corroded by acid and blackened by smoke. It was on a night like this that he had lost his arm to an axe. Thane watched his shadow stretch long behind him as he passed beneath the light of a street torch and thought of the dark shapes that had savaged him in the alley. At least that death had been erased from his memory.


  “Sure don’t talk much, do ya?” Annah led him, dagger-first, into a fire-gutted husk of a house. “Yer a hard bugger. Don’t take crap from nobody. And that scrap with the rats, snappin’ necks and such, cool as crystal. We’re a lot alike.” They pushed aside fallen timbers to uncover a gaping hole in the burned floor and a ladder with bone rungs, leading down into darkness. Rats scampered somewhere below. Thane grabbed the sides of the ladder, but Annah shoved him aside.


  “Race ya!” she laughed, hopping onto the ladder and climbing down without waiting for his answer. She descended well ahead of the glow given off by his lightstone. Could she see in the dark? Didn’t her leg hurt? She’d been bitten—Thane had seen it—but a quick healing spell to slow the bleeding, a strip of cloth tied around her shin, and she was off as if nothing had happened.


  And now she was somewhere below him, climbing far ahead. Maybe she was leading him into a trap. Maybe she and this Lothar worked together. Why was he so inept at sizing other people up?


  Suddenly, the sound of the rats stopped dead, and a circle of light flickered to life below him. Thane could see now that the ladder descended through an opening into a chamber of some kind. Annah was already climbing down through the hole. Checking that the orange ioun stone still circled his head, he scooted down the rungs and passed through the hole, emerging into a spacious, richly appointed salon lit by flaming braziers in each corner. Plush chairs, elegant urns, and cloth-draped tables filled the room’s finely tiled floor, and all four walls were covered with thick layers of tapestries and burial shrouds. On one side of the chamber, a crude hole in the tile led down into a mud tunnel. On the other, a series of horizontal floating discs spiraled up to a landing higher on the wall, which was set just below the fanged, gaping jaws of a huge animal skull. Thane saw another room waiting beyond the mouth.


  Annah stood in the middle of the salon, staring at the giant skull protruding from the wall, chanting something in a strange tongue. She pulled what looked like a twig from her haversack and snapped it in two. With a smirk, she turned to Thane just as he reached the bottom of the ladder.


  “Found ’im! Ol’ bony’s up there, all right.” She reached out toward Thane with an open hand. “C’mon!”


  Thane approached her warily, in case more flames shot out of her palm. He wished she’d quit trying to touch him so much. She certainly hadn’t seemed to like Pharod touching her.


  “Well, well,” said a smooth voice behind Thane. “This is a surprise.”


  Thane saw Annah’s violet eyes narrow, saw her crowded, crooked teeth bared in a snarl, and he turned around. Montauk stood by the hole in the floor. He wore a tight-fitting, wooly gray tunic and leggings, his entire outfit spotted with pellets of rat dung. One rat sat on his shoulder, another hung from his thigh, and many capered around his feet.


  Montauk smiled at Annah. “Back again, little fiendling? But what’s this? You’ve no skull to sell. Perchance you intend to make a gift of your own—or that of your oafish companion? Or have you a question for the dead?” The rat on his shoulder squealed, and Montauk laughed and winked at Thane. “I’m told I must properly welcome you to the Bones of the Night. I’m sorry that our previous encounters got off on the wrong foot. Let us hope the third time’s the charm.”


  The third time? Was Montauk one of the wererats who’d captured Morte?


  “Drop the games, ya bleedin’ boot sucker!” Annah raged. “Ya know damn well that yer master’s got our skull in ’is poxy zoo up there! My magic don’t lie!”


  “I’m sure it don’t,” Montauk sneered. Then he leaned close to Thane and whispered loudly, “Please excuse our mutual friend. She suffers from professional jealousy. Our skill at finding the wealth of the dead makes her and the rest of those trash waders look like children stealing apples from a cart.”


  This was not the same man who’d bowed and scraped before Pharod. Thane took a few steps away from him.


  “I’m here to get Morte back.”


  Montauk stroked his chin and narrowed his eyes to slits. “Mooooort,” he enunciated, as if learning an unfamiliar word. “I’m afraid I’m just terrible with names. Could you describe him?”


  Annah lunged forward and reached up to grab the slender man by the throat. The rats around his feet scattered as he slid easily out of her grip, as if coated in grease. She went for her dagger, but Montauk snatched it first and pressed the point of the blade against the middle of her chest.


  “Temperamental, isn’t she? You two certainly make a fine couple.” He nodded toward the thin circular steps across the room. “Please—ladies first.”


  Annah’s nostrils flared as she whirled and stomped toward the staircase. Montauk gestured for Thane to follow, then strolled casually behind them both, whistling. The tiefling hopped quickly from one round step to the next, but Thane climbed the white discs more carefully. They looked like dinner plates beneath his feet.


  When they’d all reached the landing, Montauk called through the massive jaws into the chamber beyond. “Supplicants, Master. The purple-eyed fiendling girl again and her friend.” He waved them toward the room on the other side of the opening, then offered the dagger to Annah, letting it clatter to the floor just as she reached out to grab it. She scowled, scooped it up, stepped between the rows of fangs, and marched into the next room.


  Thane tapped the long teeth to make sure they were unmoving, that the jaws wouldn’t snap shut on him, and peered into the adjoining chamber. The walls formed a triangle, its three sides stretching high above to meet a flat black ceiling with a huge chandelier made of bones and candles dangling from its center. Rows and rows of skulls lined each wall from floor to ceiling, but Thane couldn’t see any shelves or hooks. The skulls just sat in the air, suspended by unknown means.


  Annah was not in the room. There was nothing for her to hide behind, and the floor was completely bare, with no hint of a trapdoor. It was made of a clear substance, perhaps glass, through which he saw black dirt and bones arranged in elaborate patterns. Thane stepped through the jaws of the entrance and lightly touched his boots to the ground, but the clear floor was quite solid. He looked back toward the landing—Montauk had vanished, too.


  Thane scanned all three walls, looking for another exit, some clue as to Annah’s whereabouts. There must have been hundreds of skulls all around him, some as bright as eggshells, others yellowed and brittle. Many were recognizably human, but others looked much too large or small. Here was a skull with a snout and a pair of sharply curving horns—some kind of animal. There hung one with massive jawbones but no nasal bone or eye sockets. Over there hovered another with a distended, extremely wide brow and two sets of sharp teeth fighting for space in its mouth.


  Something white moved at the corner of Thane’s eye.


  “Morte?” he whispered, turning toward the entrance. From this side, he saw only the back of the openmouthed skull. There was nothing in the doorway.


  Then he noticed that the movement came from beneath the clear floor. The bones were rearranging themselves in the black dirt. A starburst pattern of dull white leg bones disbanded and formed a long line with a triangle at its tip. Thane turned to look in the direction of the arrow and saw Annah and an old man in the center of the room. Where had they come from?


  The man was wrapped in a dark gray robe and looked as frail as straw, his wrinkled skin so pale and thin that Thane could see the blue veins pulsating beneath. Gray, stringy hair hung down about his shoulders, and he sat stiffly in a narrow red-velvet chair with a very straight, very high back. A wide piece of wood, two inches thick, floated in front of him at waist level, apparently some kind of writing desk. As Thane walked closer, he saw a brass knob sticking up out of the desk and realized that it was a weathered door.


  The old man’s shriveled face fell as he saw Thane approach.


  “I’ve told you before, my dear, I don’t pay more even if you bring me the whole body.” His low, rumbling voice seemed to fill the triangular room and hang there, as if a string had been plucked on a bass instrument. Thane also noticed that although the man’s dark left eye stared straight at him, the other wandered and rolled of its own accord.


  “Not this time, Lothar,” the tiefling said, standing on the other side of his desk, her small stature dwarfed by the scale of the old man’s furniture. “We’re ’ere ta fetch back a skull that yer soddin’ rat bastards pinched from us topside.” She clutched the crescent moon around her neck and glanced at the walls. “I know it’s ’ere somewheres.”


  Thane again ran his eyes across the skulls, seeing several that, like Morte, were human, yellowed, and had a full set of teeth. Why hadn’t he ever painted Morte with a red X?


  “My library contains the skulls of factols, mummies, master thieves, and the last master of the stonemasons’ guild,” Lothar said with pride, tapping the long fingernails of his left hand on his desk. “I have the skull of a death slaadi, the skull of a vrock that slew thirty devas, and the skull of the last priest of Aoskar.”


  Thane didn’t know what those things were, and he didn’t care. He’d just spotted a human skull near the top of the wall to his left, struggling to spit out a rag stuffed in its mouth. No other skulls were moving. No other skulls were gagged.


  “That’s the one.”


  Lothar shook his head. One of his eyes focused on Thane, the other on Morte.


  “Not that one. It is unique and promises to bring me much profit. Many would pay dearly to plumb the depths of its dark wisdom.”


  The rag shot out of Morte’s jawbones and fell to the desk with a soft plop. “I’d like to plumb you with a red-hot poker! I’ll be powdered before I ever become a slave again!”


  Annah picked the rag off the desk and shook it at Lothar. “If it’s so clever, why ya keep it shut up like that?”


  Lothar stood quickly, his greasy hair swinging, white flakes of dandruff falling to his shoulders. The desk slid forward out of his way.


  “I retrieved the information I wanted, but it would not stop talking. Skulls should not speak unless spoken to.”


  “The other skulls got no life to them,” bellowed Morte. “They just sit there and flap their bone-boxes when he asks his questions!”


  “Silence!” thundered Lothar, his body quaking beneath his robe. He put a veinal hand to his forehead and stared at the clear floor. After a moment, the old man settled back in his chair, and the desk slid in front of him. He drummed his fingers on the wooden surface, his nails clacking like the hooves of a galloping horse. “Though it pains me, I could allow you to take that skull when and if you bring me another in its place. A client with family in a small town on Gehenna, a town recently razed in a Blood War skirmish, wishes to divine their whereabouts. Perhaps if you brought me the skull of one known to be close to the fiends—say, Pharod Wormhair?”


  “Sounds good to me!” yelled Morte.


  “No!” Annah spat. “I ain’t goin’ near ’im ever again! Never! Can’t none o’ ya make me!” The tiefling began to back toward the entry and stopped when she bumped into Thane. “ ’Sides, plenty o’ folks want the berk’s ’ead on a plate, but ain’t no one got ’im yet. Let rat boy do it! Pharod don’t even know Montauk’s turned stag on ’im.” She looked back and forth between the two men, as if searching for agreement.


  Lothar sighed, running a hand through his stringy hair and scratching at his scalp. He withdrew his hand from his mangy mop and studied the white sludge now caked in his long fingernails. Then one eye rolled up toward Annah, staring silently.


  Thane thought the whole discussion was a waste of time. He reached into his backpack for the pouch of gems he’d found in the crypt. Could he buy Morte’s freedom? Then his hand slid over the keys that had been in Bogs’s cloak. The skull had said that the fat woman was in charge of the vaults of dead Dustmen.


  “You sell knowledge,” said Thane, pulling the three skull-topped keys out of the backpack. “You should be willing to buy some yourself. These keys unlock tombs in the Mortuary that hold the corpses of important Dustmen—the kind they want to keep safe. I’ll trade them for Morte.”


  Lothar leaned forward in his chair, folding his fingers into a gnarled knot on the desk, one eye fixed on Thane. “I could simply kill you and take the keys.”


  “You could,” said Thane. The threat held little weight for him. He’d simply come back again.


  Lothar muttered something and stared at Thane intently. Suddenly, Thane couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. He felt as if several cold tendrils were snaking into the back of his head, an uncomfortable, invasive twinge that faded almost as quickly as it had begun.


  “Strange,” Lothar said. He seemed to think for a moment. “But you speak the truth, or at least believe that you do. I accept your offer.” With the sharp thumbnail of his left hand, he scratched a pattern into the palm of his right, then slapped both hands down on the desk. Morte suddenly tumbled forward as if kicked, spinning through the air until he regained control of his movement and glided down to Thane’s side.


  Thane dropped the keys on the desk.


  “I trust you can find the way out,” said Lothar.


  Morte flew toward the fanged archway. “Just watch us. Ill-Wind Court, then the catacombs, then Ill-Wind Court again, and now this. I’m so sick of nosing around underground.”


  “Wait.” Thane motioned for the others to stop, then turned to the elderly wizard. “If you looked into my mind, you know what’s there and what’s not there. You know that I have questions.” He pulled the pouch of gems from his backpack and held up a single blue stone.


  Lothar beckoned to the tiny jewel, and it flew out of Thane’s hand, landing in his own. He examined it for a moment, and then the old man’s roving eye rolled toward Thane.


  “Very well. Three answers, no more.”


  Annah suddenly pressed so close to Thane’s side that she nearly knocked him over. “Don’t trust anythin’ this barmy codger tells ya!”


  He ignored the tiefling. “Why can’t I die?”


  Lothar rose from his chair, then suddenly appeared across the room, studying a yellowed human skull floating near the fanged entrance. He shook his stringy hair derisively and instantly hovered high above them, hunched over so as not to bump his head on the ceiling, the bottom of his long robe hanging straight down like a curtain. He plucked a skull from a top row and vanished, reappearing in his chair. The desk was nowhere to be seen. Lothar cradled the skull gingerly; it was so worn and ancient that Thane couldn’t even guess what it had once been.


  The red velvet chair rose a few feet off the ground, tipped Lothar back slightly, and turned in a half circle. All Thane saw now was the high back of the chair and a bit of Lothar’s robe dangling below, limned in a bright blue aura.


  Every one of the hundreds of skulls in the room began to speak at the same time, all with Lothar’s deep, reverberating voice.


  “You have lost the part of you that invites the peace of the grave.” Annah jumped at the unexpected chorus and covered her ear slits. Thane was startled as well but recovered quickly, turning in a complete circle as the words echoed all around him. “Your mortality no longer inhabits your skin. Without it, you are deathless.”


  The chamber fell silent. At last, an answer—not a clue or a lead or a mystery, but an answer. Thane had thought he was missing only information about his past, that he could fix whatever was wrong with him by simply discovering things about himself. Now he knew that he couldn’t. It would never be enough. He was missing something, a vital piece of his essence, of what made him a person—his mortality. Somehow, that could be separated from a person. Without it, he wasn’t whole. He wasn’t himself.


  Thane felt Annah nudging him, tugging him toward the exit, and he realized that he still had two answers left.


  “Second question—why can’t I remember my past?”


  The collective voice of the skulls resounded through the room. “It is a side effect of the loss of your mortality. Each death causes you to forget all you have learned. Each death weakens you, chips away at your heart and spirit. Eventually, you will be little more than a barren husk of meat and bone, just as the Transcendent One wishes.”


  The Transcendent One? Thane recalled the words in the journal, the warning that an old crone kept killing him. He was being kept forever in the dark by design. She wanted him helpless, ignorant. But chipping away at his heart and spirit? Is that why everyone seemed strange to him, so capable of being swept off course by a sudden emotion? He wasn’t a cooler, calmer person than everyone else he met—he wasn’t a real person at all. He couldn’t feel what other people did, effortlessly. He really was different than everyone else. The realization made him feel… nothing. He didn’t feel anything, as usual, and now he knew why.


  The velvet chair dropped a few feet, its stubby legs nearly touching the transparent floor. Thane madly raced to put together his last question.


  “You said I’d lost my mortality, not that I’d never had it. How could I lose something like that?”


  A low keening rose from the assembled skulls, growing louder and deeper as the seconds ticked past until finally they all spoke.


  “It was stripped from you by magical means,” they shouted, becoming agitated, some threatening to vibrate out of their neat rows. “Torn from your body by the blackhearted witch, Ravel Puzzlewell!” The bone and candle chandelier above suddenly groaned and detached from the ceiling. Thane and the others scrambled backward as the huge ring crashed down around the red chair like a crown. The bones sank through the clear floor and settled in the black dirt, while the candles lay scattered on the ground, still burning.


  The velvet chair crashed to the floor with a thud and swung around to face them. Lothar sat rigid, his hands clenching the sides of his seat. The ancient skull he’d been holding was gone. He looked at Thane with one dark eye while the other frantically searched the room, as if he expected to be jumped.


  “The night hag is a mistress of dark magic,” he rumbled, “a shadowy thing of evil! She was mazed by the Lady centuries ago—better than she deserved, by anyone’s reckoning. Be thankful that your mortality is all she took!”


  Thane had to know more. Why had the hag taken his mortality? What didn’t she want him to remember? He pulled another blue gem from the sack and held it up, but Lothar caused it to fly out of his hand and tinkle to the ground.


  “No more questions!” One of the candles jumped off the floor and settled in Lothar’s hand. He blew it out with a single puff. “You have visited ill luck upon me by forcing me to utter the hated name of that hag. If you come here again, I will kill you—” he glared at Thane with both eyes—“or make you very sorry indeed that you cannot die.”


  Thane started to protest, but suddenly a rushing wind, a vortex of gusts and light, burst to violent life in the fanged archway. It sucked him off his feet and drew him across the room, pulling him into the center of the bright, loud squall, threatening to spit him out into the lavish chamber below. He shut his eyes and found himself standing outside the burned-out tenement above the Bones of the Night, Annah and Morte at his side. The sky was black, the wind cold and foul.


  “Timlin’s eye! That blood’s got more tricks than a cony-catcher!” The skull wobbled around a bit, as if dizzy. “I can’t believe we dug up the dark of it all, just like that. Thane, you’ve gotta be walking on clouds!”


  Thane pulled his hood tighter against the wind. He knew everything. He finally knew everything. Morte was right. He should feel ecstatic at having learned the truth, or furious at Ravel Puzzlewell, or grateful to Lothar, or something. But all he felt was that he had more knowledge than he did before.
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  “C’mon, ya laggard!” Annah smiled and waved back at Thane from within a circle of drunken bariaur, furry-pelted creatures with the lower bodies of rams and the upper torsos of humans. As she turned to head down the crowded street, they all stumbled backward, their hooves clacking against the pavement. They toasted to her loudly, and their drinks burst into orange flame as their flagons clanked together. Thane glanced back at Dak’kon, who was removing a garland of black flowers that had been placed around his neck and shaking a pink monkeylike creature off his leg.


  “Ain’t this a hoot?” shouted Morte from directly above, trying to drown out the blare of a tiny opera singer nearby. The skull pivoted from side to side to take in the revelry. “If there’s one thing the Sensates know, it’s giving folks what they want. The faction’s run the entertainment in Sigil ever since there’s been entertainment. They spend their lives trying to see, hear, smell, touch, and taste everything the multiverse has to offer, and they want to share the wealth with the rest of us.” He zipped to the left, narrowly avoiding becoming one of the objects juggled by a tall woman painted from head to toe with glittery green and yellow stripes. Appreciative onlookers tossed copper pieces into a red hat that floated directly in front of her.


  This hubbub went on day and night, though Thane had been tired enough last evening to sleep through the din of shouts and music. After leaving the Bones of the Night, he, Annah, and Morte had stayed at an inn near the street-circus spectacle. Thane had used the tiefling’s dagger to cut back his fast-growing but uneven brown hair. Annah worked on her spells while stuffing herself with rocks and bugs from her haversack—a tiefling staple, apparently. The skull reminisced about the taste of peach cream pie and the smell of roasted garlic, and kept watch during the wee hours while the others slept. The next morning, they’d met Dak’kon at the infirmary; the githzerai had recovered nicely and was pleased to hear Morte’s embellished tale of how he was rescued.


  Thane wound his way through the happy crowd, trying to make eye contact with no one. Even though Annah had cast a disguise spell upon him, on the inside, he remained different from everyone else. Besides, the colorful changes wrought by the tiefling had made him look more obvious in contrast to his usual brown look. Dak’kon had described Thane’s new appearance as that of “a strapping, ebony-skinned male with flashing white teeth and two noses.”


  “There’s a bug on your cheek!” Morte called down to Thane as they turned a corner.


  “That’s a tattoo!” shouted Annah, stomping back toward the group. “I thought it were a nice touch.”


  “Right. And so was the huge bejeweled crown, except that Thane couldn’t pull his hood up over it.”


  “Let’s keep moving,” said Thane. He waited while the short tiefling huffed and looked down at the ground, her white-blonde hair shining like platinum in the broad daylight. He hoped that finding this Grace person and her sensorium wasn’t a waste of time. Maybe he should have tried to find Ravel Puzzlewell instead. After all, Lothar’s skulls had plainly told him that the hag had stolen his mortality. He knew now, with certainty, what had made him the way he was. But if a mighty wizard like Lothar feared the witch, Thane knew he’d need to seriously prepare himself to confront her.


  “Tell me about Ravel Puzzlewell” he said to Annah.


  “There ain’t no Ravel Puzzlewell,” she replied, taking his arm and leading him down the street. “She’s just a spook tale ta scare the robes and keep the brats in line. I didn’t ’ave the ’eart ta tell ya ’fore, but Lothar peeled ya like a gully. Notice ’ow quick he threw ya out after?”


  Thane shook his arm free.


  “Let us try to stick together.” Dak’kon’s rich, resonant voice seemed calm amid the chaos as the githzerai stepped up to walk at Thane’s other side. “Ravel Puzzlewell is real, I assure you. Long ago, she made her camp in the Lower Planes and was known to play the Blood War for profit, selling her services to baatezu and tanar’ri alike.”


  Annah snorted. “If she ain’t just a tale, then why’s she got such a storybook name?”


  Morte glided in front of Thane, floating backward so he could face the others. “She probably put that moniker out to help hide her true name. If we knew that, we could wipe up the dirt with her. Anyway—” the skull swiveled toward Annah, then back to Thane—“I know a bit of the dark about Ravel myself. A ways back—six or seven hundred years, maybe—Ravel cobbled together an army of baatezu and tried to take over Sigil. The fiends figured that all its portals’d make it a perfect way station for their Blood War jaunts. Ravel didn’t care about that—chant is she hoped to sacrifice the whole sodding burg in some ritual or other. And she might’ve at that, if the Lady hadn’t seen fit to spin the hag off into a maze.”


  “Quit yer flappin’,” snapped Annah. “We’re ’ere.” She pointed toward a one-story building made of alternating white and black marble bricks, its cherry-red front door unmarked. The place lay just outside the throng of street performers.


  The githzerai ducked as a low-flying yellow disc spun past his head, then raised his eyebrows at Thane. “You are certain that this is the next step on your path?”


  Thane nodded. This was a place that he knew he’d visited before. The journal had said he’d been thrown out of the sensorium, but he felt it worth the risk to walk in undisguised. If Grace recognized him, she might say something helpful about his past. He pointed at Annah and gestured toward his own body.


  “Call off the illusion.”


  The tiefling shut her lavender eyes tight for a moment, then opened them. “There—now yer pretty as a big-eyed, speckled pup again.”


  Thane felt no different, but he hadn’t when she’d first cast the spell, either. He looked from Dak’kon to Annah to Morte, each of them waiting for him to give the word. Why did these people care enough what he did to listen to him? Thane realized that they’d be taking this next step, too. He didn’t know what it might mean for them, hadn’t even thought about it. Everything was getting more complicated.


  “Let’s go.” He pushed through the sensorium’s unlocked front door and led the way up a flight of steps that rose far too high to have been contained within the low building. Behind him, Dak’kon and Annah began to argue about something; he caught only bits and pieces. The tiefling didn’t seem to get along well with anyone, but he couldn’t think about that right now. He just wanted to find out more about his past and then get to the truth about Ravel Puzzlewell.


  Suddenly, he remembered something Morte had said back in the Bones of the Night, something he’d meant to ask about. He glanced back to see the skull floating close behind him, ahead of the others.


  “What did you mean back in Lothar’s place when you said you’d never be a slave again?”


  “Hmm? Oh, nothing,” the skull muttered. “Just trying to get a rise out of that old greasebag. Say, you ever seen Dak’kon blow off steam like he’s doing right now with toothy? Your name’s come up a few times, too.”


  Emotions again. Everyone was so easily distracted.


  A white silk curtain hung at the top of the stairs. Thane parted curtains and stepped into a salon ringed with groupings of colorful, plush furniture and side tables. Several more white curtains hung around the edges of the chamber. Two men, one half the size of the other, sat on a purple velvet couch, talking to a long-limbed woman with silky red hair so straight that it ended in a perfect line across the middle of her back. She turned and looked over her shoulder.


  “Zounds!” said Morte, whistling. “What a fetcher!”


  Dak’kon nodded, a slight smile on his lips. He ran one of his large thin hands over the top of his head, smoothing a few loose strands of shiny black hair.


  The red-haired woman smiled, then turned back to continue her conversation with the two men. Thane could still see her face—her snowy white skin; her large, luminous green eyes that tilted slightly upward at the outside corners, framed by sharply arched eyebrows; her delicate ears that came to a fine point; her long, refined nose; her small, full mouth. She was like a picture, a lovely, made-up thing for people to look at. He’d never seen anyone like her.


  The woman laughed at a remark made by the shorter man on the purple couch, then excused herself and headed toward the newcomers. As she crossed the room, she tightened the lacing of her blue velvet corset, then stopped directly in front of Thane, slipping her elegant white marblelike hands partly down into the front slit pockets of her black leather pants. Tied around her small waist was a green silk sash.


  “I must not have been clear before. I’m sorry, but you’re not welcome here.” Her voice was soft and high, but the tone was firm. Her green eyes were deep, the color of new leaves or wet grass. Strands of gold and copper ran through her glistening crimson hair. “First you come to share your memories, and later you return to destroy your recorder stone—desperately, like a boy afraid his parents will find out what he’s done. I don’t look kindly on people who would deny others the chance to sample the wonderful experiences we have to offer.”


  Thane considered telling her the truth, that the men who’d done those things were two of his past lives, that he didn’t recall ever having been here before. But would that get him a look at the recorder stone? He had to know what memories it held. They were his, after all.


  “Pardon my manners,” the radiant woman said to the others. “I’m Fall-From-Grace.” She shook hands with Dak’kon and Annah, and nodded up at Morte. Then she pulled back her long, fiery hair with one hand and leaned over to check the front lacing on her leather pants.


  Dak’kon cleared his throat.


  “Need help with this lot, Grace?” asked the short man, scooting to the edge of the velvet couch.


  “Hardly,” she said, laughing. It was a pleasant, melodic sound. Thane couldn’t remember ever having laughed. She untied the silk sash from around her waist, and Thane watched the long green strip of material slide from around her body, exposing the soft, dewy skin of her flat stomach. The sash reminded him of the string on his finger—of the tattered scarf around his neck on the wanted poster. Something tugged at his mind, something—


  “Ya’d think they ain’t never seen a gal before!” growled Annah, stomping over to a tall, orange chair by the purple couch. She hopped up into its seat, her small boots dangling above the floor. She began to swing her legs back and forth, causing the chair to squeak. She ate a few handfuls of rocks and bugs from her haversack and gnawed at her grimy fingernails. The two men on the couch slid to the other end of the sofa, away from her.


  Grace looked at Thane and smoothed her hand against her long, milk-white neck.


  “Well, if you aren’t going to leave, you might as well say something. Silence is an experience, true, but we don’t get many requests for it.” She cocked her head and waited.


  Thane quickly attempted to gather his thoughts. “I’m—I’m sorry for what I did here before—too much wine. I’d like to see my stone again.” He pulled the pouch of gems from his backpack and offered half a dozen to Grace. “I can pay.”


  Grace’s rosebud lips curved into a smile. “Yes, you can. Thank you.” She reached into Thane’s extended palm, and the touch of her smooth, warm fingers triggered something, compelled him to grasp them. He was suddenly holding her hand.


  “Now, that’s a more interesting experience,” she said, slowly palming the jewels and sliding her hand out of his.


  “Ever kissed a skull?” called Morte as Grace walked toward one of the sets of white curtains that ringed the salon.


  She laughed and dismissively waved a hand over her alabaster shoulder. “I’ll be back in a moment.” She swished through the swinging drapes and was gone.


  Morte sighed. “I did better with the gals when I had eyebrows to waggle at them.”


  “Yer like a pack o’ dogs!” yelled Annah, waving her arms. She glared at Dak’kon. “And teach ’ere—the graybeard’s silent as the grave, struck mum, black eyes buggin’ outta ’is face. And ’im just tellin’ me ’ow ta behave!”


  Thane saw the two men on the couch glance over at the tiefling, then resume their private conversation. He hoped she wasn’t going to start any trouble.


  “I’m back,” said Grace, reappearing from behind a different set of drapes. “Did I miss anything interesting?” In her hand, she carried a small, bright red box with the number 333 stamped on the lid. “Here’s what’s left of your recorder stone. We managed to salvage a pebble from what you smashed. There’s one other thing in here, too.” She opened the box and peered inside; her silky hair fell forward, framing her face like a curtain. “Make that two other things.”


  Thane stepped toward her, and she handed him a heavy iron key. “You dropped this the last time you were here, during your little burst of vandalism. You’re lucky we value everything as a possible opportunity. We kept it.”


  He turned the key over and over in his hands. It had no markings.


  “What’s it for?”


  “I don’t know,” Grace mused, biting her soft lower lip. “I suppose you wanted something opened—or locked.” Next, she fished a dusty gray pebble out of the box. Thane slipped the key into his backpack and cupped his left hand to receive the stone.


  “Concentrate hard,” Grace said. “A whole stone would have flooded you with full memories, but the best you can hope for now is a few related images.” She lifted an even smaller box, a black cube just one inch square, out of the red box, and studied it quizzically. “Now, this—this is a mystery. Delicious! Who put this in here? Why? What for?”


  “Ain’t just pretty, she’s dumb, too,” said Annah.


  Thane closed his fingers around the hard pebble and imagined drawing out the information. He shut his eyes and concentrated harder. Nothing happened. Just what did—


  She smells of coffee, never fancied blondes, but this kiss is the beginning of leaving a bitter taste in the mouth of my best friend… gray wall, gray sky, cold city of iron and stone, fur-ringed faces creased with petty hatreds… a red hand reaching toward me… the traitor likes fresh air, throw the tin cup against the side of the slate house, nock my bow, steady, steady, he’ll look out the open window any moment…. no, I don’t know anyone named Kester… digging in the dark again, helping to bury my friend’s mistakes, the hard, dry ground doesn’t want the corpses, the labored breath of Lespinasse, the elf marked with an X—two diagonal scars that cross beneath his nose, I was never here… I cannot stop, I cannot lose, I cannot die.


  Thane’s eyes flew open, and he dropped the pebble as if it were a hot coal. A warm tingle spread briefly across his torso and limbs. His mind whirled with the jumbled visions, still flaring brightly all around him, the afterimages fading slowly. How could such memories have been his own? They’d seemed more like events happening to another person, a man far removed from himself.


  Suddenly, he became aware of a commotion in the room.


  “I’m tellin’ ya, it says Puzzlewell on the top!” shouted Annah, kicking to break free as Dak’kon held her firmly from behind, arms tightly down at her sides.


  “I’m sorry, but it isn’t yours to read,” said Grace calmly, prying the tiny black box out of Annah’s clenched fist. “I’ll thank you not to snatch things out of my hand. I told you I don’t know what it is.”


  “Yer in tight with that night ’ag, and ya’ve got all these leatherheads too busy watchin’ yer arse ta notice!” spat the tiefling. She leaned forward and tried to bite down into the hard, olive-green leather of Dak’kon’s right sleeve. The githzerai, startled, released her, and Annah fell hard to the floor, panting. She rolled onto her back, kicking and flinging her arms about, sucking in air with ragged gasps, her eyes bulging and watering. She was having a fit.


  Morte zipped over above the tiefling. “She’s hurting herself!”


  Thane and Dak’kon rushed to her sides and struggled to restrain her. Annah’s body seized up, and her back arched off the floor. Strange guttural sounds came from her throat, and her face began to turn grayish blue.


  “She’s choking!” cried Dak’kon, sliding his arms beneath her and trying to roll her onto her stomach. Thane tried to help, getting kicked in the mouth, and punched, and elbowed, and scratched.


  A dozen different tremors erupted across Annah’s small body, and she screamed as a snout pushed out from the center of her face. Fangs shot through her gums with a burst of blood. Her rib cage cracked and expanded, stretching her leather bodysuit to its limits. Her fingers grew gnarled, her nails lengthened to claws, a thick rubbery tail slid from between her legs, and spiky, wet fur sprouted evenly from her skin like gray grass.


  Annah had turned into a wererat!


  She blinked up with solid black eyes, then lunged forward and tackled Thane, trying to plunge her teeth into his neck. He kicked her away and rolled across the floor. Annah jumped to her feet and whirled, fixing her pupilless stare on Fall-From-Grace.


  The red-haired woman melted to the floor in a liquid mass of whirling colors, then rose back up, changed. Her luminous face was now outshone by her glowing red eyes, and her tall, muscular body tensed beneath the shadow of huge batlike wings. She’d become—what? Something fiendish!


  The black box flew out of Grace’s hand as Annah charged her. It struck the floor and burst in a puff of dust, and out of the cloud buzzed a fat black fly—no, a handful of flies, a thick mass of flies. More flies than Thane had ever seen came flitting up out of nowhere, darkening the air. They swarmed over Grace, clogging her face with their plump bodies, and then expanded over Annah.


  A buzzing blanket of flies flew toward Thane as well, beating against his face, blocking his sight, crawling up his nose and into his mouth and ears. He stumbled about blindly, slapping and raking at his skin, but the layer of flies grew thicker and louder until he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see or hear, and he felt himself falling, falling.
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  The green sky rushed along above him, striped by rivulets of pine, jade, olive, and chartreuse that streaked fluidly past so fast that Thane felt nauseous looking up at it. He considered that it might be grass or a forested land mass surging over his head—that he might be upside down. He tried to focus on the tightly interlaced roots of the ground ahead as he walked, taking care not to stray near the living walls that dwarfed him on either side. They were thick masses of black-barbed vine, loaded with spikes and thorns sharp enough to slice him to ribbons, if not for the protection of his ioun stone.


  He watched the orange triangle circle his head, never touching anything. Yet it protected him well. A few minutes ago, he’d accidentally brushed a wall; the vines had tom the shoulder of his cloak and tunic as if they were tissue, but the skin beneath was unbroken.


  Actually, that might have happened a few hours ago. Here in the maze, he had no sense of time’s passing. It couldn’t have been more than half a day since he first arrived, but there were no cues of day or night. The sickly green glow from above kept the maze in perpetual twilight, and his shadow stretched always behind him, no matter his direction. The lightstone around his neck barely glowed at all. Black shapes flapped and swam in the verdant sky stream—another reason not to look up.


  He’d seen the flies swarm over Grace and Annah before they’d smothered his own face. Had Dak’kon and Morte succumbed as well? It stood to reason that they’d all been swept here somehow. He hoped he’d find the githzerai or the skull before he ran into Annah, who was now someone different: a wererat that had attacked him. And Grace—she’d sprouted wings. What was she? At first, Thane had believed that she’d orchestrated all of this, but upon reflection, he realized that Grace had seemed just as surprised by the flies.


  Another path crossed his own, and he cut the number 93 into the dense carpet of roots before turning left. The vine walls never varied in height or appearance, and with all the turns and openings, he’d be lost in minutes if he didn’t mark his progress. Actually, he was already lost, but he’d be more lost. Numbering the intersections where he chose one path over another made it seem as if he were advancing, making progress toward something. And this way, he could retrace his steps if need be.


  Thane thought he heard raspy breathing just beyond the barbed hedge to his right. The ropy vines grew too tightly together for him to see through the walls, and his sword wouldn’t cut the stuff. He wished he had a way to set the vines on fire. Was Ravel Puzzlewell lurking just out of sight, stalking him? Morte had said the hag had been banished to a maze, and Annah had railed that her name was on the lid of the black box. Perhaps in a life he no longer remembered, he had left the fly box in the sensorium for himself to find later, when he was more ready to face Ravel. That time wasn’t now.


  What would she do if—when?—he found her? Apologize for stealing his mortality and give it back? Thane knew he had to accept the fact that he’d never be whole again. Hearing Dak’kon or Annah or Lothar fill in the gaps in his life may have brought understanding, but Thane didn’t feel that the knowledge helped him. Instead, he felt more strongly that something was missing. He had no continuous experience, no year after year of being Thane. He couldn’t be himself because he didn’t know what he usually did. He had no personality because nothing was personal, nothing was specific to him. The most specific thing about him was that he was the kind of man who didn’t know who he was.


  That gnawing sense of incompleteness was the only feeling he had, the only thing that drove him, that gave him meaning. Ever since waking up in the Mortuary, his life had been nothing but a search for answers. Now, here he was again, searching. Thane decided to stop walking if nothing appeared at the next turn. Maybe if he held still, something would come to him.


  Another path crossed his own. The number 93 had been cut into the roots of the intersection.


  There was no way the path should have looped back on itself; he’d been mentally charting turns and judging distances, trying to build a map in his head. How could he have traveled in a circle?


  A burst of hisses from above made him gaze up into the green sky stream. Three or four indistinct shapes huddled together, an island of dark mass in the turbulent fluid.


  He decided to keep moving, this time taking the path to the right. The hissing grew louder and more high-pitched. Could those things—so far only hanging up there in the green—drop into the maze? The distance to the sky seemed distorted. He couldn’t tell if the creatures were small and close or gargantuan and far away.


  From behind him came the squishing sound of a foot pulling itself out of mud. He turned around but saw no one, no mud puddles, nothing but dry roots. Yet something was different, something he couldn’t name…. The hisses from above were like whistling winds now, blocking his concentration.


  He turned back, intent on moving on, and found himself face-to-face with an utterly black humanoid shape, floating at enough of an angle for him to see that it was as flat and wavy as a ribbon—a shadow, his shadow, but sharper, more elongated. He remembered Annah’s words, “Thin like paper, with edges keen as knives.”


  A jagged hand flashed out and scraped Thane’s face faster than he could react. His cheek ripped with a chill that shot down to his toes. Stumbling backward, he swung his sword, cutting a line through the shadow’s flat body. It paused and rippled in the air for a moment, and then a second shadow peeled away from the first as if they’d been pressed tightly together. One of the creatures lunged at him, while the other reached straight into his backpack and withdrew the red cloth journal, somehow pulling it through the pack.


  Thane grabbed the book from the creature’s grasp and ran. He would not lose this link to his past, not again. Several shadows now danced on the bramble walls on each side of him, easily matching his pace, slicing at him with their bladelike corners. He felt the sting of the cool outside air rushing into the open gaps in his skin. Again and again, the shadows etched lines of pain across his body. The ioun stone afforded him no protection.


  More and more black shapes blotted out the vines until the walls themselves seemed to writhe with darkness. A handful of shadows shot forward and folded themselves onto the path, billowing in front of him like drapes. He plunged into them, hoping to pass through, but they stayed with him as he ran, encasing him, wrapping him in black strips. Blind, he could only try to keep moving as the icy slashes of the shadows split his skin and drained his strength.


  Thane’s knees buckled, and he tumbled forward, grabbing for roots so he wouldn’t skid into the lacerating thorns. The journal was wrenched out from under his arm, and he felt his legs being forced in directions they couldn’t bend. He didn’t want to die, not again—not the pain, not the disorientation of returning to life hours later, not being lost.


  “No, not again!” he shouted, waving his arms madly through the swarming creatures. Suddenly, his hands were moving in smooth arcs, and words he didn’t understand streamed from his throat. A bright sphere of light, nearly ten feet across, appeared in the path, enveloping the upper third of his body.


  The shadows dropped the journal and flitted out of the light. Thane crawled forward, pulling his entire body within the glowing sphere, and caught his breath. Warm energy tingled through his body. He’d just cast a spell. Thane was the kind of man who could cast a spell. Where had it come from? Why now and not when he was attacked with the axe, or when he ran from the ghouls, or when he fought the wererats?


  Then he realized he’d felt a buzzing warmth before when he’d absorbed the images from the stone in the sensorium. Had it awakened some power in him? Dak’kon had said that Thane once cast spells, long ago. Maybe the magic lay dormant in the awful memories in that stone—a buried gift from the past.


  He jumped to his feet and watched dozens of shadows whirl and twist in a frenzied dance just outside the range of the sphere. A few of them reached into the illuminated area, their arms stretching like taffy toward him and the fallen book. He picked up the journal and crouched in the center of the light as the shadows grabbed for him. The spell didn’t seem as if it would keep them out for long, but if he ran, they’d be on him in seconds.


  Nearby, a patch of brown roots in the path began to creak and bulge, as if the ground were swelling up underneath. The lump grew into a massive cyst, the roots stretching and groaning. Thane watched as the roots, pushed to their breaking point, snapped and popped, and something that had been huddling beneath them stood up: a hideous old woman draped only in white, gummy cobwebs. Scabs, warts, and hairy moles dotted her purple skin, which was as furrowed and dry as an old rag with all the moisture wrung from it. Her emaciated body was hunched over like a fishhook and supported a pronounced potbelly. Long wisps of black hair hung from her otherwise bald and spotted head, and at the end of her spindly arms were large hands with fingers as long as wands.


  Ravel Puzzlewell.


  Thane locked eyes with the hag. Through the cascade of shadows, he glimpsed her loping toward him and knew he was going to die. The witch who had taken his mortality, who had sent the shadows to kill him again and again, was now coming to finish the job. Even if he came back to life in the maze, he’d still be at her mercy.


  Blue motes of light began to fill the air around him. Through the flitting darkness, he saw that they trailed from the end of the hag’s fingers, which she wriggled furiously above her head. The twinkling sparks drifted into the shadows and exploded, blotting out the dark creatures in bursts of turquoise. The lattice of shadows around the sphere of light grew patchy as the monsters were erased one by one. Within minutes, all the shadows were gone, and Thane found himself alone with Ravel Puzzlewell. He stood, slipping the journal into his backpack, leaving his hands free.


  “It’s gettin’ so an old lady can’t be left in peace!” she shrieked. Thane felt the warm gust of her foul breath as she eyed him greedily. “You, I don’t mind. You’re all done in—dead sexy. But did you have to bring those shadows? All that zap, zap, zap takes the wind out of me.”


  Thane was confused. She hadn’t sicced the creatures on him? He backed out of the sphere of light, which remained fixed in the middle of the path, the only thing between him and the hag.


  “Next time, peach,” she said, “center the spell on yourself. That way it’ll move with you.” Crablike, she skittered toward him and leaned close, her bloodshot eyes glowing beneath a single furry eyebrow. Wiry hairs curling out of the end of her hooked nose almost brushed his face. “Did you come through the portal?”


  The hag smelled like a wet dog. Thane shook his head.


  “You don’t know the way out either, then.” Ravel cradled his chin in her hand. “Looks like you’re stayin’. Better tell you how things work around here. And, spring chicken, at least give me respect by pretending to listen, even if you think you know it all. The Lady of Pain builds her mazes real clever-like, yea? But she always leaves a way out, just one portal back to the City of Doors. Of course, she hides it cagey, she does. Most prisoners go barmy long before they find it, which is never.”


  Thane thought of his companions, lost, wandering the bramble-walled paths. “I didn’t come here alone.”


  Ravel nodded, licking her cracked lips. She started to cough, spraying Thane with flecks of pus and spittle, and made a noise like a pig retching. Pursing her lips, she spat something into her hand: a translucent white egg, coated in thick mucus. She tossed it to Thane, who barely caught it before it hit the ground.


  “Careful, peach!” Then the hag began choking again, and she disgorged another egg, this one darker, which she shook violently before handing it to Thane.


  Something inside each was moving. Thane peered through the luminous shell of the white egg and saw Dak’kon and Annah, each only an inch tall, and Morte, the size of a mothball. The tiefling was herself again, no longer a wererat. The trio seemed to be talking, oblivious to Thane’s gigantic stare.


  He brought the darker egg close to his eyes and made out Grace, still in her winged form, flying around her prison like an angry wasp.


  “Why’re you travelin’ with a succubus, anyway?” Ravel asked, wiping phlegm from her mouth. “A fiend like her’s got just one thing on her mind—bewitchin’ sods and takin’ their souls! Of course, I like my men big eyed and wiry myself,” she nodded, looking Thane up and down. “This ol’ girl’s still got some life in her. But that redhead’s a tanar’ri straight out of the Abyss. She’s why I had to snare yer friends. And me needin’ a nap! When I spied her in my maze, I figured you were assassins sent to do me ill, yea? The blasted tanar’ri have been after me ever since I led the baatezu against Sigil… seems like yesterday. And then my followers turned stag—the ungrateful bags of wind—and tried to put me in the dead-book. But then the tanar’ri wanted my hide ’cause I didn’t ally with them, and what did I get for my trouble but tossed in a maze?” She sucked in and spit a yellow-green glob on the ground. “Take Ravel’s word for it—stay out of the Blood War!”


  Thane didn’t know what to do with the eggs, so he just stood there, gingerly holding one in each hand.


  “I’m not with the succubus. I’m here because you… you stripped away my mortality.”


  The hag drew back and wagged a gnarled finger at him, her lone eyebrow lowered in a puzzled expression. Then her eyes grew large.


  “I knew I’d seen you somewhere before! I said you’d change your mind! But like I told you, no refunds!”


  The hag hardly made sense. “You stole my mortality, my memories—”


  “Did not!” she snapped. “I peeled it away, yea, but you came on your knees begging me to do it!” She thought for a moment, picking at a yellow-crusted scab on her desiccated cheek. “Your memories left you, too? Didn’t expect that. What’s called a side effect.”


  Thane could hardly believe what he was hearing. He’d asked the hag to take away his mortality?


  “Why did I want you to do that to me?”


  “Dunno, peach.” Ravel shrugged. “My wits ain’t what they used to be. You’ll never know the pain of livin’ to a ripe old age. Mind, it was two, nine hundred years ago—thereabouts, anyway—that you came to me. Time’s got no meaning here.” The hag groaned as she lowered herself to the ground and sat on the roots. “So, where do you s’pose it got to? Your mortality doesn’t just dry up and disappear. It’s a living thing—the living thing. It’ll have to be somewhere. It ain’t an apple peel to be tossed on the rubbish heap.”


  He realized what the hag was saying: The part of him that had been stripped away wasn’t gone, wasn’t unreachable. It still existed. He still existed as a whole person. Not all of his parts happened to be together at the moment, but they existed—and that meant he could find his mortality, perhaps even learn why he’d cast it out in the first place. There had to have been a good reason for him to have given up the very core of his being.


  The Transcendent One—Lothar’s skulls had said the Transcendent One wanted to keep him weak and helpless. He’d assumed they meant the hag, but now it seemed clear that someone else was behind his troubles. The Transcendent One almost certainly had his mortality or at least knew where to find it.


  Thane knew that his whole reason for being had suddenly changed. Learning about his past didn’t seem to matter anymore, not when his present and his future were out there somewhere, waiting for him. He needed to find the Transcendent One and demand what was his.


  Then he remembered where he was. If Ravel hadn’t found the portal out of the maze in all her time here, what chance did he have?


  “Isn’t there any other way to get back to Sigil?”


  “Hah!” Ravel snorted. “You asked the same thing last week, when you came in all worked up and wild about something you heard from a deva in one of them gate towns. Rigus? Plague-Mort? No, Curst—that’s the burg.”


  Last week? What was she talking about? “What did this deva person say?”


  “Eh? What deva?”


  The hag’s perceptions were muddling things, important things. Thane tried to piece it together himself. He’d been to Curst in a past life and learned something from a deva, something that made him seek out Ravel once before. But last week? He wished the hag’s mind were sharper. Could he even trust anything she told him? He decided that he had to; otherwise, his quest would end here.


  It still might, unless he found a way out of the maze. If he’d truly been here once before, he must have discovered how to leave. Maybe Dak’kon or Grace could help. He held the two eggs out to Ravel.


  “Let them out.”


  The hag snatched the whitish egg, but spat on the darker one, soaking Thane’s hand.


  “The fiend stays put! And as for this one…” She hurled the translucent egg down onto the hard roots, smashing it to bits. For a second, Thane thought he’d just seen his three companions killed.


  “Zounds!” griped a familiar hollow voice behind him. “What a high old time that was.”


  Thane turned to see the tall githzerai, the short tiefling, and the floating skull.


  “A thousand thanks, old friend,” said Dak’kon. “When our host captured us, I feared the worst for you.” The githzerai spoke solemnly, his thin brows knitted low over his small black eyes. “But from our dark confines we could hear your timely rescue from the shadows and the ensuing conversation. So, the one who robbed you of your mortality was you! This is no coincidence but the Unity of Rings, ensuring that all things come full circle, as—”


  “Give yer bone-box a rest, teach!” Annah bounded toward Thane and hugged him tightly, pinning his arms to his sides. “Ya shoulda ’eard ’im lecturing us in that egg. I thought ’e was gonna talk us ta dust.” She looked up at Thane’s face, then touched his cheek and frowned at the sight of her red-stained fingertips. “Them shadows cut ya good, but yer still goin’ strong, like always. Can’t nothin’ touch ya.”


  The wounds still stung a bit, but the pain was half what it had been just a short while ago. Thane elbowed Annah away, unable to drive out the image of her beige skin sprouting fur and her teeth snapping at his throat. He wished the hag hadn’t freed her—a tiefling was bad enough, but a wererat tiefling? Once they got back to Sigil, she’d have to go away.


  “Can’t say as I enjoyed being shut up with you, either, rat girl,” said Morte. “If you knew that wererat bit you, why didn’t you just pop into a temple for a cure? Or go back to your pa down in garbage town?”


  “ ’E ain’t my pa, and I ain’t goin’ back!” she snarled. “And I don’t got enough jink fer the kind o’ spell I’d need. ’Sides, Thane needed my ’elp—ta save yer arse, I might add. I figured my tieflin’ blood might stop me from changin’, but that soul-suckin’ floozy got me so riled!” Her fists started to shake, and she took deep breaths to calm herself down. “From now on, I swear I’ll keep my temper. Ya won’t need ta worry ’bout me.”


  Morte zipped up the path to the sphere of light, gliding in and out of the fading illumination.


  “Looks like Thane can work his own spells now, anyway. Soon as we’re back in Sigil, pal, I’ll get you a pointy hat with stars.”


  “I think the magic came from the broken stone in the sensorium.” Thane glanced back and forth between Ravel and the others. The hag sat cross-legged on the roots, her sagging belly nearly scraping the ground as it stretched the cobweb dress to its limits, and stared at him as he spoke. “It must have been buried in the memories of the pebble I held. But the man who recorded those memories in the first place… Well, I know he was one of my past lives, but the kinds of things he did—I saw images of assassination, betrayal, secretly burying bodies in the night.”


  “Perhaps he was the one who ran afoul of the Harmonium,” offered Dak’kon, “tarring all the Thanes who came after him with the same dark brush.”


  “Well,” Ravel blurted, struggling to her feet, “I guess I’m supposed to feel grateful that you youngsters took time out of your busy lives to visit, but I’m tired. I can only take so much! Time for you all to leave.”


  
    

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  The hag led them through the maze, absentmindedly tracing a complex path that she seemed to know well. Thane cupped Grace’s egg in his hands, letting Dak’kon and Morte—but not Annah—peek at the contained fiend.


  “No wonder we were all so taken,” sighed the skull. “I doubt even a deader could resist a succubus. You feel a tug at the old heartstrings, Thane?”


  He shook his head. He’d found Grace a beautiful thing, much in the same way that other things struck him as physically ugly. But his knee-jerk reaction to the touch of her hand hadn’t meant anything. He hadn’t decided he wanted to touch her and then felt a thrill when she allowed him to do so—it had been provoked out of him.


  Dak’kon smiled slightly and clapped a hand on Thane’s shoulder.


  “You know, it occurs to me that you have a unique perspective. The absence of your mortality not only removes your fear of the absolute end, but it seems to have cleared away the worries and emotions that encumber transient beings. You have a clarity about your purpose that I, for one, could never achieve because my feelings invariably complicate matters.”


  Thane was still considering the githzerai’s words when Ravel stopped walking. The hag ran her hand along the ragged surface of one of the vine walls, unconcerned that the thorns and barbs were slicing her palm open.


  “Yea, here’s the portal.” She outlined with her dripping finger a single vine that bent to form a vague doorway. Thane guessed he wouldn’t have noticed it in a thousand years of searching. Ravel started to cough and choke, then spit what looked like a finger bone into her bloody palm. “You can keep the key,” she said, handing the bone to Thane.


  “I thought ya said ya never found the way out,” challenged Annah.


  Ravel cackled. “I ain’t… not yet. I’ll probably find this in a few more years.” She tapped the shell of the black egg with a long fingernail. “Watch yourself, now, peach. This fiend’ll bust loose once you leave the maze.”


  Thane nodded. “One more thing. I used to lose my memory every time I died. I don’t anymore.”


  The hag stroked her warty chin and studied the green sky stream. “Well, you ain’t got your mortality back, so I guess you’ve been hit with magic that’s better than mine. Ever come to in some fancy wizard’s castle or the like?”


  “No…” He’d awakened in the Mortuary, his mind a blank slate. But when he’d returned to life in Dak’kon’s pillow parlor, he’d remembered the previous day. Something must have happened in the Mortuary, something the Dustmen did to him.


  Cautiously, Thane reached out for the area of the wall enclosed by the vine Ravel had traced. It crackled with a burst of bright energy, and his hand passed through.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Not a bad old bird at that,” said Morte as the hag trundled away. “Lonely, though. What say we fix her up with Lothar?”


  Chapter 10
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  “Well, thank you for such an interesting experience,” said Grace, extending her ivory hand. Her leaf-green eyes drank Thane in as if he were the only thing in the world, as if she weren’t even aware of the distracting bustle of Sigil’s open-air bazaar all around them. “Whisked away to a maze and trapped in a hag’s egg! Unexpected. Unusual. I can’t wait to get back to the sensorium and store it all in a recorder stone so others can share it, too.”


  Thane refused to shake her hand and reached up to make sure his hood was tightly drawn up over his head. Although Grace had resumed her sleek, radiant appearance—her disguise?—Thane could only see the baleful glow of her red eyes, the sharp angles of her leathery wings. The black egg had burst as soon as they’d emerged through the portal and landed in the middle of the sprawling bazaar, and Grace was suddenly just there, willowy and lovely in the late afternoon light as if nothing at all strange had happened.


  “You’re leaving?” asked Morte.


  Grace’s dewy white skin flushed pink. “Oh, I hope you don’t take any offense.”


  “It’s just that it ain’t supposed to happen this way.” The skull floated closer to her. “Bashers who join up with a group usually stick around. You know, to see how things turn out.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said, “but I’ve got a life to get back to. Days might have passed here while we were in the maze.” Grace walked over to where Dak’kon and Annah were standing and touched the githzerai’s elbow as she shook his hand. “I’ll see you again sometime.”


  Dak’kon cleared his throat.


  Annah stepped out of the long shadow cast upon her by Grace’s tall, leggy shape.


  “So go, already!” The tiefling reached back and patted at the torn rear of her bodysuit, which had split when her rat’s tail burst forth.


  Grace looked down at Annah, and some of her long silken red hair slid forward over her alabaster shoulders.


  “I hope each of you finds what it is you’re looking for.” She slipped off into the milling mob, heading down a narrow path between two rows of tables piled high with woven blankets and rugs, eventually disappearing behind a green-and-white striped tent.


  “Too bad she was a dirty fiend,” sighed Morte, staring after her. “She sure filled the eyes.” The skull gave a long whistle that started out high and ended very low.


  “Ya fergot ta mention ’ow polite she was,” snapped Annah. “Why ya starin’, anyways? Ya got no hands, no lips, nothin’ ta do nothin’ with!”


  “Why don’t you leave?” Morte fired back. “Just think of all the sods who got put in the dead-book in the last few days. Aren’t you getting that scavengy feeling?” He zoomed closer to her face. “Come to think of it, I bet we’ll be rid of you soon enough. Pharod gave you what, two hours off your leash? Better scamper back to him before he finds you.”


  Annah swatted at the skull, who deftly ducked her reach. “Don’t no one own me!”


  “Stop it, both of you!” Dak’kon moved between them, hands raised to keep them apart.


  “I’m going to Curst,” Thane declared. He was tired of everyone bickering. “The rest of you do what you want.”


  The tiefling’s amethyst eyes softened. “I never been ta Curst before.”


  “You’re a wererat,” he said flatly. “Your behavior can’t be trusted. You’re staying right here.”


  “No, I’m still me. Ya need me.” She looked at each of them in turn for confirmation and, finding none, glanced skittishly around the bazaar. The group’s silence magnified the singsong noise of the haggling of the marketers going on all around them. A heavy-set man with tremendous eyelashes like small brooms bumped into Annah, who seemed oblivious to all passersby. The tiefling ran a hand through her lamb’s-fleece hair and looked down at the street. “I can’t go back.”


  Then she looked up at Thane. “I ’elped ya rescue bony boy, and I knew about the sensorium, and I got magic! I’ll get myself cured, and then I can go, aye? Ya can spot me some o’ yer gems—two or three oughta do it.” Her voice grew quieter than Thane had ever heard it. “I’m worth—well, my magic’s worth that, ain’t it?”


  Thane stepped out of the way as an elephantine creature carrying a basket brimming with still-flapping fish walked by. He didn’t like loitering out in the open street. And it was true, Annah’s spells and street smarts had been helpful so far. Thane looked to Dak’kon for advice, but the githzerai’s black marble eyes just shifted to the side.


  “Fine,” Thane decided, pulling a few blue jewels from the pouch in his backpack. Annah sighed and eagerly took the gems from the palm of his hand, her fingers surprisingly cold to the touch. “But get it done fast.” He moved to look Morte deep in the eye sockets. “You go with her. Make sure she gets cured. Meet us back here as soon as you’re done.”


  “What am I, her nanny? Why can’t Dak’kon go?”


  “Aw, c’mon,” Annah begged. “I know a toppin’ priest who ain’t too nosy so long as ’e’s got jink ta count! We’ll be right quick, ya’ll see!”


  “Grrrrr,” grumbled the skull. “Finally alone with a gal, and it’s her.”


  Thane reached out for the tiefling. “Cast another disguise spell on me before you go.”


  Annah’s small face was eclipsed by a wide frown. “I used the one I had. It’ll take time fer me ta—”


  “Just go,” Thane interrupted. He watched her and Morte melt into the throng of marketers.


  “Do not worry overmuch. The bazaar is perhaps one of the best places in Sigil to go unnoticed.” Dak’kon thrust his long arm into his sack up to the shoulder, then pulled out the remains of the cheese bread, which sported a coat of gray-green mold. He dropped it in the trash box beneath a nearby table. “Let us eat something while we have this opportunity.”


  “I’m not hungry,” Thane protested. “I don’t want to eat. I don’t want to sleep. I just want to get back what I’ve lost.”


  A large signboard suddenly passed overhead, cloaking them in shadow. It floated by silently, facedown so people could look up and read it—something about surplus snakes.


  “I cannot know your unique sense of emptiness, true, but I know that you must eat sooner or later.” Dak’kon sifted through a crate of fruits and cheeses, loading several large pieces of each into his sack, and then he gave a few copper coins to the stout, three-foot-tall woman who stood behind the box. “So, old friend, what do you know about Curst?”


  “Nothing.” Thane turned away from a creature with greenish-black skin and a single curved horn, thinking that the strange being was staring at him. “The hag just said a deva there might know something about me.”


  “Curst is a small town that sits in a neutral expanse called the Outlands,” Dak’kon said. “The realm is home to many gate-towns, each built around a portal—a gate—to other planes. These towns are small reflections of the planes they lead to. If the plane is hospitable, the city is pleasant as well. Unfortunately, Curst’s portal is a channel to Carceri, one of the Lower Planes. Carceri is known as the Red Prison, and it is not a hospitable plane in the least. Curst will be harsh and unwelcoming. The city is a gathering ground for exiles, for the disenfranchised, for those blinded by their own bitterness and rage against foes real and imagined.” He paused. “It is no place for a deva.”


  “Why not?” asked Thane. “What is a deva, anyway?”


  “A paragon of virtue,” offered the githzerai. “As fiends revel in the malice of the Lower Planes, so do the devas bask in the radiance of the Upper Planes. A deva is a noble creature sent on errands of mercy across the multiverse by the gods of benevolence and peace. As a servant of light, it might indeed hold wondrous knowledge, secrets beyond mortal ken.”


  Dak’kon’s words made Thane all the more ready to leave Sigil behind. “So we need to find a portal to Curst. But one of us has to wait here for Morte and Annah. I guess I should lie low.”


  The githzerai nodded and departed instantly.


  Thane stood quietly near the big tent, a brown speck in the huge, colorful, bustling bazaar. The minutes alone crawled slowly, grinding to a halt when he spotted three beefy men in spiked red plate mail wading through the crowd—Harmonium.


  “Done.” It was Dak’kon, his breath labored, his pony-tail sliding out of its tie. “A tout showed me a large statue of an ogre on a dais at the edge of the bazaar. To activate the portal, one of us must crawl through its legs while thinking of someone who wronged him. We will appear in the Outlands, close to Curst. The tout said it was safer than landing within the town itself. We—”


  “Thane! Dak’kon! Run!”


  Through the bazaar sped Morte, hurtling like a bleached cannonball above all the heads. Ten steps behind him, the mob parted for Annah, who was shoving and kicking her way through the mass of people. Ten steps behind her lumbered a four-armed giant encased in brass armor, using two hands to knock a path through the bazaar and the other two to wave a very large, very sharp axe—one of Pharod’s reaves!


  Thane saw the three Harmonium officers start to push toward the commotion.


  “Quick!” He slapped Dak’kon on the shoulder, and the githzerai broke into a sprint through the market. Thane chased after, dodging people, wings, tails, piles of clothing, pyramids of stacked chairs, wooden carts, and tent spikes as he ran. If they could just reach the portal!


  Dak’kon led him to a tusked ogre sculpted in bronze and waved him toward it, turning to look for the others. Thane leapt atop the statue’s platform in one jump, dropped to his hands and knees, and practically slid between the ogre’s giant legs. He conjured up an image of Montauk, the rat-wearing smiler who’d tried to kill him and kidnap Morte.


  The noise of Sigil fell away, and a bright flash erased his vision. When he could see again, Thane found himself crawling through a pile of straw. The air was cold and tainted with the smell of dung. He looked around and saw that he was in an empty stable—with blades, heavy staves, and nocked arrows all pointed in his direction. The weapons were in the hands of men, women, and other hostile beings arranged in a wide circle around him.


  “On your feet,” ordered a rotund man stuffed into three hooded wool tunics of different lengths, layered one atop the other. His pale, bald head shone, and he had a heard that hung in several thin, dark braids, each of which ended with a red bead. In one hand he held a small crossbow, its bolt aimed at Thane’s head. “Step to the side.”


  Thane did as he was told, the end of a hard staff pressing into the small of his back. He saw that he’d emerged from a gap in a wooden fence, the posts still crackling electrically as Dak’kon crawled through and received the same greeting. Annah appeared next. Her hand went to her dagger immediately, but a pug-nosed gnome knocked her to her side with a stick that looked like half an oar. She stood slowly as Morte came through the portal. The fence posts stopped flickering; no one else followed the skull through.


  They were all herded into a group and marched out of the stable into a cheerless, gray city that sat under a murky beige sky. A gravel street followed the curve of gray stone buildings that arced away from the stable, and gusts of cold wind sent billowing sheets of dust skirting down the road. In the distance, a towering stone wall overgrown with thick razorvine ringed the city. Like Sigil, this town seemed to be circular, but unlike Sigil, it was definitely grounded. Thane watched silhouettes of guards walk back and forth along the top of the wall, occasionally firing arrows at people gathering too close to the barrier.


  The razorvine on the outer wall was the only vegetation Thane saw. The street before him had no trees, plants, or even weeds. He shivered and pulled his cloak more tightly around him, then licked his dry lips. Was this how it felt to stand in a desert at night? Beings of all sizes and shapes passed by, wrapped in layers of gray wool and fur. Thane noticed them glancing in his direction but paying no attention to his obvious plight. The more he looked at the gray people, the gray street, the gray buildings, the gray wall, and the gray sky, the more he felt sure that he knew this place. He’d seen it in the visions that streamed from his broken recorder stone. He’d been here before.


  “Welcome to Curst,” said the bald, bearded man. He reached back with one hand to pull up one, two, three hoods over his smooth head. “I’m Cly—your new best friend. Don’t just stand there with your mouths flapping open. The tout said you’d land elsewhere, did she? Well, when you trust a knight of the cross-trade, you pay the music. Asking for directions to Curst is like begging to be peeled. No one ever wants to come here.”


  Thane looked at each of his companions. Annah’s jumble of teeth were chattering from the chill as she briskly rubbed her arms. Morte saw him glance at the tiefling, and the skull nodded; apparently, Annah had had time to get cured. Dak’kon’s face was tight and flat, as if he were trying to remain calm. Or maybe he was just cold. Thane couldn’t read him.


  Thane turned to the ringleader of the welcoming party. “We don’t want trouble. We’re here to see the deva. Do you know him?”


  The bruisers surrounding them chuckled to one another. “Sure, this is a friendly little burg,” laughed Cly, fingering one of the braids of his beard. “Everyone knows everyone here. But you’re a bit late. The deva flew back to the Upper Planes years ago. He’s probably picking daises or kissing babies on Mount Celestia right now.”


  The deva—gone? Ravel Puzzlewell had said Thane had been to see her about the deva just last week. He knew the hag was time-addled, but this…


  “Like I thought.” Cly backed into the stream of passersby to get a better look at his captives. “Sallust wouldn’t know ya from his own backside. And you lot aren’t Doomguard. That’s clear as spit.” He stepped forward and threw his arm around Thane’s shoulders. “Park your ears,” he whispered, his warm breath reeking of liquor. “A bunch of Doomguard thugs from Sigil’re out to crush our burg under their boot, only they want to do it on the sly. This berk Sallust, a real up-and-comer in the faction, has wormed his bruisers into Curst, so they can take over while keeping most of the townsfolk in the dark. They all play innocent while plotting to put us down like dogs, then grab Curst by the neck and wreck it.”


  Wreck it? Thane didn’t understand. “Why would they want to do that?”


  Cly let go of Thane in surprise, then turned to his gang and laughed heartily. He pointed at Annah.


  “I thought she was the one with no ears! I said they’re Doomguard! The faction wrecks things! That’s what they do!” After another string of chortles, he continued. “Look, a blood named Tovus Giljaf runs Curst, and we want to keep it that way. He’ll make it worth our while to give the Doomguard enough trouble that they go looking for other towns to knock down. Give us a hand, and we’ll give you the deva.” Cly paused and wiped his nose, a smile creeping across his chubby face. “Truth is, we know exactly how to find the deva.”


  Thane found it hard to swallow that the first person they’d met in Curst not only happened to know of the deva but also had a way of delivering him. Still, it couldn’t hurt to listen, to find out more information. Something might prove useful. Thane guessed that Cly wouldn’t let them walk away if they refused him. They had to play along for now.


  Then again, what if Thane’s intuition had led them to Cly for a reason? He couldn’t assume that the bald man was lying. What if Cly’s story was true? What if they fooled him and wandered all over Curst only to discover that Cly really was their best shot at the deva? Thane didn’t want to make enemies or lose any more time. He didn’t want to make a mistake.


  “What do you want us to do?” he asked.


  Cly pointed toward the ring of buildings closest to the town’s outer wall.


  “See that gray smokestack? Wait—see that stone building? No, wait—” The bald man studied the horizon, apparently looking for some identifying feature, then waved in the general direction. “Well, somewhere over there is Curseworthy’s, the only alehouse in town that’s friendly to Doomguard. Mahaff runs the place, and he’s turned stag on us because he thinks that Sallust’ll do better for him than we do. Don’t know how he thinks he’ll make a living in a wrecked town! But you head on in there and get in tight with some of Sallust’s bunch, maybe buy a few rounds of bub. Just pick up the chant for now—you’ll be our inside men.” He tugged at a bead at the end of one of the braided strands of his beard, and his eyes seemed to take in the curves of Annah’s body. “So to speak.”


  “I’m soddin’ freezin’,” groused the tiefling, blowing into her cupped hands. “Let’s tall-step it ta the pub.”


  “I don’t want to rub shoulders with Doomguard,” said Morte. “We’ll find that deva ourselves.”


  “Not likely,” said Cly. “Besides, it’s not easy leaving town. Curst never wants to let a body go. ’Course, I might be able to help with that, too, if you do right by us. Now get moving before the wrong sod spots us wigwagging.” He aimed his crossbow squarely at Thane’s head, then pointed it up at the sky. “We’ll be in touch.”


  The wind gusted, and clouds of dust rose from the surface of the gravel street as Cly departed and his compatriots hurried to crowd along behind him.


  “Did you notice that he never called the deva by any name?” Thane asked Dak’kon. “He just kept saying ‘the deva.’ Maybe Cly doesn’t know him at all.”


  Dak’kon nodded. “It might also be an insult—that is, referring to one as an object instead of a person with a name.”


  “Cut it, teach,” snapped Annah, shivering. “I’m cold.”


  Thane looked up at the powdery gray sky. It was growing darker. “Let’s head toward Curseworthy’s.” His feet crunched over the gravel as he walked toward the town wall. He didn’t feel like facing people who got their kicks from razing towns, and he’d had enough of doing favors for other people before they’d help him in return. But if Cly could truly offer up the deva, Thane was willing to do whatever the bald man told him.


  
    

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  “He told you what?” Sallust slammed her mug down on the table, splashing black heartwine up onto Thane. The one-armed woman seemed genuinely angry, her curly brown eyebrows pulling down over her small orange eyes. She lowered the hood of her single-sleeved gray cloak and ran her left hand through her shock of kinky brown hair, which stood straight up in the air. The two of them sat in a corner of Curseworthy’s, away from the ears of the regulars, though—at Thane’s insistence—not far from the table where his companions ate and drank, watching his back.


  “You’ve been led into the thickets, friend.” Sallust let go of her mug so she could tap angrily on the table.


  That wasn’t surprising. Cly had led Thane to believe that Sallust was a man. Unless this woman was an impostor.


  “Oh, there is a Doomguard plot to take Curst, all right, but you’ve already met the bashers involved—Cly and his scum.” Sallust’s table tapping grew into knocking. “They’re the ones come down from Sigil to undermine us. The Doomguard think that entropy’s the natural state of the cosmos, that all things tend toward ruin and decay. Most’re content to let nature take its course. But Cly wants to help it along, starting right here in Curst. I’m not surprised the berk wanted you to spy for him. He’s the one in tight with Tovus Giljaf, promising to help root out Curst’s ‘troublesome elements.’ Meaning me and my people.”


  Thane had no time to worry about political intrigues. “Look, the only reason I came to Curst was to talk to a deva who’s supposed to live here.”


  “Deva, huh?” Sallust itched her right underarm, over which there was no arm. “You must mean Trias. Sorry, but Cly’s bunch shoved the berk through the portal to Carceri long ago. ’Course, one of my men could take you through and show you where the poor devil’s set up camp.”


  So Cly had probably lied about the deva being gone, too. Thane’s head began to throb.


  “I’d just need a favor first.” Sallust’s large, peach-colored lips curved into a smirk. “Cly thinks you’re getting the goods on us, so I want you to play along. Feed him some phony chant, string him out for a bit, then come back here, and we’ll work out how you’re going to lead him into an ambush. Once Cly’s skin is nailed to my wall, I’ll have my best blood guide you to Trias.”


  Thane had known that Sallust’s help would have its price, payable in advance. Maybe Morte was right; it’d be simpler to find the deva themselves than to puzzle out who to trust in this town. Like it or not, though, he was involved in the battle for Curst. He didn’t care what happened to the city, as long as he got Trias.


  Sallust snapped her fingers in Thane’s face, startling him out of his thoughts.


  “The deal’s good for one more second. Answer.”


  “Deal.” Thane shook Sallust’s hand, and she went back to her mug of heartwine, grumbling to herself.


  He and the others left the tavern, Thane briefing them on the latest development. They headed back through Curst’s dark, dusty streets, now illuminated only by torches that flickered and sputtered in the wind, toward the stable where they’d first met Cly.


  “I ain’t keen on going to Carceri, no matter what the reason,” said Morte. “If the deva’s really in the Red Prison, we might want to get used to the idea of doing without him.”


  Thane was about to argue when a fat chain of cold metal suddenly lashed out of the darkness behind him and snaked around his throat, constricting so tightly that he couldn’t speak or even swallow. His fingers grabbed at the links, trying to pry them out of his skin, but the chain jerked him straight up off the ground—up, up, until his legs kicked helplessly ten feet above the sharp gravel. The clinks and rattles of more flashing chains filled his ears as he hung, gasping for air, his body twisting as he scrambled to grab hold of the steel noose above his head. Near him struggled Dak’kon and Annah, choked and yanked aloft by their own lengths of chain, and Morte, who was caught on a chain that threaded through his mouth and out of an eye socket. The chains weren’t attached to anything but hung unsupported in the chill air.


  “You’re under arrest,” shouted a man’s voice from below. Thane rolled his eyes downward and saw a hooded figure in black standing below them, arms crossed, masked face looking up. Behind the man stood a big-bellied creature that was wrapped in thin gray chains from head to toe. The links covered every inch of its body except for a large, bloodshot eye and a brown-toothed grin. Drool ran from its lips.
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  “I’m going to have the kyton lower you to the ground,” the black-garbed man announced calmly. “If you resist arrest, back up you go, and we’ll jail your corpses instead.” The man nodded to the chain-wrapped creature at his side. It giggled, and the chains suddenly dropped Thane and the others to the gravel. The metal knot around Thane’s throat loosened enough for him to breathe again, though it left a deep rut in his neck. Dak’kon and Annah panted and sucked in air, while Morte just twitched on the ground, unable to move or speak.


  The hooded man walked off, beckoning, and the kyton chased after him in a rattling gait. The animate chains jerked the three humanoid prisoners to their feet and pulled them forward like tight leashes; the skull was dragged along through the gravel. It was all Thane could do to trot fast enough to avoid falling and choking again. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Annah’s hands move as if she were trying to cast a spell. Another length of chain speedily unwound itself from the kyton’s body and flew around the tiefling’s torso, wrapping her arms to her sides.


  They were dragged toward the center of Curst. Townsfolk hurriedly cleared out of their way. The road ended in a large town square, in the center of which stood a four-pillared arch of living razorvine. Ringing the square were tall, evenly spaced torches suspended by what looked like ten-foot-long rat tails rising straight up out of the gravel, their ends curled around the torches’ bases. Warm yellow light shone through the windows and from underneath the doors of the stone buildings that traced the shape of the square, among them a palatial gray marble home, a barracks, and a five-story, windowless structure—their destination.


  The black-clad man pounded on the double iron doors of the jail, which swung open in response. He and the kyton led the prisoners past two guards, then down a flight of steps, and into a long corridor lined on each side with populated cells. The cages were separated by stone walls, but Thane could see through the bars that formed their fronts. Most of the inmates were cursing, weeping, or snoring.


  The jailer marched his captives to an empty cell at the end of the hall. In an adjacent enclosure lay a dead woman, completely stiff, her brown arms tucked in at her sides, her big yellow eyes stuck open. Only after the barred door had swung shut on them did the animate chains relax and spool back to the kyton’s body. The hooded man moved back down the hall, the kyton lurching and clinking after him.


  “Ey!” shouted Annah, trying to shake the bars of their cell. “Ya can’t just leave us ’ere!”


  “Why, certainly they can,” said a fat man in the cell opposite theirs. He wore a too-small, gold-brocade suit and reclined on a mat of straw. Struggling to sit forward, he pulled the vest of his suit down over his expansive stomach and nodded with all of his chins. “Allow me to introduce myself—I am Trias of the Seven Peals.”


  “Trias? That’s the name of the deva we’re looking for,” Thane said.


  The round man rolled onto his side and pushed himself to his tiny feet. He ran his puffy fingers through his short, greasy hair, and his body fluidly reshaped itself. An extremely thin, pale, luminous man now stood in the jail cell. He reminded Thane of a window covered with frost—nearly flat, his surface coated with a white sparkling sheen. Long, silvery, silken strands flowed from his head and seemed to float in the air. His almond-shaped eyes had metallic silver centers in place of irises, and they didn’t blink. Large, white-feathered wings fanned out from his back. He smiled wryly with teeth like a strand of pearls.


  “At your service.”


  “I’ll be jiggered!” shouted Morte. “Now that’s what I call a disguise!”


  Dak’kon drew his sword and held it aloft as he dropped to one knee. “It is an honor to be in your presence, good Trias.” The githzerai stood and sheathed the blade. “Tell me, do you know why have we been arrested?”


  Trias shrugged and winked at the same time. “Oh, they had some reason. They always do. So! Why did you wish to see us?”


  Us? Thane spent a few seconds looking for someone else in the deva’s cell, then realized that Trias was speaking in the plural.


  “Someone told me you’d be of help,” he said. “I might have met you once before, but I don’t remember. I don’t remember anything.” Thane’s fast confession surprised him, but he felt less defensive and vulnerable than he had in some time. The deva’s mere presence seemed to relax him. “I had someone strip my mortality out of my body. I don’t know why I would do that, or where it is now. I—I think you know something about it.”


  Trias hurtled toward the bars of the cell, pulled up just short of smashing into them, and studied Thane carefully, one of his glittery eyebrows arched.


  “I—I think it is important to think unthinkable thoughts. It shouldn’t be possible if they’re unthinkable. And yet it is,” said the deva.


  Trias started rubbing the tips of his fingers together, slowly at first, then more vigorously, until the subtle scratch-scratch of his skin turned into a hum. He seemed to be rolling something between his fingertips, and when he stopped, Thane could see what looked like a small piece of crystal in the deva’s grip. Trias tossed it through the bars and across the corridor into their cell. Annah picked it up: a small question mark. The shape melted away almost immediately—ice.


  “We wish we could help,” sighed Trias. “But we don’t remember you. Can we offer you something to drink instead? A biscuit? A life?” The deva threw his head back and opened his mouth in a silent laugh.


  “Timlin’s eye!” Morte knocked his forehead repeatedly against the side wall of the cell. “So Ravel Puzzlewell got it wrong. What a surprise. And she came off so sane.”


  “Ravel Puzzlewell?” Trias asked. “The name sounds made up to me. Who has a child and says, ‘Let’s name her Ravel, it goes so well with Puzzlewell’? Well might you ask. Well, well, well, well, well!”


  Morte floated close to Thane’s ear. “I think this berk’s off in the upper story himself.”


  “We say exactly what we think,” Trias announced proudly, clearly having overheard the skull. “Can you say as much? How about ‘trapped’—can you say that? Trapped in the cell, trapped in the town, can’t go up, can’t go down. You see, if you can’t demonstrate a clear destination and purpose, the wall watch won’t let you out of Curst. Curst won’t let you out of Curst. The city sinks its hooks into your head, and you just can’t leave.”


  “That why a blood as powerful as the likes of ya’s stuck ’ere?” asked Annah.


  Trias grinned at Thane. “Your small-scale friend is a cheeky rascal. We’re never stuck anywhere. No, we’re in Curst at the behest of our lord Tyr, the greatest of the upper-planar gods. We’re here to save this—this—well, it isn’t a town so much as it’s the rug that the most bitter castoffs in the multiverse get swept under. It’s more of a holding pen for exiles.”


  The deva gestured at the cage around him and vanished, instantly materializing in the other cell, right next to Annah. He covered her mouth with his sleek white hand as the tiefling cried out in shock, then put his index finger to his lips and patted her on the head.


  “The miserable folk of Curst draft plan after plan to avenge themselves on their enemies. They all want to leave, but they’re shackled to the town by their own weaknesses. They’ve got it in their heads that they can’t act any other way. For them, life’s a string of betrayals, some larger than others. Couldn’t you just cry?” He tilted his head back and laughed silently again.


  Thane glanced over at Dak’kon; the githzerai raised his eyebrows but said nothing.


  “We have to be careful what we get into our heads,” the deva said, frowning now. “We think things should be one way and eventually they are!” Trias shivered dramatically, the blue-white feathers of his wings quivering. “They killed Tovus Giljaf long ago. A pair of jumped-up thugs have split the town between them, and since trust and loyalty are about as likely here as a sunburn, everyone thinks that everyone else secretly belongs to the Doomguard. But there aren’t any Doomguard in town—unless they’re all Doomguard pretending not to be. Same difference.”


  Trias dipped a long finger in the mud of the floor and, on the wall, sketched the four-pillared arch of razorvine that grew in the center of the town square.


  “The portal to Carceri,” he intoned. Then he added a handful of swishy lines shooting out from all sides of the arch. “The treacherous spirit of that hateful plane seeps through into Curst, coloring the citizenry—ash gray, if we were forced to pick a definite shade. We just stand aghast at the thought that if enough people take the ideals of Carceri to heart, the Red Prison will simply absorb Curst.” Muddying his finger again, he drew arrows pointing back into the arch. “On the planes, things tend to gravitate to realms of like attitudes, much as newcomers to a city settle among their own kind. It’s just the sort of thing someone might say was unthinkable—a town sliding off somewhere because of what its citizens were carrying around in their heads.”


  Dak’kon nodded solemnly. “Geography determined by philosophy. So, then, your purpose here—”


  “We work behind the scenes,” Trias declared, adding to his drawing a winged stick figure peeking out from behind the arch. “We mix with the mixed-up, malicious masses. We subtly nudge people down the right path in an effort to keep Curst rooted to the Outlands, where the air’s a bit more neutral. We don’t like to lose whole towns to the Lower Planes, tut tut.”


  Annah noticed that a feather had fallen from the deva’s wings; she picked it up and tucked it into Thane’s belt.


  “Fer luck,” she said with a smile, then her face fell as she turned toward Trias. “Er, if ya don’t mind, that is.”


  “Not at all!” The deva beamed and gently flapped his wings twice.


  “Look, this is all very interesting,” said Thane, “but I want to find my mortality. If you can’t help me—”


  “Perhaps we can,” Trias mused, shaking his finger in the air as he thought. “Always do good and all that. There’s a fiend in the Outlands named Fhjull Forked-Tongue. He’s of the baatezu race—an amnizu, if we recall. Short, dumpy, ugly. He may be of service to your cause.”


  “Sure,” said Morte. “We’ll just skip into a fiend’s lair and hope that he spills the dark of it before he flays us and snacks on our hearts.”


  “Fer once, bony boy’s spot on,” griped Annah, crossing her arms. “Baatezu ain’t nothin’ but lies made flesh.”


  Trias smiled and raised his hands in protest, waving them back and forth.


  “Oh, don’t fret, no, no, no, no, no. Fhjull is a most unusual fiend—a recluse from his fellows who performs acts of charity and speaks the truth in all things. Ask him how he came to be that way. He’ll tell you. He’ll have to.” Trias tipped his head back, his mouth falling open in another soundless laugh. Then he raised his hand, which suddenly contained a small jade sphere. He handed the ball to Thane; in it floated a golden arrow. “His hermitage roosts some distance away, but this will point you right to him. Getting out of Curst’s the real trouble, though. Even we can’t help you there. No one can teleport in or out. In fact, no magic works when used in an escape attempt. Can’t go over or under the wall—the razorvine grows up or burrows down to stop you. The only portal out of town is the one to Carceri—’nuff said. No, you have to deal with the wall watch, unfortunately.”


  From down the hall, a door opened and closed, and Thane heard footsteps in the corridor. The deva vanished and reappeared in his own cell, back in the guise of the fat man.


  A mustached guard in chain mail walked up to the group’s cell, pulled out a ring of keys, and unlocked the door.


  “Dunno why, but Cly’s bailed you lot out. Said he weren’t letting Sallust muck up his plans like this.”


  Sallust had betrayed them? Thane stepped into the corridor, and as the guard ushered the others out behind him, Trias conspiratorially pressed himself up against the bars of his cell.


  “To get out of town, you’ve got to persuade old Lespinasse that you have the right to leave,” he whispered.


  Thane recognized the name. “Lespinasse?”


  “Captain of the wall watch,” hissed Trias. “Allowed his own mother to rot of crowpox in the street rather than let her out to fetch a curative. Why, do you know him?”


  An image clear as day filled Thane’s head: a secret burial under a murky, starless sky, he and Lespinasse digging graves near Curst’s outer wall, the murderous, face-scarred elf trembling at the thought of his crimes being discovered. It was one of the visions from the broken recorder stone, an experience from a past life.


  Thane nodded. “We’re old friends.”
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  Eight days out of Curst, Thane realized how much he’d come to rely on portals. His feet and back ached from walking, and he was tired of constantly wiping sweat from his eyes just so he could stare at the hard-baked, yellow dirt that stretched to the horizon in every direction and the flat, purple sky above. It was always day, or maybe it was always night. With no cycles of light, he, Dak’kon, and Annah simply rested when they were tired. Annah worked on her spells. Thane cut his hair, which still grew wildly uneven, every other day or so. Morte kept watch whenever the others dozed, and each time Thane awoke, he wondered what the skull thought about, just sitting and staring for hours on end, never sleeping, never eating. Thane realized that it was probably hard for Morte to watch them all do things, simple things that were forever out of reach.


  Dak’kon took the lead each day, consulting the arrow in the jade ball that would supposedly point them to Fhjull Forked-Tongue. Thane walked in the middle of the group, preferring to see what was happening all around him and hoping the sphere would prove more helpful than Pharod’s map had in the catacombs. Apart from an occasional hill or sand dune, the only real landmark was a towering spire, above which floated a horizontal ring. No matter how far they traveled, it never seemed to get any closer. Thane had asked when they’d reach it.


  “Never,” Morte had answered. “The spire’s at the center of the Outlands, infinitely far away. It’s also infinitely tall. And that ring? Sigil.”


  Thane had asked how they could see the top of something that was endless, and Dak’kon had smiled.


  “Perhaps regaining your mortality will restore your joy in wonder.”


  Joy was something Thane couldn’t even imagine. He did feel relief—a concern eliminated—at having left the squabbles of Curst behind. The wall watch had laughed at his request to leave, but Thane had simply pulled aside the old elf whose face was marked by crossing slashes: Lespinasse, captain of the guards. Thane said that he still knew where the bodies were buried, and the portcullis went up quickly enough. It was a bluff, of course. He had only vague images from the recorder stone, but Lespinasse apparently took no chances.


  “We are here.” Dak’kon pointed to a range of rocky dunes not far away. “The ball’s arrow has melted away.”


  They approached the hard hills, which were strewn with half-buried bones and skeletons, and upon climbing to the top found themselves standing on part of a circle of dunes. Nestled within the ring of hills, Thane saw a small, blocky tower made of dark gray metal that squatted on a pair of bird legs that were as tall and thick as two trees. Disfigured gray things like half-melted wax figures groomed and picked the pink, pimpled legs.


  “Lemures.” Dak’kon drew his sword and studied the molten creatures swarming about the giant clawed feet. “Mindless baatezu. Slaves to more powerful fiends. This is indeed the right place.”


  Suddenly, one of the skeletons half-encased in rock ripped itself free, as jerkily as a marionette on strings, and stood on its three legs. It bowed clumsily with its wide, flat, triangular skull, then clattered down the dunes toward the tower.


  “You’re part fiend,” Morte said to Annah. “That tiefling blood of yours has got to be good for something. Go toss the chant with Fhjull. We’ll wait here and see how the cat jumps.”


  “Bar that!” she shouted. “I ain’t gonna waltz inta a fiend’s kip on the say-so of an addle-coved deva and a dirty pile o’ bones!” She grabbed her crescent moon and recited what sounded to Thane like a poem in a foreign language. Annah yanked out a lock of her hair and shut her eyes. “What’ll happen if we march into that bird bucket?”


  A breeze blew across the ridge of the dune, sending dust and sand into the air. The grainy particles rushed to meet in a dense, swirling cloud that enveloped the tiefling, spinning about the entire length of her body with an erratic whistle. After a moment, she stepped out of the sandy vortex and clapped her hands once. The dust dropped to the ground in a single sheet. Thane saw no sand or dust in her hair or clothes. As a matter of fact, she looked as though she’d been polished.


  “The augury says we won’t get ’urt, and we will learn somethin’ important,” she announced.


  “We will always learn from a new experience,” protested Dak’kon. “If one uses magic to determine the outcome of a venture, one might shy away from challenges that are necessary in order to advance. Further, ‘hurt’ is a relative term. One might lose a limb but learn how to protect oneself forevermore from a similar attack. Or one might become stronger for having to overcome the loss and be able to achieve things that were previously impossible.”


  “Aye, teach,” said Annah. “But it don’t do me no good ta learn ’ow not ta lose an arm when I already lost it. I didn’t do an augury in the sensorium ’cause ya lectured me on how Thane had ta make ’is own decisions. And I ’eld back all the other times, figurin’ it was fer Thane’s good. Well, I’ve ’ad enough. The spell was fer my good.” She skidded down into the bowl of sand ringed by the dunes.


  Thane couldn’t believe it. The tiefling could have peered into the future before? He’d often lost time struggling over what step to take next, had even hesitated out of concern for his companions, and they’d kept this from him? Why did Dak’kon think he knew best?


  “So’re we going or not, Thane?” asked Morte.


  Thane looked at the githzerai and the skull, both waiting for his answer. Everything was getting so complicated. He just wanted to find what he was missing and stop thinking about all these other things. Watching Annah slip and slide down the hill, he was sure that the tiefling would never risk her own neck. Her spell must have told her that it’d be safe to call on the fiend—at least, safe for her. He had no idea exactly what the magic had revealed.


  Dak’kon crossed his arms and stared at Thane. “You are hesitating more over this small decision than you did over large ones where no augury was employed to ‘help’ you.”


  Thane glared at the githzerai, then started down the slope toward the crouching tower. The others followed, all of them ignored by the herd of greasy, bloblike lemures. The three-legged skeleton led them to a chain ladder that climbed up to an oak door at the base of the tower, which still hung ten feet above the ground even with the massive legs squatting tightly.


  One by one, they went up the ladder and through the door. Inside the structure, the air was stifling—hot, thick with gloom and must. The only light shone in through the open door behind them, revealing that they now stood in a square chamber two stories tall—an empty foyer. Its four walls were covered in a continuous painted mural that depicted a rock-strewn wasteland of ruddy clay stretching out beneath a spotless, blood-red sky. Fiery blossoms of exploding fireballs filled the air, and dotting the landscape were fungus-draped basalt blocks, carved with tormented faces.


  Thane suddenly smelled rotting fish. The door slammed shut, plunging the room into total darkness. The enchanted stone around Thane’s neck failed to glow, but slowly, weak purple light leaked down through a coin-sized hole in the top of the tower, gradually revealing the stranger in their midst.


  In front of the door stood a short creature with gray-green skin who wore a heavy robe woven from various shades and lengths of what looked like fur and hair. Sticky batlike wings, covered in spots by mold, unfolded from his back. The creature had protruding, pointed ears and a much-too-pronounced forehead that dominated the top of his elongated, almost stretched head. Huge, light blue eyes stared from above a thick brown beard that covered the entire lower half of his face. The eyes were glassy, like those of a corpse, and were placed unevenly; one sat higher than the other, much closer to the distended brow bone. Dark folds of skin hung beneath each eye. The stranger had no eyebrows, eyelashes, or hair on the top of his head.


  “You wouldn’t believe how hot it gets in here with the door sealed,” he wheezed in a raspy voice. “I am Fhjull Forked-Tongue, Keeper of the Styx, Knight of Baalzephon, and Duke of the Third Legion of Flesh Corruption—retired. Welcome.”


  The fiend’s mouth seemed to be little more than a red slit in the middle of his bushy beard. Then the beard moved, and Thane realized that it was actually a hairy, bulbous animal that clung to the front of Fhjull’s face, covering what must have been his nose and mouth. The beast had four legs that ended in claws, which punctured the amnizu’s grayish skin, stretching his face taut like a canvas. The fiend and the creature breathed in time, in and out.


  Annah slid her dagger out of her thigh band, but Fhjull extended one open hand, and the blade flew into his grip, hilt first.


  “I’ll just keep this for you, shall I? I’d hate to see it accidentally stab you through the neck.”


  The small confined chamber throbbed with waves of heat. Thane pushed the hood off his head and slicked back his damp straggles of hair.


  “Trias, the deva, sent us. He said you could help us. I’ve lost my mortality.”


  “Really?” the fiend said, too loudly, waving Annah’s dagger in the air as if he’d forgotten it was in his hands. “My, how careless of you. Is that what that green string tied around your finger was supposed to remind you—‘Don’t forget to pick up my mortality’? And just what did Trias say I could do for you, exactly?”


  The tiefling moved closer to Thane’s side. “ ’E just said ya might be able ta ’elp find it, that’s all.” Her beige skin and lamb’s-wool hair were perfectly dry. How could she stand the heat?


  Fhjull’s bald, distended brow furrowed as he stared at Thane.


  “And you believed him?” The fiend’s crooked-eyed gaze was intense, unwavering, pinning Thane like a butterfly to a board.


  “Yes.”


  “Good for you.” The skin of the amnizu’s cheeks creased, and Thane wondered if Fhjull was smiling beneath the furry face-hugger. “I’ll tell you a story. Trias and I crossed paths when I wore the face of a paladin—literally. I’d killed the tiresome knight and donned his peeled visage like a mask. I tried to conscript the deva into the Blood War, in eternal servitude for the baatezu. I was overzealous to win such a prize—it is a simple thing to lure mortals with shiny trinkets or magical might, but a deva? The thought of the fall of one so pure made me heady.” Fhjull fixed his icy eyes on Thane once more. “In wanting a single thing so badly, one limits one’s chance of success.”


  Morte started zipping around in tight circles to stir up the air. Dak’kon pulled his long black hair up into a topknot, retrieved a smoke-stained cloth from his sack, and wiped his sweating face and neck. Thane wouldn’t have been surprised if the mural on the four walls surrounding them began to melt, its paint dripping down to the metal floor.


  “Trias saw through my deceptions,” Fhjull continued, “and made some of his own. He tricked me into signing an oath to help others and speak nothing but the truth for the rest of my days.” The bulbous thing clinging to Fhjull’s face expanded and contracted as the fiend sighed. “My first instinct was to crack open his bones and suck out the marrow. But that hardly fit the terms of the code by which I was and still am bound. The shame drove me from Baator.” He looked wistfully at the mural that enclosed them. “I could not survive there now, not as a moral cripple. And so my tale ends in sorrow. Long days are those spent with the truth.”


  “Peeled by a deva?” Morte spun around and around. “Don’t pull my leg! I thought you baatezu were the kings of the cross-trade, running umpteen schemes at once, spending hundreds of years on plans that take hundreds of years to spin out. I can’t believe—”


  Fhjull lashed out with a sleek green hand and stopped Morte in place. “Believing is up to you.”


  Thane saw Annah’s lavender eyes fix on her borrowed dagger. “What’s so soddin’ important about Trias, anyways?”


  “Nothing,” said the fiend, releasing his grip on Morte. “It was what he represented. The Blood War is not about territory. The baatezu claim a patch of lower-planar land today. The tanar’ri drive us out of it the next. To hold ground requires the conquest of hearts and minds. If we can convince enough mortals around the multiverse that we are the stronger race of fiends, the Lower Planes will be ours by default. It might please me to behead a deva and drink blood from his emptied skull, but in the larger picture, it is nothing. Another disgusting slug will take his place. But corrupting a deva—now that is an act of degradation, of demoralization. As a symbol of the futility of opposing the baatezu, its value is incalculable.”


  Thane quickly took off his cloak, and used it to blot the sweat from his face. He’d had to endure enough talk from people lately to know that he had to be patient, had to suffer the emotions of others, in order to get what he needed from them. But he’d had enough.


  “I don’t care about the Blood War. I just want to know if you can help me find my mortality before—”


  “Before you melt into a puddle? It’s growing warmer by the minute. Nothing can survive long in this heat.”


  There was a knock at the oak door.


  The fiend stepped aside and gestured Thane toward the sealed opening. “It’s for you.”


  Thane looked at the dagger in Fhjull’s hands, looked at each of his companions, and sidestepped toward the door, keeping the amnizu in sight at all times. He gripped the hot iron knob and swung the door open, filling the room with a rush of fresh air and bright light. He squinted at something small and square floating outside the doorway: a very fragile translucent box, perhaps made from onionskin, with something rectangular inside. Thane reached out for the box, but it glided past him and into the fiend’s waiting arms.


  “Allow me.” Fhjull began to pick at the surface of the container with a clawlike fingernail. He peeled up papery layer after layer until he’d torn a rough hole in the top of the box, then slid his hand inside and withdrew a thin book with a solid black cover. “Leave the door open,” the fiend instructed Thane. “The sand might be a problem. It blows into every opening it can find. But the bright light would be better for reading.”


  He dropped the box to the floor, handed the dagger back to the tiefling blade first, then flipped open the book and began reading.


  “I’ve finally learned the true name of the fallen one.” Fhjull looked back up at Thane. “One of the great opening lines. Recognize it?”


  Thane shook his head.


  “You should.” The amnizu handed the book to Thane. “You wrote it. This is your journal. You left it here the last time you sought my aid, several hundred years ago.”


  Hurriedly, Thane examined the lightweight tome. The other journal, the one he’d found in the crypt, had hinted at the existence of a black diary penned by one of his past lives that came close to finding “the truth.” But this book had only three pages; the rest had been torn out. He began to read the first entry, silently. I’ve finally learned the true name of—


  “It’s exceedingly rude to ignore us like that.” Fhjull’s wings twitched as he skittered close to Thane. “Stories are best when shared.”


  This close, the fiend’s fishy stink nearly made Thane sick. He began again.


  “I’ve finally learned the true name of the fallen one, the one who knows the way to the citadel. That name is—” he slowly stumbled over the syllables of the next word—“Vabraxisynduujan. Its pronunciation in the presence of the fallen one will render him powerless and perhaps even annihilate him, depending on the strength and conviction of the speaker. With great care must I time its use.”


  Dak’kon pulled the red cloth journal from the sack tied at his waist and held it next to Thane’s. The handwriting in the two books matched.


  “This is indeed your journal. But notice that while the script is identical, the voice is quite different. No doubt the circumstances of each of your lives have shaped a number of very different Thanes.”


  Maybe. But right now, this Thane cared only about the clues in the journal. The citadel? The fallen one? He turned to the next page and, with a glance at Fhjull, resumed reading.


  “The shadows nearly had me again last night. No matter where I flee, always they find me, always they deduce my every move. But no longer. They will trouble me no more, now that I have quit my efforts. I am relieved, for now I need not agonize over whether to use the spell I discovered against them. It will destroy the shadows, of this I am certain, but at what cost to the innocent? It matters not. My journey is done. The Transcendent One withers away like seafoam. Odd to think of how long I struggled to obtain the iron key, when now I’ve decided never to open that door, never to face that truth, never to dare the three tests in the white citadel beyond.


  “This I say to you, who is me: Certain things are better unknown. I have learned the truth of my dilemma, and it compels me to abandon my search for my mortality Would that you might do the same.”


  “A spell to snuff the shadows,” muttered Morte. “That’ll give us a leg up. And the key—does the book mean the big key you found in the sensorium? It unlocks a white citadel?”


  “I don’t know.” Thane flipped to the journal’s last page. It contained what seemed like the foreign words of a poem or a complicated spell of some sort—the magic needed to fend off the shadows? The jagged edges of many missing pages reminded him that much had been torn from the book. He held the journal aloft and glared at the fiend. “Did you tear anything out of this book?”


  The slit in Fhjull’s beast mask parted. “No. The pages were removed by your own hand. A terrible thing, to distrust oneself.”


  Thane flipped through the journal again, looking for the page that clearly explained everything he wanted to know. It wasn’t there. He snapped the book shut and tucked it in his backpack along with the red cloth journal, in case the amnizu tried to grab either volume. Thane couldn’t imagine what this other self had found that caused him to stop looking for his mortality. Why didn’t the black journal just tell him? It frustrated him to think that the person he was back then refused to share “the truth” with his future selves, with all the Thanes who would come later. Maybe that person had been wrong, or crazy, or just trying to trick the others—maybe there was no “truth.” It didn’t matter. He wasn’t giving up the search.


  “Why didn’t you tell me right away that you knew me from before?” he demanded of Fhjull.


  The fiend smoothed down his hairy robe. “I hadn’t decided yet whether to help you or eat you.”


  Thane wondered if everything he did was merely an echo, a shadow of what he’d already done before. Grace, Ravel, Trias, Fhjull—how many times had he visited each of them? Were his lives nothing but the same actions over and over again? Still, the knowledge that he’d gotten this far before helped assure him that he was on the right track now.


  It was time for answers. “What do you know about the theft of my mortality?”


  “I know that it has made you… forgetful.” The fiend’s eyes narrowed as the creature covering his nose and mouth shifted slightly, its claws kneading his face. “But I didn’t take your mortality, I didn’t force or trick you into giving it up, and I don’t know where it is now. I don’t know who the Transcendent One is nor what he, she, or it might want with your mortality. I never spiked you to a rack and filled your lungs with boiling oil, and I have nothing to do with whatever efforts, if any, are being made to prevent you from finding what you’ve lost.”


  Thane considered the thoroughness of the answer and tried to steer the conversation in ways that Fhjull wasn’t taking it.


  “Did you ever send shadows to wound me, or kill me, or steal anything from me?”


  “No, no, and no,” said Fhjull. “This wearies me. The next time you seek my help, I’ll have the answers to all of these questions written out in advance. It will save us both a lot of time.”


  “There won’t be a next time,” snapped Thane.


  The amnizu reached up to stroke the wooly brown fur of the creature attached to the front of his face, and a single red eye popped open above its slit mouth.


  “That’s what you said the last time.”


  Thane had had enough. The manipulative fiend just wanted to toy with him. Fhjull didn’t know how to find his mortality, couldn’t help at all. This whole trip had been a waste of time.


  “On the contrary,” the amnizu rasped, looking directly at Thane. “I always enjoy our little talks.”


  Thane backed away from the fiend, drawing his sword regardless of what good it might do him. Fhjull had read his mind. Was probably still doing it right now. Had probably been doing it since he walked in the door. Thane tried not to think about anything when he spotted something moving out of the corner of his eye. Something moved in the mural of Baator.


  He whirled toward the painting, then realized that what he’d seen was just one of the wailing faces etched into a basalt block. He stared at the face; its eyes were two minuscule white dots. No, not white—they were clear, like windows. Thane thought he saw something behind one of them and leaned closer. Something flickered behind the eye. An orange light—no, red: a flame, a fireball careening through the crimson sky. Thane tasted sulfur in his mouth. He heard something hissing through the air.


  “Everyone down!” shouted Morte.


  Thane dropped to the hard ground. A burst of flame exploded ten feet above him, raining sparks and cinders down on his head. He rolled to his side and searched the red horizon for an attacker. Wait—the horizon? He jumped to his feet and looked all around. He was in Baator, in the scene depicted in Fhjull’s mural. Morte, Dak’kon, Annah—they were all there with him, weapons drawn and eyes darting.


  “What the soddin’ frig-frag just ’appened?” Annah clutched the glowing crescent moon around her neck. “Where’s that fiend? Where are we?”


  Dak’kon dug his sword into the red clay of the ground, as if to confirm its reality.


  “We have entered the amnizu’s painting. Perhaps it was a portal. Perhaps not. Regardless, we are here.” He looked around. “We are in Baator.”


  Morte hovered motionless in the air, staring at the silhouette of a bumpy tower that rose out of the ground at the edge of a cluster of nearby hills.


  “I think I know why Fhjull sent us here.” He started to glide slowly toward the shape.


  “ ’Ey, where ya think yer goin’?” barked Annah.


  Thane followed the skull, becoming aware of the low buzz of a crowd of voices. The din grew louder and more cacophonous as the tower became more distinct. Thane could see decomposing heads of every size, shape, and species, mashed and wedged together in the shape of a pillar twenty feet around and forty feet tall. The head of an old woman with long white hair cried and cried, mucus running in rivulets down her deeply wrinkled face, while the half-rotted reptilian head below her huffed and puffed mightily to blow the dangling locks from its view. A row of heads seemed to be passing a chain of gossip, each turning to the next and chatting happily. A wooly head overgrown with scarlet mold sang at the top of its glass-shattering voice, while other heads squabbled and crossed their eyes and spat at each other. There were a few silent heads: a large rat that seemed to be sleeping, a giant with one eye and no lower jaw, an angry githzerai whose tongue hung from his mouth by a thread, and those at the base of the pillar, whose mouths were buried below ground. Most of the heads were shouting, each struggling to be heard over the others.


  One by one, the heads on the near side of the pillar fell silent, and their eyes rolled toward Morte. A few broke out in leering grins and started chattering in different languages, more and more voices adding layers to the already bewildering jumble of speech.


  Finally, a large bariaur head with broken horns bellowed, “Pike it!” Every head fell silent.


  The bariaur strained its amber eyes in every direction, trying to get a look at Thane, Annah, and Dak’kon in turn before settling on Morte, who floated in front of the pillar. The head smiled, a few rotted teeth slipping from its loose gums and falling from its mouth to the red ground.


  “Welcome back, little one,” the bariaur slurred. “I told you. No one escapes the Pillar of Skulls.”


  Chapter 13
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  Thane looked up at Morte, the skull shining bright white against the deep red sky.


  “Well, there’s the dark of it,” Morte said resignedly, hovering near the tower of murmuring heads. “You’ve been rubbing shoulders with the only blood ever to’ve given the laugh to the Pillar of Skulls. I got stuck here when I fell into the dead-book because—well, I was a right bastard. I made like a top-shelf seer, but once I had a gully’s jink, I just ‘predicted’ what I knew he wanted to hear. Berks like that end up here in the pillar, damned to rattle off true answers to questions till their jaws rot off.”


  Thane recalled how Morte had said he’d never be a slave again. His mind raced back over everything Morte had told him since they’d met. He couldn’t think of a single bit of advice that had been a lie. It appeared that Thane wasn’t the only one who’d been a different person in a past life.


  Annah put her hands on her hips. “And the likes o’ you, always judgin’ me! Sayin’ I ain’t ta be trusted!”


  “We often criticize in others what we fear is most true about ourselves,” said Dak’kon.


  The large bariaur head snorted and tipped one broken horn in Morte’s direction.


  “You can’t tell me you’ve actually put your faith in this brittle boneling? He’ll turn stag on you sooner or later, mark my words. It’s in his nature. Stuck here as long as he was, he probably couldn’t wait to start telling lies again.”


  Morte floated close to the bariaur, hanging in the air just inches from the head’s amber eyes.


  “Seems to me you berks’re the ones still trapped here. I’ve found I like helping folks. Sort of puts a new face on things.”


  “Beggin’ yer pardon, most esteemed travelers,” whined a voice from around the pillar. “But did I hear one o’ ya lot say ya’d escaped from here? Fer th’ love o’ th’ Lady, toss th’ chant me way! Me poor self can’t take this one more day!”


  “It can’t be.” Morte glided around to the other side of the tower. “But it is! Gad so! This makes it all worthwhile!”


  Everyone came around to see what had excited the skull, and there, squashed between the healthy head of a big-nosed ogre and a bluish one that looked more like a leprous ghoul, sat Pharod Wormhair. The head of Pharod Wormhair, his skin its true peach flesh tone, his thick red braids crawling with fleas.


  Thane looked back at Annah. The tiefling had tried so hard to stay as far away from the greedy collector as she could, and now Thane had brought her right to him.


  “Me daughter!” Pharod cried. “An’ th’ deader! As I live an’ breathe! Please, get yer skull ta help me break free o’ this festerin’ mob!” He winced as the jaws of a canine head below him tugged on his long kinky beard. “It ain’t fair, I tell ya, it ain’t fair! I never done no one wrong!”


  An assortment of heads began to howl and shout insults and curses, drowning out Pharod’s pleas.


  Annah took a faltering step toward Pharod, as if she feared he might tear free of the pillar and bite her. Then she drew herself up, taking a deep breath.


  “Yer never gettin’ yer hands on me again!” she yelled, jabbing at Pharod’s nose with her finger to emphasize each word. She scooped up a handful of red mold from the ground and stuffed it in the man’s sobbing mouth. “Shut up!”


  “How did you end up here?” Thane shouted over the din of the heads.


  The doglike head below Pharod had gobbled up so much of his beard that he could barely move his jaw to speak. He spit out the muddy clump of mold.


  “I got done in fer sendin’ ya ta loot that soddin’ tomb! Shadow monsters, black as night, tore me ta pieces! They says their master, some transcendent berk or other, was flamin’ mad on account ya found somethin’ ya shouldn’ta found. Some kinda book!”


  Thane remembered how the shadows had tried to steal the journal from him in Ravel’s maze. Apparently, the Transcendent One didn’t want him following the clues he’d left for himself.


  “Please!” shouted Pharod. “Yer skull’s gotta help me bust loose! I—I’m still in tight with th’ fiends. I kin reward ya!”


  “Sorry,” chirped Morte. “You don’t talk to skulls, remember?”


  Dak’kon shook his head. “No doubt Pharod reaps what he has sowed, but is there nothing we can do to bring comfort to him? He did give us assistance, after all.”


  “You can pitch a tent and read him stories if you like,” said Morte. “But I say we get the chant we came for and catch a portal out of here before the baatezu get wind of us. There’s a cave mouth in the hills that’ll pop us back to Sigil.”


  “It ain’t fair! It ain’t fair!” Pharod struggled to lean out of the pillar. Tears streamed down his face and fell onto the canine below.


  The dog blinked, let go of the beard, and began to bark. Other heads called for the beast to be quiet.


  “I’ll finish off th’ lot o’ ya, just wait!” Pharod sobbed angrily, over the shouts and the barking. “I got connections! Ya ain’t seen th’ last o’ me!”


  “Silence!” screamed a voice on the other side of the pillar—the head of the bariaur. All noise stopped, save Pharod’s whines. “You must have come here with questions,” it continued. “We will answer them—if you shut that human up!”


  Smiling, Annah drummed her fingers in the air and uttered a few magical phrases; suddenly, Pharod was struck mute, his face screwing up with anger as he realized that his protests were no longer being heard. The heads all around Pharod laughed, their mouths silently falling open as they, too, had become mimes.


  “That’ll keep him for a time,” said Annah.


  “If I had but known the tortures I would face…” the bariaur sighed, taking a deep breath and shutting its eyes.


  Thane stood directly in front of the head. “I’ve lost my mortality. Where is it?”


  The bariaur took several more long, lingering breaths, then opened its eyes and spoke.


  “Your mortality is imprisoned in the Fortress of Regrets, an impenetrable citadel that drifts through the Black Barrier, the Great Void, the Cold Land—names given to the all-devouring desolation that is the plane of Negative Energy.”


  Thane could hardly believe it. At last, he knew where his mortality was. He had done it. He hung on to the moment, then looked back at the others gathered behind him—Dak’kon smiling proudly, Annah grinning like a jack-o’-lantern, Morte nodding excitedly. They’d helped make this happen.


  “Go on,” whispered Morte. “We’re all ears!”


  Thane looked into the amber eyes of the bariaur head. “Someone called the Transcendent One keeps trying to stop me from finding my mortality. Where is he?”


  The bariaur rolled its eyes upward, toward the pointy-eared head of a man with multicolored hair like a pile of yarn.


  “Your adversary, too, dwells in the Fortress of Regrets,” the man said.


  The answers were all here—so simple! If only he’d learned about the pillar right away. There was so much he wanted to know.


  “What will happen if I go to the fortress?”


  The yarn-haired man frowned and bit his lower lip, drawing blood. “It is easier to know what has been and what is than to know what will be. Three futures are possible. Either you will fail to overcome your adversary and awaken in a familiar place of the dead, your mind purged—”


  “—or you will flee the darkness,” broke in the tiny, orange-furred head of a beaked creature, “only to be snared by the light—”


  “—or you will gain all that you seek and more,” hissed a gnarled, purplish-black head with a long, crooked nose and a clump of black sticks for hair. “Only one of these visions will come to pass.”


  There it was. Thane now knew there was a chance he’d get everything he sought. It wasn’t impossible. He could do it! His thoughts grew jumbled with possibilities. All he had to do was ask, and he could know everything.


  “Why does the Transcendent One want to stop me?”


  The purplish head looked down its bent nose at Thane. “He does not want you to reclaim your mortality, but he is too weak to leave the Fortress of Regrets. Thus, he sends shadow minions to destroy you and cause you to lose all knowledge of his existence and whereabouts. In time, your deaths will consume you from within, and you will no longer have the spirit or the means to quest for that which you have lost.”


  Thane thought of the shadows, of how the journals said he could never escape them.


  “How do the shadows find me?”


  “You have been fed by their life-force,” squawked the beaked head. “Each time you die, the essence of another in the multiverse drains away and is used to restore you to health. The victims become bitter shadows and are drawn to the Fortress of Regrets, where they willingly serve the one who opposes you.”


  Each time? How many times had he died over the centuries, sapping the life of others so that he could return to the waking world? How many innocent people had died so that he could go on? How many shadows had he created? No wonder the red journal had said he was responsible for the attacks made against him.


  “It appears your path crosses the paths of many others, more than we could have imagined,” said Dak’kon quietly. “They have lost something as well, and more will suffer. We must end this terrible cycle.”


  Annah approached the large bariaur head and stared up at it. “The Neg Energy Plane ain’t nothin’ but blackness that sucks ya dry! ’Ow’re we supposed ta reach this fortress?”


  The head rolled its eyes down toward her and laughed. “You could ask the shadows to take you there, but I doubt they’d agree. A portal does exist, but even we do not know its location. The only being who does is—”


  “Don’t tell me,” blurted Morte, cutting the bariaur off. “The only being who does is clear on the other side of the sodding multiverse! First Lothar says that only Ravel knows the truth, then Ravel says that only Trias knows the truth, then Trias says that only Fhjull can help us, then Fhjull says—”


  Thane grabbed the skull from behind, burying Morte’s mouth in the sleeve of his tunic.


  The bariaur head shot Morte a hateful look. “The only being who knows the location of the portal is a fallen deva known as Trias the Condemned, late of the gate-town of Curst.”


  The deva? “What do you mean, fallen?”


  The bariaur grinned, and a rotted tooth fell out of its mouth. “Trias has fallen from grace. His god charged him with Curst’s redemption, but instead, the deva spent years secretly manipulating the townsfolk for his own ends, pitting them against one another, poisoning them from within.”


  Thane couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The deva had lied? The deva? He’d already met the only person who could tell him how to reach his mortality? And the deva was—fallen? The black journal held the true name of “the fallen one,” the one who knew the way to “the citadel.” It was Trias’s true name?


  “The hapless citizens of Curst grow darker,” continued the bariaur, “and more treacherous with each passing day. Even now—”


  The head stopped speaking and shut it eyes, as did all the other faces on the pillar. Thane was suddenly reminded of how the torches in the hallway of the Mortuary had flared up when his escape was discovered.


  A strong scent of vinegar stung his nostrils. Thane turned toward the smell just as a vermilion gargoyle, flying low to the ground behind him, wrapped its reptilian arms around his midsection, knocking the wind out of him, and climbed toward the sky, tail lashing, thick leathery wings pumping powerfully. Flung over its bony shoulder like a doll, Thane dropped his sword in surprise and helplessly watched the scene below play out in miniature. Two ebony fiends similar to his attacker suddenly popped into existence next to the pillar, followed by a knot of molten lemures. He saw olive-green-clad Dak’kon unsheathe his sword, saw purple-clad Annah fumble for her crescent moon but end up in a hand-to-hand struggle with one of the black gargoyles. Then they all turned into ants scurrying about in a range of tiny mounds.


  Thane’s instinct to struggle free of the fiend’s grasp was overpowered by the urge to hold on for dear life. He tried to grab on to the gristly skin of the creature’s upper back, but the beating wings blocked him. Then the baatezu stopped climbing and tilted forward, as if to dive straight back down. Instead, it hovered and spread wide its arms, and Thane had a sudden, terrible sensation of freedom as he began to fall. He saw the creature’s gleaming crocodile eyes for the first time as it flapped upward, away from him.


  Thane dropped from the red sky, scrambling against nothing. The hot air rushed past, filling his nose and open mouth, causing his eyes to tear up. He tried to lean forward to see where he’d land and sent himself into an end-over-end plummet. A spell—could be cast a spell? His mind raced madly; he couldn’t think. The orange ioun stone still circled his head as he fell. Would it protect him? There was nothing to hang on to, nothing to stop his aerial cartwheel. The sky and the ground blurred together, and he felt the burn of vomit in his chest, his throat. Then his body went limp, and the world grew completely dark.
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  The violet night was deep. Thane lay on his back, gazing up at the endless velvety sky, a mixture of purple, black, and blue. He reached up to stroke it and his arm grew and grew, stretching so thin and long into the night that he could no longer see his own hand. A glowing orb appeared above him, hovering. It was white, rounded, pockmarked—a moon. It turned in place, revealing two large spots of black. At the bottom of the moon, a shape like a slice of melon fell away.


  “Zounds!” cried a hollow voice. “Thane’s back!”


  He fell out of the dark sky and hit the ground hard. Thane realized he was looking at a skull—at Morte.


  “I just turned around, and he was peeping at me with those big browns,” chattered the skull excitedly.


  Two other blurry faces leaned over Thane, a halo of light surrounding them. The smaller one had a dollop of creamy white hair and a mouth from ear to ear—no, it had no ears—Annah. The other face was delicate, arched, with eyes like wet black pebbles—Dak’kon.


  The tiefling leaned in and kissed Thane on the mouth—a warm sensation. Thane considered how happy she seemed to see him, and he wished he felt happy, too, happy to be alive. Why would the tiefling choose him of all people, a man unable to return her affections?


  “I must confess, we had begun to fear the worst, my friend.” Dak’kon helped him sit forward slowly. The ioun stone also rose from the ground and began orbiting Thane’s head again. His temples throbbed as he changed position. He felt stiff, brittle. He blinked in the bright light and looked down. The yellow clay beneath his body seemed familiar. They were back in the Outlands.


  “Yer really back!” gushed Annah. “Yesterday ya were dead, and today yer not! Nothin’ can keep you down! Yesterday, yer body was floppin’ and rattlin’ like a bag of broken pottery. Ya were purple and black and blue from ’ead to toe. But now yer all together and pale.”


  “The baatezu,” Thane rasped, hurriedly looking all around for fiends. All he saw was a purple sky and a four-pillared arch of razorvine.


  “Ah, you remember!” Morte dropped down closer to Thane’s head. “We didn’t know if you’d start forgetting things again. We gave those fiends the laugh, and I got up high, found where you fell, and got us to the portal just as a clutch of barbazu teleported in. Found your sword, too.”


  Dak’kon soaked a dirty rag with water from his wineskin and wiped Thane’s forehead, then offered him a drink.


  “We are fortunate that the baatezu sent only a few lower fiends to chase us away. If they had considered us more than pests, we would certainly be dead now.”


  Thane stared at the square arch of thorny vines. “That was in Curst. Where are we now?”


  Dak’kon sighed. “We are in Curst, or rather, the location on which Curst once stood. The town is gone. It has disappeared through the portal to Carceri.”


  How could a city slip through a portal that’s inside the city? Thane recalled Trias talking about the importance of thinking unthinkable thoughts.


  “But the deva—where’s Trias?”


  Annah patted his hand. “That’s why we lugged ya back ’ere. We figgered ya’d want the berk ta pay the music fer peelin’ us and shake the dark o’ it outta him. But now ’e’s just another deader in the Red Prison. When Curst went, it took everyone along fer the ride.”


  Thane stood weakly, leaning on Dak’kon for support, unable to take his eyes off the arch. None of its sides were wider than eight or ten feet at most, and he could see right through it, see the Outlands on the other side. Everything, everyone, went through it?


  “If you wish to question the deva further,” said the githzerai, “we must go to him. We must go to Carceri.”


  Chapter 14
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  Thane walked back and forth beneath the razorvine arch, his body vaguely sore from its lethal plunge, trying to divine the key needed to unlock the portal to the prison plane of Carceri. Even if they managed to open the portal and jump through to Curst, no one seemed to know how they’d return. The town had shifted from the Outlands to Carceri. Dak’kon had said to concentrate on getting to Curst first before worrying about how to leave it, pronouncing that they’d find a way back—they’d always made do before. Annah and Morte had nodded, saying nothing, but Thane felt sure they were worried, all of them. They weren’t the ones who needed to find the deva. They were going because he was going.


  Outside the arch, Annah shook the jade ball Trias had given them and stared down into the sphere repeatedly.


  “The arrow’s come back, and it’s still pointin’. Wonder if that fiend knows the dark o’ the portal?”


  “The thought of trekking all the way back to that creepy kip doesn’t exactly make me kick up my heels,” said Morte, from where he’d nestled into the soft ground.


  Dak’kon took a sip of water from his wineskin. “We will go through the portal when Thane is ready. It is important for us to stick together mentally as well as physically.”


  Thane cautiously plucked a black serrated leaf from one of the pillars of twisted vines. When all seemed lost back in the maze, when the shadows were killing him, he’d summoned up magic he didn’t know he had. He’d had the power to help himself. Could he do it again? As he studied the veins of the leaf, Thane realized that he was mumbling alien phrases under his breath, as if absentmindedly reciting a childhood rhyme in another language. He knew he was doing something natural, something right. He continued speaking, letting the words spill out without conscious direction, and suddenly, a thought bloomed in his head, fully formed.


  “The memory of sending a friend to his death,” he said, letting the leaf flutter to the ground. “That’s the key. I just cast a spell, and suddenly I knew it.” Then he shrugged. He had few memories, and that was not among them.


  “Don’t look at me,” snapped Morte, rising off the ground. “Sure, I peeled a few gullies in my day, but I never turned stag on a pal.” He hung in the air over Annah. “I think we all know the expert in that field.”


  The tiefling scowled and hurled the jade ball up at the skull. It cracked against his bone and fell back to the ground.


  “I ain’t never made a friend,” she said quietly. She retrieved the translucent sphere and shook it. “I guess we’re hunting that fiend after all.”


  Dak’kon silently stepped up to the arch, the tall githzerai suddenly looking very small beneath the huge expanse of flat, purple sky.


  “I can open the portal.”


  Thane couldn’t believe it. He looked over as Morte’s jaw fell open, and Annah burst out laughing.


  “Good one, teach! I never would o’ pegged ya fer a wag-wit.”


  Dak’kon didn’t smile, just stood looking down at the sandy, yellow ground. The tiefling fell silent.


  It was true? Dak’kon had sent a friend to his death? Thane thought he should say something, try to ease the githzerai’s seeming discomfort, but nothing came to mind.


  Dak’kon steepled his fingers together as if in prayer and rested them against his lips.


  “My village had reached an uneasy truce with a colony of githyanki who had found themselves stranded on my home plane. A friend, a githzerai whom I had grown up with, slipped into their settlement on his own and brought harm to many of them, wantonly. He fled back to our village, and the githyanki came soon after, ready to make war. Many more would have died, on both sides, and so I surrendered my friend to the githyanki. His blood sated them….” Dak’kon’s voice trailed off, and he looked around, not making eye contact with anyone.


  Thane realized that it had been hard for Dak’kon to divulge this. The githzerai had rarely spoken of his past, except to use the word “exile” once or twice. The man who claimed to know Thane so well always tried to act so honorably, to be a sort of example, and now he’d had to tell them this story.


  Except that he didn’t have to do it. None of them would’ve ever known. He’d done it to help Thane.


  Dak’kon stared straight into the empty space beneath the vine archway, and a second later, it flared and popped with energy. Without looking back, he stepped through into the gravel streets of the town beyond.


  Thane realized they were opening a door that would close behind them. They might never leave Carceri. As Morte and Annah moved toward the portal, Thane quickly cut in front of them, then turned and shoved the tiefling backward, knocking her into the skull and sending them tumbling to the ground.


  “I can’t let you,” he said, backing into the portal. The arc of crackling light flared out, and the skull, the tiefling’s surprised face, and the Outlands were gone.


  Thane turned around to see Dak’kon staring at him. “Where are the others?”


  “Nothing’s wrong,” he answered. “It’s just that—well, we may never be able to leave this place.”


  Thane thought he saw a smile forming on the githzerai’s thin lips. He looked away, surveying Curst, or what was left of it. The gray town was cast in shades of red now, every roof, every street. The ruddy haze of the sky told him why people called Carceri the Red Prison. The plane tinted everything he saw, from the moist crimson fog that hung in the air, to the plum-colored stone buildings that had been reduced to rubble or set afire, to the swampy, maroon-brown trees looming all around the town’s outer wall. Wet, ropy vines drooped over the structures that didn’t have flames shooting out of their windows or licking out from beneath their doors. Muddy sinkholes sprouted in the road, sucking in anything nearby. Curst was turning into a hungry marsh.


  All around him echoed shouts of terror, cries for help, sprays of gravel under running feet, and inhuman sounds. Through the fog, Thane caught glimpses of people dashing in all directions—and a skull, floating toward him. Morte? Then he noticed that the bone was too gray, the eye sockets too large. It wasn’t Morte at all; the unfamiliar skull glided past him. Thane remembered how he’d chased the wrong skull after escaping from the Mortuary and couldn’t believe he’d once been unable to recognize the face of his companion.


  He shivered and pulled up the hood of his cloak as a chilling breeze with a foul, rotting odor swept past him. Despite the fires, the swampy conditions, and the rust-colored glow, the town was even colder than it had been before.


  “Let’s check the jail first. I hope we can find the town square in all this.” Thane took off, weaving around bubbling patches of luminescent mud, and Dak’kon hurried after him.


  A trio of men broke through the rosy mist of the street twenty or thirty feet in front of them. Fast behind the group buzzed an amber fly larger than a horse, with an elongated, leering human head and two human arms where its forelegs should have been. In one arm, it held a limp woman, and with the other, it reached for the fleeing men.


  Instinctively, Thane drove his sword into the creature as it passed, cutting a jagged slit that spilled forth clear liquid. It shrieked and whirled on him, hovering noisily in the air, clawing at him with its free hand, slashing his face repeatedly. The attacks left no wounds, thanks to the ioun stone. A stinger the size of a dagger grew from the middle of the monster’s grotesque face, and its head darted forward again and again, forcing Thane to duck and dodge. He feinted to the left and grabbed the stinger, trying to wrench it away, and was even more surprised than the beast when it snapped off in his hand.


  Dak’kon raised his sword and brought it down into the creature’s hairy back, just behind the blur of the beating wings. It turned to bite him, but the githzerai rolled beneath the monster and pushed his blade up into its belly with both hands, wincing as warm, translucent slime ran down his arms.


  Thane threw away the beast’s stinger and swung his sword at its head just as the creature vanished, taking the limp woman with it.


  “A chasme,” panted the githzerai as he climbed to his feet, his face tinted orange in the red light. “A kind of tanar’ri, no doubt come to plunder the town for front-line fodder in the Blood War. If the deva is responsible for Curst’s slide, then these people are suffering for his crimes, not their own.”


  Thane heard screams from his left and tensed, but nothing emerged from the rolling fog. The two of them took off at a fast walk, wanting to remain wary, needing to hurry.


  “When we find Trias, I’ll make him put things right,” said Thane. “The journal we got in the fiend’s tower gave us the true name of the fallen one. The Pillar of Skulls said that person was Trias, and the journal said that speaking the name in his presence would hurt him—maybe kill him.”


  “But not before he helps us, I trust.” Dak’kon rubbed gravel on his arms, trying to scrape off the chasme’s slime. “Trias may be our best hope of escaping from Carceri, and he is apparently the only one who can direct us to your mortality.”


  They continued on toward what they hoped was the town square, moving through thick red clouds and wispy magenta tendrils of fog as sounds rose and fell around them—a slavering, growling noise to the distant left, high-pitched whispers from far behind. Thane thought of what they might have been passing, of people and creatures crouched behind doors, waiting in windows to strike.


  “If this town slid to Carceri because of the way the people were thinking,” he asked, “couldn’t someone just cast a spell to change their minds?”


  Dak’kon shook his head. “The change must truly come from within, from their hearts and minds, and those places are difficult to reach. Trias must have worked for years, raising the town’s threshold of treachery inch by inch, each new betrayal piled on top of the last.”


  “But can the town slide back to the Outlands? Is it possible?”


  “Certainly it is possible.” Dak’kon stopped and listened for noises ahead. “Other gate towns have slid onto and off of planes before,” he whispered. “But negativity is pervasive and difficult to counteract. I could not convince my faction that I did right by helping you, and I could not convince my fellow githzerai that I did right by sacrificing my friend.”


  Thane heard the crunch of gravel under running feet up ahead. He prepared for an attack, but his arms suddenly felt too heavy to lift. His whole body grew warm and limp, and he crumpled to the ground.


  
    

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  “Sleep spell,” said Dak’kon’s voice, from somewhere.


  Thane blinked several times. His head throbbed at the temples. He was sitting in a small wooden chair with a straw-woven seat. The walls and floor of the square stone room were completely bare.


  “Down here,” said Dak’kon. The voice came from above. “Barely move, speak.”


  Thane looked up and saw the githzerai hanging upside down from the ceiling, directly above him, sitting in another wooden chair. Impossibly, Dak’kon’s ponytail wasn’t dangling down into the air. Thane did notice, however, that the longer pieces of his own hair were standing on end.


  Suddenly, he was sucked straight toward the ceiling, narrowly missing Dak’kon as he rolled to cushion the impact against the stone surface, clawing for something to hang on to.


  He didn’t fall. In fact, the pressure at his temples disappeared. In the corner of the ceiling he saw a torch whose flame shot straight up toward the floor above. Then he realized: The flames licked at what he’d thought was the floor. He’d been the one upside down. He glanced up—the wooden chair still hung above.


  A large slit opened in the nearest wall of the room, as if the stone had turned to rubber, and through it stepped a one-armed woman with small orange eyes, large peach-colored lips, and brown hair cresting like a wave upon her head—Sallust.


  Thane reached for his sword, but it was gone, along with his ioun stone and backpack. The slit in the wall behind Sallust closed, melding back into the stone.


  “Kulel,” she said, and the chair Thane had been sitting in became unstuck from the ceiling, plummeting straight toward Dak’kon. She caught it by one leg just before it struck the githzerai in the head, then lowered it to the floor. “We had a deal. You broke it.”


  Thane shook his head. “No, I—”


  “Shut up!” Sallust grabbed the chair again and smashed it down against the floor, breaking off two of the legs. “Everything went sour after you showed up. Skinny berk waltzes into Curst, and the town slides into Carceri. You’re going to tell me what you had to do with it! I can’t conduct any business in this pandemonium. It’s not safe to walk the streets.”


  Thane didn’t think they’d been all that safe before, but Sallust seemed motivated to put things back the way they were. Could she help push Curst back to the Outlands? And what about everyone else—all the suspicious, selfish people out in the streets? How could he convince them to mend their entrenched ways? They’d listen to Sallust before they’d listen to him, certainly, and to Cly, too, most likely. If he could just persuade the two rivals that the deva was to blame.


  “I can tell you why the city slid into Carceri,” he said. “But I want Cly to hear it, too.”


  Sallust put her left hand on her hip. “Oh, so now you’re making the deals, are you?”


  “It’s the only way,” he argued. “Both of you at the same time, together.” Just getting the two of them to agree even to meet would be a step in the right direction, a stab at building cooperation among the townsfolk.


  “Deal.” The voice came from a bald, portly man with a beard of thin, dark braids who was squeezing, stomach first, through the same slit in the wall that Sallust had used—Cly. Thane looked over at Dak’kon, and although the githzerai sat unnaturally stiff in the chair, his eyebrows were still raised in surprise.


  Cly smiled and threw back the three hoods of his layered wool tunics. “You two look a bit caught unawares. Didn’t you know that she and I work together?”


  Thane didn’t know what to believe anymore. The last time he was in Curst, each had been quick to sell out the other. Was that all part of a dance for his benefit, or did they betray each other while pretending not to? It didn’t matter.


  “It’s Trias,” he began. “The deva. He’s real, and he’s manipulated all of you into being so distrustful of one another that the town got pushed over the edge. I don’t know if—”


  “Hold it.” Sallust reached into her single-sleeved gray cloak and pulled out what looked like a large spider made of worn gray metal. “Cly and I haven’t risen this far in Curst by believing what people tell us. We’ll rip the dark of it straight from your brain-box.” She held up the spider and beckoned Thane forward.


  His eyes shifted toward, Dak’kon, who seemed to shrug just the tiniest bit.


  Thane stepped up to Sallust. She turned him around and pulled off his hood, and he felt a tack puncture his skin as the cold metal spider pressed against the back of his head. The device chittered and clicked, and its eight legs dug painfully into his flesh like barbed prongs. The back of his head flushed with sudden warmth, then felt wet, then soft. Another click, and the spider was gone, its legs carelessly ripped out of his skin. He ran his hand over the back of his head; there was only a little blood.


  Thane turned to see Sallust gripping the spider tightly in her palm, with Cly’s meaty hand closed over hers. They were facing each other and registering the same looks of shock and fear.


  “The Pillar of Skulls…” Cly jerked his hand away and nervously twiddled with the red beads at the end of his beard braids.


  “So you know about it,” said Thane. “Good. Then you know it doesn’t lie. Trias set you up, all of you, tricked you until you weren’t sure you could trust anyone but yourselves, had you chasing after Doomguard that didn’t exist. He sold you out, and now you’re all stuck in Carceri, and you’re all going to die.”


  Sallust kicked furiously at the broken chair, sending it flying across the room.


  “Talk about being led into thickets!”


  Cly backed away from her, leveling an accusing finger. “You mean the deva’s been advising you, too? I thought I was the only—I mean, he made you think that I was double-dealing you?”


  “And you thought the same of me,” she said, her orange eyes flaring.


  “Exactly,” said Thane, moving to stand between them. So they both knew the deva—had always known, apparently. That didn’t surprise him. He was just relieved at how quickly they accepted the truth. Like most people from Curst, they were quick to believe that anyone would betray them.


  Thane decided to take advantage of their anger. “Trias tricked you both. He’s a common foe. You can’t let him win. Agreed?”


  Cly and Sallust looked at each other, then both slowly nodded.


  “If there’s one thing you know,” Thane continued, “it’s that you want to save your own necks, right?”


  The bald man and the one-armed woman exchanged glances and nodded, apparently surprised to be in agreement again.


  “And the same can be said for everyone who works for you and against you. To live, you have to get out of Carceri. The best way to do that is to make Curst slide back to the Outlands. So you’re going to have to work together. Trias took advantage of your suspicions and made you distrustful. Now you have to believe, really believe, that trusting each other is the only way out. You’ll die if you don’t.”


  Sallust moved behind Dak’kon, who was still rigid in the wooden chair. “Aniem.” The githzerai’s body instantly relaxed. She pushed him to his feet and settled in the seat herself.


  Cly glanced at the broken chair, then moved to stand by Sallust. “I’m in.”


  “Is there a central area of defense for the town, a gathering place?” asked Thane.


  Cly nudged Sallust. “He sounded pretty canny till he asked that, eh?”


  “You need one,” insisted Thane. “You’ve got to work together to save Curst. You’ve got to get the word out to as many people as possible, create a chain of information. Rally your followers. Shout to your enemies if they won’t let you get any closer. They can all see people dying in the streets. Don’t they want to live? They’ve got to pull together before there’s no one left to do it. That might be enough to push us back to the Outlands.”


  Sallust looked doubtful. Thane grabbed her hand and shook it. “There’s strength in unity, in agreement. You can do this. You both know how to talk to these people—you’ve been manipulating them yourselves all along.”


  Thane watched Cly and Sallust study each other’s changing expressions. He could hardly believe that he had to depend on them for so much. Still, if he could trust them, that too might help to change the town’s mindset.


  “We’ve got a lot of work to do, fast,” said Sallust. She pointed at Thane and Dak’kon. “You two be on your way. Pick up your weapons and stuff on the way out. Don’t worry—everything’s still there.”


  Thane started toward the slit in the wall.


  Cly grabbed his shoulder and stopped him. “What about the deva? One of my bashers spotted him prancing on the roof of the jail like a nutty peacock.”


  Thane looked into the bald man’s narrowed eyes. “Let me take care of the deva.”
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  The roof was empty. Thane looked back at the steel hatch through which he’d just climbed, as Dak’kon, too, pulled himself up onto the flat rectangle atop the five-story jail. The hatch’s open lid was the only thing in sight; there were no chimneys, crates, brick piles, or anything else for the deva to be hiding behind. Through tendrils of magenta fog, Thane saw the jagged, rubble-strewn rings of the circular town below. Curst looked as if it had been crushed under the heel of a god. Everywhere, tiny flames released purple strings of smoke into the hazy crimson sky. Dark shapes ran and flew about the city. Beyond the outer wall lay murky patches of water and an iron fence of dark, spiky mountains.


  Dak’kon closed the hatch.


  The deva suddenly blinked into sight on a far corner of the roof. The elegant winged man still glowed blue-white despite the red light from above. With his mane of silver hair flowing in the chill breeze, he looked as delicate as a will-o’-the-wisp. He clutched the hilt of a long straight sword that was awash in light blue flame, unconcerned that the fire engulfed his hand as well.


  “We weren’t expecting you.” Trias tipped his head back and opened his mouth in a silent laugh.


  Dak’kon sidestepped away from Thane, his eyes fixed on the deva. “We know what you have done to this town.”


  “So do we,” beamed Trias proudly. “We’ve saved it, just as we were sent here to do.”


  “You have destroyed it. No god of the Upper Planes would sanction this.” Slowly, and with great care, the githzerai slid his sword from its sheath.


  “Sometimes you have to destroy a thing to save it.” Trias strutted to the edge of the roof, looked out over the town, then walked right off the building, beating his wings to stay aloft. “We had to save Curst from itself. Our lord and master expected us to reform the townspeople. Unthinkable! Impossible! Of course, it took us a few hundred years to realize the futility of our task. Now that we think on it, though, the name of the place should have been a clue. Curst? Now, really! Guaranteed to keep tourism low! Can’t paint bunnies on the town sign!”


  As Dak’kon approached the deva from the left, Thane circled around to close in on the right. He, too, drew his sword, though he hoped the true name would be all he’d need. Still, he couldn’t use it, not yet, not if it might slay Trias outright.


  “How do I get to the Fortress of Regrets? How do I reach my mortality? You must have known we’d come back once we’d learned the truth about you.”


  Smiling, Trias glanced back over his shoulder at Thane, then he vanished. Wisps of ruddy fog drifted slowly across the roof. For a second, Thane wondered if he’d ever see the silvery man again.


  “Some things just show up at your door, like it or not,” chuckled Trias, suddenly standing behind Dak’kon. The githzerai whirled and swung his blade toward the deva’s sword arm. Trias parried the blow with his flaming weapon, then blocked a strike toward his chest and another at his waist with bored ease. Dramatically, be bent his free arm behind his back. “There—try it now!”


  Dak’kon angrily threw his silver sword to the rooftop with a clatter, then pointed up at Trias’s glittery, grinning face.


  “The shadow of Carceri has blackened your heart! All your years in Curst, all that time lingering at the threshold of this treacherous plane—you yourself have fallen victim to its influence!”


  “Well, you know what they say—first comes the laughing, then comes the crying.” He hopped away from Dak’kon and leapt about the roof, swinging his fiery blade above his head.


  Thane tensed, waiting for an attack, but Trias seemed content to dance, humming along with music only he could hear.


  Dak’kon stepped over his sword and strode toward the deva. “How dare you turn your back on your ideals? I have struggled for so long to walk a virtuous path, and it is hard and tiring and frustrating to be always upstanding, always the moral standard-bearer!” The githzerai’s black eyes shone with anger; his angular face grew taut. “My faction considers me disloyal. My people have cast me out, branded me a pariah! I have given up so much to be the man that I must, and you—you were born in purity and grace, and you have chosen to throw it all away!”


  Trias tapped a finger to his chin, thinking. “Pariahs are usually diseased, aren’t they?” He waved his hand toward Dak’kon, and the yellow skin of the githzerai’s face, neck, and hands swelled with bright red boils as big as walnuts. Dak’kon fell to his knees, teeth clenched in a silent grimace, then huddled in a shivering ball, his body quickly becoming more welts than skin.


  Thane looked at Dak’kon quaking on the rooftop, wracked with pain. The githzerai who’d done so much for him, whom Thane had once considered little more than a source of information and protection, had proven his true worth, his true strength, many times over. Thane had never seen Dak’kon so angry. He realized that he’d never really considered how hard the githzerai’s own life circumstances might have been, how frustrating, how seemingly unfair. He’d simply counted on Dak’kon to be there for him. Even now, the githzerai could have spoken Trias’s true name to try to end his own suffering, but he was holding out so Thane could decide when to do it, could try to get the information he needed.


  Enough was enough. Thane advanced, sword first, upon the waiting deva.


  “Tell me what I want to know, and we’ll leave. This is your last chance.”


  “You’ll leave? Really?” Trias clenched his free hand into a fist, and Thane suddenly found himself being crushed in the grip of a disembodied, jet-black gauntlet, each armored finger the size of his whole body. The giant hand squeezed the breath from his chest. “We know what you tried to do down there, but it’s too little, too late. You’ll notice the town hasn’t moved. You’ve failed. Instead, we have saved Curst. We have become Curst. We have the might, the right of justice on our side. What have you got?”


  Trias squeezed his closed fist tighter, and Thane felt his ribs start to crack. It was time to play his last card. If he died here on the roof, he might regenerate, but he’d surely lose track of the deva, perhaps for good.


  “I’ve got your name.”


  Trias nibbled at his fingers, and his silver eyes grew wide as their glittery lashes batted frantically. “We’re so scared!”


  The metal fingers tightened until Thane felt as if he’d be pulped. The red sky above began to spin. It was all he could do to gasp, “Vabraxisynduujan.”


  The deva’s milky skin instantly lost its blue-white glow, his silver hair falling flat about his shoulders. Trias threw his flaming blade to the rooftop and stared at his suddenly singed hand, incredulous.


  The armored hand surrounding Thane melted away like wax, and he fell to the ground, gasping for air. It hurt to breathe. He glanced over at Dak’kon and saw the githzerai regaining his feet, his skin smooth and welt free.


  Trias madly flapped his wings and started to rise into the air. Dak’kon tackled his legs, struggling to drag the deva back to the rooftop. Thane rushed over and lent his own weight to the githzerai’s. Together, they pulled the deva down and flipped him over onto his back, his wings beating the rooftop with a frantic thwap-thwap-thwap.


  Dak’kon crouched on one wing, pinning it to the roof, while Thane straddled the deva’s chest and put his sword to the powerless creature’s throat.


  “My mortality… tell me quickly.”


  The deva’s silver eyes filled with tears. “The—the—the Fortress of Regrets! There’s a portal in—in—in Sigil. Yes. Where they keep the dead—in the Mortuary! Yes! Don’t hurt us! The portal is in the Mortuary, up where they prepare the bodies. A room looks over the grand parlor. It’s the balcony. The portal’s the balcony, we swear!”


  Thane took his blade away from Trias’s white neck. The Mortuary? A balcony? He’d woken up in a room with a balcony, above what Morte had called the grand parlor. It couldn’t be. To have traveled so far and done so much, and the answer had been there all along? That would be too much of a coincidence. No, Dak’kon would say there are no coincidences; in fact, it made perfect sense.


  “And the portal key?” pressed the githzerai, leaning over Trias’s contorted face.


  The deva’s free wing beat against the ground pathetically. “An—an iron something. An iron key.”


  The iron key from the sensorium. The black journal had said it opened the door to the citadel. It was all coming together.


  Thane stepped on the deva’s other wing. “How do you know these things?”


  “The shadows!” cried Trias. “They took us there ages ago! They asked us to kill that amnizu, Fhjull Forked-Tongue, or at least knock him down a few pegs. Their master had something personal against the fiend. So—so we tricked him into that contract, got him exiled, brought him low! That’s all, and that’s it. We swear! We don’t—”


  Trias stopped, a terrified look in his cloudy silver eyes. “What’s—what’s happening?” A glittery mist began to rise from the surface of his luminous body and spread out across the rooftop, mixing with the reddish fog of Carceri. The deva’s features became blurry, indistinct, and his limbs seemed thinner, his wing feathers more frayed. “What’s happening to us? Help us, please!”


  Thane and Dak’kon both moved away from Trias, but the deva barely budged, his wings only twitching.


  “I do not know what we can do,” the githzerai said quietly.


  The deva’s pale form became more and more obscured by the growing mist, his cries weaker. Then, with a sound like wind rushing through thick trees, his body dispersed until all that was left was a gently sparkling cloud, which thinned as it drifted away in all directions.


  Thane drew several shallow, painful breaths, wiped cold sweat from his eyes, and looked up into the ruddy sky. It, too, seemed blurry now. He rubbed his eyes and looked at Dak’kon, who stood, his head bowed, over a slight scattering of glitter on the rooftop. The githzerai was sharp and clear, as was the rooftop, the other buildings, and all of Curst. There was nothing wrong with his vision. And yet, off in the distance, beyond the town wall, the swamps and mountains of Carceri grew hazy, as if he was looking at them through a smoky pane of glass.


  Dak’kon raised his head as if he’d heard a sudden cry, and he looked to Thane, his face intent on listening to something. Then Thane heard it, too—no, felt it, a rumbling, a pulling deep within his body. The bogs and hills that surrounded Curst began to lose their boundaries and run together, blending into a collage of color and substance, making it impossible to tell one thing from another.


  “The town,” said Dak’kon reverently. “The town is—sliding.”


  Thane felt no sense of motion. And yet, something was happening. Had the deva been an anchor, rooting Curst in Carceri? To fall so far, to betray not only an entire city but the very core of his being—the sheer magnitude of the breach might have been enough to pin the town down. With the pin removed, Curst was realigning itself, settling according to the hearts and minds of its residents. Thane realized that he might have gotten through to Cly and Sallust after all, that their influence might have rippled through Curst and stirred the people just enough.


  An enormous wave of vertigo rushed over him, and he crawled to the edge of the roof and vomited over the side. The fog had lifted from the streets, the mud sinkholes dried, the vines withered. To the left, a small knot of gray-swaddled people were working together to smother the flames of a burning building, and farther down the street, a crowd cheered as a wolflike beast slumped to the ground, many knives protruding from its back.


  Thane stood; the dizzying sensation had passed. The sky above him was a mousy beige, the terrain beyond the town wall a bleak desert of yellow clay and sand: the Outlands. He felt a twitch on his face and touched the corners of his mouth.


  He was smiling.


  Chapter 15
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  No one said much as they crossed the Outlands, traveling toward the portal that Cly had promised would take them back to Sigil. Dak’kon took the lead, then Annah, then Thane, and lastly Morte; it was supposed to be half a day’s walk. The bald man had given them a glass ring to use as a portal key, but he’d offered no map, no directions, and, of course, no guide. Curst didn’t like to let go of her permanent residents, even for a short while. Cly had been reluctant enough to put Thane and the others up for the night, but Sallust had insisted on rewarding the town’s saviors with a meal, a drink, and a bad night’s sleep.


  What Cly had provided them with in the morning couldn’t really be called a guide: A length of chain from around the kyton’s body. As the guards had raised the portcullis, a coil of steel links unwound itself from the creature’s torso, and the loose end snaked under the gate, ready to lead the way to the portal. Cly had assured them that the animate chain wouldn’t harm them in any way. Thane didn’t see how one chain could stretch for half a day’s walk, but they’d been trudging through the dry, barren landscape for nearly ten hours, and it still slid across the clay ahead of them, clinking toward their destination.


  He thought back to when Curst had returned to the Outlands. He’d readied himself for a tirade from Morte and Annah about the indignity of having been pushed back from the portal to Carceri. But the skull had complimented Thane on his “shocking thoughtfulness,” adding that he’d never forgive Thane for sticking him with the tiefling the whole time. Annah had quietly smiled at him.


  “Ya come off real cold, but there’s a lot goin’ on in there,” she’d said, looking deep into his eyes. “Inside.”


  Thane tried to clear his mind and prepare for what lay ahead—the Fortress of Regrets, the Transcendent One, the shadows. The shadows had killed him before, perhaps many times, and the Pillar of Skulls had said the creatures gathered in numbers at the fortress. He was sure he’d be able to cast a light spell, as he had in the maze, and Dak’kon’s sword arm might be enough to see them through. It galled him to think that he’d once had the means to protect himself, laid out in the black journal in a form he couldn’t decipher.


  He showed the page to Annah. “Take a look at this spell. Can you figure it out?”


  The tiefling took the book and studied the scribbles while walking, then glanced up at him with bewildered eyes. She tried again, poring over the spell for several long minutes, then angrily slapped the journal shut and shoved it back toward Thane.


  “Don’t mean nothin’ ta me.”


  Morte floated up behind them. “As a spellslinger, you sure make a top-shelf scavenger.”


  “That so?” she huffed. “A doorstop’s all yer good fer. If I—”


  Thane raised his hands for quiet. “Listen, everyone. When we get back to Sigil, I think we should take a few hours to get ready for the Fortress of Regrets. First of all, we need a plan for breaking into the Mortuary. I also want to hire a wizard or priest to figure out the shadow spell in the black journal. I might even try to study and learn a few more spells myself. One of you should scout out a sage to see if we can learn anything about the fortress. And we need to get more weapons—the tougher, the better.”


  They began to discuss various options, Annah withdrawing from the group a bit to walk and mumble to herself. Perhaps she’d had enough of Morte’s insults. Thane didn’t have time to figure out her moods. He continued to plan with Dak’kon and Morte over the next hour or so, until the kyton’s chain veered off toward a series of stone outcroppings. They followed it to a hole in a rock formation at the base of the hills. The chain lay limp at the mouth of the gap for a few seconds, then was sucked back the way they’d come, as if someone in Curst had begun to reel it in.


  Thane called to Annah. “Let’s go. I’m ready for that disguise now.”


  “Comin’ up!” She strode over to him, got up on tiptoes to yank out a lock of his hair, and twined it around her finger while chanting and gesturing at his body. Then she put her hands on her hips. “Not bad. ’Course, yer real looks’re still tops with me.”


  Morte bobbed in front of Thane’s face. “You ask me, you look like a fisherman who’s spent too much time at sea.”


  “The three golden rings are a nice touch,” said Dak’kon, pointing to Thane’s fingers.


  “Let’s just go,” said Thane, pulling up the hood of his cloak. He didn’t care what he looked like, as long as he looked different. “Remember, as soon as we get everything we need, we’re heading straight for the Mortuary.”


  “You are so close now, old friend,” said Dak’kon. “The end is in sight.”


  Thane clutched Cly’s glass ring in his hand, hoping it wouldn’t be some final trick, some parting gift of betrayal from Curst. He walked through the tall arched space in the stone. The surrounding rocks crackled with bright light, and suddenly he was coming out of a noisy building, stepping into a shower of rain that fell hard on a muddy street in a cold, smoggy city. Despite the storm, the orange ioun stone still circled his head. The rain and haze obscured any sign of the other half of the town, which should have been hanging upside down somewhere above him. Even so, the ramshackle slums, the curving street, and the foul odor of sulfur told him that this was indeed Sigil. The portal key had worked.


  Three large shapes moved toward him through the downpour, and he heard a low voice chanting magical phrases. It belonged to one of the figures, a short, wide man with white scales instead of skin. To his left stood a taller man who had large nostrils but no nose, and to his right stood a yellow-eyed sunburned woman who towered over them both. They were weighed down by red plate mail armor from their spiked helmets to their steel-soled boots—Harmonium. They stepped right in front of him, as if they’d been waiting.


  The white-scaled man finished his spell while sharply pointing a gloved finger at Thane.


  “That’s him, all right,” barked the taller man, his nostrils doubling in size like a pair of surprised eyes. “A bit rough around the edges, but the face matches the poster sketch well enough. Guess Cly’s tip was dead on after all.”


  Cly? How could—? Thane remembered that Cly and Sallust had gone through his and Dak’kon’s things after hitting them with the sleep spell. The bald man must have found the wanted poster.


  Annah came up behind Thane and grabbed his arm. “Yer disguise is gone! The ’ardheads dispelled my magic!”


  “Adaire, alias Kester, alias Sigimundis Stig, alias Leontes, alias Chancellen the True,” intoned the yellow-eyed woman as she raised a broadsword toward Thane. The bright red burn of her peeling face made it hard to tell where her skin ended and her helmet began. “You are under arrest by order of the Harmonium. If you do not surrender peaceably, we are authorized to force your compliance by any means necessary.”


  The portal—could he go back? Thane spun on his heels and lunged for the doorway of the dilapidated wooden building behind him, only to smash into Dak’kon, who was stepping through the crackling frame. Morte sailed out of the portal just as the light sputtered and died, making the archway ordinary once more. Thane could see into the crowded, boisterous alehouse—it was the same one where he’d almost crashed into the frog-thing, right after escaping from the Mortuary. That meant the portal to the Fortress of Regrets was only a few blocks away.


  He felt a gloved hand clamp down on his shoulder. “She said, if you do not surrender peaceably—”


  Thane simultaneously drew his short sword and whirled around, swinging the blade into the plate-covered arm of the noseless Harmonium man. He was not going to let anything stop him now, not when he was so close. The man jumped back, pulled a wicked hand axe from his belt, and, dark nostrils flaring, chopped at Thane’s head. The sharp edge struck Thane squarely between the eyes—and didn’t even break the skin. The ioun stone had saved him.


  Thunder rumbled in the sky above, nearly drowning out the sounds of battle all around him. As he blinked away the raindrops, Thane saw, out of the corner of his eye, Dak’kon trading sword blows with the sunburned woman. He saw Morte rear back and bash the portly man in the middle of his scaly face with a sharp crack, but he didn’t see Annah anywhere.


  The axe-wielding man stomped on Thane’s left knee, which exploded in pain as he fell to the cold, wet mud. The man kicked Thane in the face, sending him sprawling onto his back, then snatched the orange ioun stone from its orbit and hurled it mightily over his shoulder.


  “I was hoping you wouldn’t surrender,” the man snarled, raising his axe to deliver a blow.


  Thane caught a glimpse of Annah, standing in the mud a few yards away, lifting both hands toward the sky, shouting words he could barely hear over the din of the storm. The charcoal clouds above exploded in a thunderclap, and a bolt of lightning streaked down toward the noseless man, striking his axe with a shattering crash. Electricity sparked across his plate mail, crackling and popping. Thane felt his hair stand on end.


  The tiefling ran and helped Thane to his feet. There was no time to search for the ioun stone—several more red-plated bruisers were already emerging out of the rain.


  “Inside!” he cried, dashing through the open doorway into the alehouse. It was one large, dark, high-ceilinged room, cluttered with tables, stools, and all sorts of drunken patrons. He scanned hurriedly for another exit, then froze when he spotted two more crimson Harmonium officers wading toward him through the tavern crowd.


  “They’re right behind us!” yelled Morte, sailing in through the doorway behind Annah and Dak’kon.


  “They’re right in front o’ us, too!” the tiefling shouted back.


  Thane pulled the pouch of gems from his backpack, grabbed the last handful of blue jewels, and tossed them all into the air. They fell back to the wooden floor like hailstones, and humans, githzerai, bariaur, tieflings, and many other things Thane couldn’t identify started whooping and grabbing for the gems. Then he knocked over the nearest table, spilling a number of full mugs and angering both those who lost their drinks and those doused by the liquids. Thane ducked away as a shoving match ensued and then kicked over another table, and another. Annah and Dak’kon joined in, and the shouts and confusion quickly grew into a ruckus that spread through the shadowy tavern.


  Thane turned to upend another table and found himself face-to-chest with a thick-mustached, black-skinned man in red plate mail. Before either of them could react, Dak’kon tackled the towering Harmonium man from the side, knocking him into two of his armored comrades. All three officers drew swords and went for the githzerai, whose silver blade flashed in defense almost too quickly to see.


  “Run!” Dak’kon yelled to Thane. “Get away while you can! I cannot delay them for long!”


  Glass shattered across the alehouse, and Thane turned to see Morte hovering in the frame of a small round, freshly broken window low in a wall.


  “Through here!”


  He spotted Annah making her way toward the window and followed, ignoring angry shouts for him to stop. The tiefling shimmied through the frame like a snake, breaking off the last shards of glass as she went. Thane paused at the window to look back over his shoulder and saw Dak’kon being pulled to the floor and violently restrained by four Hardheads, one of whom pulled out manacles. A fifth red-shelled thug was fighting her way through the mob toward Thane.


  He realized he couldn’t help Dak’kon. Thane dived into the empty frame and crawled through, snagging and tearing his cloak as he slid through the opening. It spilled him out into a rainy street on the side of the alehouse, off the main road.


  “The Mortuary’s this way!” yelled Morte, quickly zipping away, his white oval vanishing in the deluge.


  Thane stumbled backward as the tiefling tried to jerk him by the hand up the road. He wiped the rain from his eyes, unable to look away from the alehouse. Through the front doorway, he could see the crowd enmeshed in such a melee that neither Dak’kon nor the Harmonium were visible.


  Annah spun him around to face him. “What’re ya, a leatherhead?” she screamed, her wide mouth filling with rain. “ ’E’s givin’ ya a chance ta get what ya’ve been lookin’ fer all this time! Take it!”


  Thane didn’t want to leave Dak’kon, but Annah was right. He couldn’t let anything stop him now. They turned and chased the skull for five or six blocks through the slick streets, not stopping until they stood outside the row of skull-topped pikes that marked the grounds of the Mortuary. The spiky, blue-black dome loomed ominously in the pounding rain, and although only a few stone mausoleums stood between it and them, the distance across the compound seemed to stretch into infinity.


  The skull floated up high into the rain, looking back in the direction of the alehouse, then dropped down low.


  “Those Hardheads’ll sniff our trail any minute, and busting into the Mortuary’s trickier than busting out. Let’s hole up somewhere for a while and try this again later.”


  “No! Dak’kon stayed behind so that we could reach the portal. If we don’t make it, what he did won’t mean anything.” Thane thought of the other sacrifices the githzerai had made and was determined to honor them. “We’re going in.”


  “I got a spell that’ll make ya look dead,” said Annah. “Ya’ll be blind and floppy, but yer ears’ll still work. Me and bony’ll make like mourners and walk right in with ya. Then I’ll bring ya ’round, and we’ll run fer the portal.”


  Whistles blew somewhere behind them. There was no time to argue. “Fine. Do it. Do I need another disguise, too? They might try to grab me even if they think I’m dead.”


  Morte checked behind them again. “Forget the disguise. The Dustmen won’t go poking at you right away. We just need to get inside! ’Course, if they spot me and you together, they might tumble to the fact that I sprung you in the first place.”


  Annah untied the front of her bodysuit and reached her hand inside to loosen up the leather and pull the lacing outward from her torso.


  “Get down against my belly. I’ll cry and tell ’em I’m with child. It’ll keep ’em from pryin’.”


  “Timlin’s eye!” Morte looked to Thane, then back to Annah. “I’ll regret this,” he sighed, zipping toward her bosom and nestling against her stomach, face front. She struggled to tie shut the lacing, their lengths taken up by the hard bulge.


  The tiefling cracked her knuckles and moved her fingers in the air as if slowly kneading dough. She chanted a few unintelligible phrases that rose and fell like music, then reached out and placed her palm on Thane’s chest.


  He tensed, expecting a jolt, but felt only a chill. The world went dark, and he felt himself dropping to the mud, his eyes refusing to open, his lips unwilling to form words. He heard the rain pelting down and smelled its dank wetness but couldn’t feel it hitting his body. In fact, he heard and smelled the whole foul city carrying on around him but no longer felt a part of it, as if he’d moved onto another place.


  “Here we go,” said Annah, close and straining, as if she were already half-carrying, half-dragging him. He had no sensation of movement, no feeling of any kind. Only sounds and smells—and the tiefling smelled of cloves and cinnamon. He hadn’t noticed it before.


  “Doesn’t feel right without Dak’kon,” muttered the skull, muffled by the leather of Annah’s suit. “I can’t believe what he did for us.”


  Thane pictured the githzerai’s face but knew that he’d never look upon it again. His intuition told him so. He wanted to really feel something for his friend—he owed the githzerai that much—but all he could think about was that he was now denied Dak’kon’s help, just when he needed it most. And his plans to research the black journal’s spell, to get a better weapon, to learn what he could about the Fortress of Regrets—all gone, along with the gems and the ioun stone.


  Thane heard a rapping on a door, followed by a squeak of hinges that pierced even the noise of the storm.


  “Got a deader,” sobbed Annah, “but this one ain’t fer sellin’. It’s my old man. Just up and dropped dead, ’e did, and the baby due any day! The sod made me promise ta ’ave ’im sent on right quick when ’e went, and with the baby due any day, who knows when I’d ’ave the time ta drag ’im all the way down ’ere again, and in the pourin’ rain, yet?”


  Thane heard a creak, then rustles, then a solid click, and the smell of spices was suddenly overpowered by a stench of intensely putrid meat. His mind said he needed to be sick, but his body didn’t respond. He heard more rustles of movement and what he thought was the soft crackle of flickering torches.


  “Ya’ve no idea ’ow much I appreciate this,” said Annah. “Ooo! The wee one’s kickin’ like a sand cow! Want ta feel?”


  “No.” The voice could have frozen water. “I will escort you to the parlor. Would you like the workers to—”


  “I carried ’is lazy bones these past ten years,” wailed the tiefling. “I kin carry ’em a few minutes more.”


  Annah’s forced sobs and sniffles were close to Thane’s head and drowned out other sounds, making it nearly impossible for him to guess what was happening. He thought he discerned several sets of footfalls, including a few that slapped and scraped the floor, but if he were being moved, he couldn’t tell. What if Annah couldn’t revive him? What if they were found out and captured? He’d hear and smell everything the Dustmen did to him. The image of Bogs bending over him with her three-foot-long corkscrew seized his mind.


  From somewhere up ahead came an odd female voice that made him think of strips of leather being rubbed together.


  “What is death?” Beneath the words, chimes echoed through what sounded like a large, open chamber. “Death is the beginning. Death is the end. We have gathered together this day to celebrate death in its many forms.”


  Had they walked in on a funeral? Annah’s weeping made it difficult for Thane to concentrate on picking up distant sounds.


  “You just wait here,” hissed the cold voice, close to Thane’s head. “We’ll fit you in soon.”


  “Too good, ya are, too good,” sputtered Annah, sniffling. A moment later, her sobs stopped dead “We’re clear.” The tiefling made some rustling sounds and then whispered a magical phrase.


  Thane suddenly fell back into his body, which seemed heavy and sluggish, a sack of weight thrown on top of him. He felt himself lying flat on his back on a cold, hard floor, and he opened his eyes to see Annah leaning over him, her white-blonde hair glistening with raindrops and a closed smile on her black lips. A large bulge in her belly shifted beneath her stretched bodysuit.


  “I wrapped yer cloak around ya like a shroud ta ’ide yer sword,” she whispered proudly, sliding her hand down the side of his body to pat the sheath at his hip. He recoiled and then realized he was flat on his back—flat.


  “My backpack?” he whispered, glancing down the front of his body as best he could, searching.


  “Stay still. I ’ad ta ditch it back in the street. Too bulky and not the sort o’ thing a deader needs. But I saved yer key.” Annah reached down into his left boot, tucking the iron key against his shin.


  He had the portal key. Still, in his mind, he saw the discarded backpack lying in the mud and pelting rain, the red and black journals inside soaking up water, the ink running from their pages. The voices from his past were lost. The spell to destroy the shadows was lost, but they hadn’t been able to decipher it anyway, and there’d been no time to have someone else figure it out.


  Thane slowly turned his head to the side. They were huddled against the outer wall of an enormous circular chamber with a domed ceiling high above. A mob of drab mourners filled the middle of the room, intent on a serene young woman with warm glowing eyes, a shimmering fountain of hair, and a yellow halo of light behind her head. As Thane’s eyes adjusted to the light, he could see that the woman wore a black leather dress that covered her lithe body like a second skin. The floor-length garment was so thick and stiff that it almost seemed to be what held her upright, its high neck tightly cupping her delicate chin. Her face was beautifully etched, her white skin poreless. She nodded toward the enraptured crowd, and he again heard the chimes—her hair had made the noise. Hundreds of flexible silver wires sprouted from her head, shaking and touching with metallic tinkles when she moved.


  Around the edge of the parlor, a ring of smooth pillars held up four second-story balconies. Thane wished he’d gotten the chance to look over the edge when he’d awakened in the slab chamber, to get his bearings. He didn’t know which balcony was the right one.


  “Can ya peek through and tell us where ta go?” Annah poked a finger into the tight lacing stretching over Morte, trying to pry open a gap. The protrusion shook back and forth. She loosened the top of her leather bodysuit, and the skull popped up from beneath the purple. “Yer the ugliest baby I ever seen,” she said.


  “I take after your side of the family,” the skull snapped. He nodded toward Annah’s purple bodysuit as she cinched it back up. “Glad I can’t smell.”


  “Quiet.” Thane rolled onto his side and jumped to his feet. “Which room do we want?”


  “Follow me,” said Morte, slowly gliding along the curve of the wall toward an opening. “Act casual.”


  As Thane moved around the wire-haired woman, he saw that her head had no back. It was hollowed out, a shell that housed only a yellow sphere of light. What he’d thought was her face was nothing but a curved mask—which suddenly turned in his direction.


  “Allow me to take care of this.” The voice was the cold one that had met Annah at the door. It belonged to a short, seemingly genderless being covered in blue freckles, who was crossing the chamber toward them, pushing through the assembled mourners. Thane hadn’t noticed him—her?—in his quick look around. “Stop right where you are.”


  “Run!” Morte sped through an opening in the wall, hotly pursued by Annah. Thane followed but glanced behind him as he left the parlor. The speckled being pointed to two undead creatures, gray and dripping. “You and you—come with me.”


  Thane and Annah chased the skull into a curving torchlit corridor. Morte sailed up the hallway, ignoring numerous open doorways to either side, then plunged into a darkened archway. “This one!”


  Annah dashed after him, and Thane quickly looked back at their pursuers before following. The freckled him/her and the rotting zombies appeared in the curved hallway, all three walking quickly, almost trotting.


  “There’s nowhere to go,” he/she warned.


  On the other side of the archway, a narrow flight of cold stone steps spiraled tightly up and to the right. Although it was too dark to see anything but the vaguest outline of the stairs and the wall, Thane felt certain he’d fled down them once before. He reached the top of the staircase, charged after the skull and the tiefling into a gloomy stone chamber, and was slapped with a stinging smell of alcohol and chemicals.


  “Too bad we had to tall-step it all over the planes just to end up back here,” said Morte, gliding toward the black-tiled balcony that filled the end of the room, Annah right behind him. “Dak’kon’d probably blame the Unity of Rings. I still can’t believe he’s been scragged—or worse. I mean, how many folks’d put their necks on the line for someone else?”


  Thane stopped just inside the doorway. The tiefling paused in the center of the room and turned back toward him, reaching for his hand as if she thought he needed comforting.


  “Good ol’ teach. Ya liked ’im a lot, didn’t ya?”


  Thane glanced back down the stairwell, then quickly surveyed the room, remembering how Bogs had appeared out of the darkness. The side walls displayed nothing but cluttered shelves and cabinets. Dozens of steel slabs hung suspended from the black ceiling by fat iron chains. On most of the platforms lay corpses of all kinds, some cut open and half-dissected—a woman covered with white fur, a smaller mammal ridged with spines, a naked man with his large brown eyes stuck open. Thane thought he heard the squeak of rusty metal wheels and froze.


  Strong hands wrapped around his throat from behind, strangling him, preventing him from gagging at the sudden wrenching odor of dead flesh. Thane grabbed at the leprous wrists of his assailant but couldn’t break the choke hold, then drove his elbow into the attacker’s body again and again. Annah ran to his side with her dagger, stabbing and kicking the festering creature until its grip loosened enough for Thane to duck and pull it forward, over his shoulder. He slammed it to the floor and looked down at the rotting remains of a slim man clothed in light gray with slicked black hair and a thin mustache—Montauk. The ochre-skinned creature tried to stand up; Annah violently kicked it down.


  “Look who’s been zombied!” cried Morte. “Lothar must’ve given him those keys of yours. I guess the leatherhead came to pinch skulls and hit the blinds!”


  Echoing footfalls drifted up from the stairwell. Annah grabbed hold of the tunic worn by what used to be Montauk, flipped the creature toward the opening, and kicked it roughly down the steps. Thane heard a thud, then muffled cries and more thuds—what he pictured to be a tumbling crash.


  “ ’Bout time that bastard did us some good!”


  Morte zipped to a nearby cabinet and returned with a large glass bottle, holding it in his teeth by its thin neck. Bluish-white fluid swished around in the container. The skull opened his mouth.


  “Look out!”


  The bottle fell to the floor in the mouth of the archway, shattering on the stone and bursting into roaring blue flames.


  Thane looked toward the balcony and suddenly wondered why he was so sure that the deva—the corrupted, lying deva—had told the truth. Fishing the iron key out of his boot, he ran to the edge and stuck the key over the railing. Nothing happened. There was no portal. He glanced behind him and saw dark shapes gathering at the top of the stairs, moving through the blue flames.


  “I bet you’ve got to be airborne!” shouted Morte. “Give me the key!”


  “There isn’t time.” He climbed up onto the black wrought-iron railing, squatting. He took a breath, let go of the rail, and jumped straight out into the open air. He sensed light flaring and crackling all around him, and the last thing he saw was a sea of black-draped faces and one porcelain mask staring up at him from the gray marble floor far below.


  Chapter 16
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  White.


  All around him, Thane was suspended in an endless white nothingness, utterly empty and silent. Was this death—real death, at last? Had he plummeted, from the balcony and broken his neck? No, the portal had activated; he’d seen it. And he couldn’t die, not without his mortality. He listened for something, anything, and gradually became aware of the sound of his own breathing, loud and conspicuous. It was so noticeable, so suddenly and plainly there, a sound he hadn’t heard but now couldn’t ignore. He was very much alive.


  And he wasn’t suspended. His boots rested on a hard, flat surface, even though he saw nothing but white. He stomped a few times to make sure, and although his feet made no sound, he felt the impact and knew that he stood on a platform or floor. Thane squatted and touched it, brushing his bare fingers against the cool, smooth substance. It was pure white, unmarred by the slightest nick, discoloration, or speck of dirt.


  He sniffed at something sweaty and musky, and realized it was his own clothing—then realized that it was the only thing he smelled. The white emptiness had no odor.


  “Thane?”


  The voice was Annah’s. He turned and saw the tiefling ten feet away, reaching out with her hands and stepping carefully. Her white-blonde curls seemed dirty yellow against the pure nothingness.


  “Is this the Fortress o’ Regrets?”


  “I don’t know.” They’d gone through a portal, all right, but it might have taken them anywhere.


  Morte appeared behind Annah, practically gray against the white. “Well, I already regret coming here, so this must be the right spot.”


  Thane walked in a straight, careful line to see how far the floor went, and he thought he discerned the slight outline of a wall just ahead.


  “You know, I’m starting to—” He smacked his head soundlessly into a solid white wall, much closer than the one he thought he’d seen. Running his hand down its smooth surface, he found the spot where it met the floor almost seamlessly. He looked around and began to make out another wall opposite the first. They stretched like two parallel lines as far as he could see in either direction. “This is just a hallway,” he said, walking toward and touching the other wall.


  “Nowhere to go up here,” said Morte, high above. Thane looked and saw the skull bumping against a distant ceiling that he’d mistaken for an infinite white sky.


  Thane looked up and down the hallway for some indication of which way to go, but neither direction promised anything but endless white. Dak’kon would have told him to listen to his past lives, to trust his intuition. It had drawn him to his tomb back in the catacombs. Maybe it would lead him to his stolen mortality now.


  “This way,” he declared, trying to sound confident as he started down the corridor. The hall was wide enough for Annah to walk alongside him, with Morte floating just in front.


  They traveled for a few minutes before Thane realized they might not have moved at all. Their steps made no sound, they felt no air moving against their skin, and the maddening whiteness never changed. What if they’d been tricked into a prison? What if everything, all the clues, had been designed to lead him into a trap?


  A tiny dark speck floated at waist level just ahead—perhaps a flaw in a dead-end wall. The speck grew larger as Thane quickened his pace and reached out his hand, expecting to bump into the wall at any second, reaching, reaching. He stopped walking, but the mark continued to swell. Then he realized that the black mass wasn’t a blemish on a close wall but something shooting down the impossibly long hallway toward them. Many dark somethings, roiling and flitting across the floor, walls, and ceiling.


  “Shadows!” Thane dredged up the magical words and gestures necessary to create light. He recreated what he’d done in the bramble maze, this time concentrating on centering the spell on his own body—a movable shield. Annah and Morte pressed in closer to Thane as a glowing sphere burst into life, enclosing them in bright yellow illumination just as the shadows reached them. Night fell all at once, blacker than a starless wasteland, as dozens—no, hundreds—of the creatures swarmed in an indistinct cloud around the light. Thane’s belief that it would keep them at bay was shattered almost immediately as they began reaching into the light, tentatively at first and then more boldly, their flat, sinewy arms snaking and stretching toward him.


  Annah started hacking and stabbing with her dagger; Thane drew his sword and did the same. They managed to slice a few shadows, forcing the creatures to pull back out of the yellow glow, but there were too many grasping tendril arms, too many bladelike corners that cut and cut. Morte bobbed and weaved in the air as shadows attempted to drop over him like a blanket, while Thane and Annah began to bleed from multiple wounds.


  “Let’s run for it,” Thane called, then started jogging farther down the hallway. The light stayed with him, and the tiefling and the skull took pains to match his pace so as to stay within the edges of the spell. The shadows stuck with them, too, all but obliterating any glimpses of the white corridor. The creatures had to have come from somewhere, perhaps the chamber of the Transcendent One himself. Thane decided they had nothing to lose by plunging ahead.


  The sphere of light began to dim. Annah started to chant as she ran, stumbling over the words of her spell, her voice breaking. Thane wondered if she were going to try to leave them, to use her magic to escape, when he noticed that a few of the spell’s phrases were familiar to him somehow.


  “Annah!” Morte shouted. “Thane, stop!”


  Thane slowed before stopping completely so that no one would tumble forward out of the light. He turned to see Annah standing twenty or thirty feet behind him, well out of the yellow glow, wincing as the shadows wrapped themselves around her feet, her ankles, her shins. The creatures streamed toward her like a continuous black ribbon, twisting up around her body, enshrouding her in darkness.


  Thane started to move toward her, but she held up her hand. “Yer spell’s winkin’ out, ya leatherhead—run!” The shadows enveloped her waist and were thinning considerably around the edges of Thane’s dimming sphere. He edged closer toward her. “I ’it on the dark… o’ that spell in yer book,” the tiefling said, her breath coming in ragged gasps. “It burns up the shadows, all right, but… it burns up the caster… too.” She seemed to grow faint, and Thane started to reach out his hand to her. Her hard amethyst eyes softened and grew moist. A tear dropped from her face and fell into white nothingness. “What teach did fer us… made up my mind…. Wish ’e coulda seen this.”


  He stepped closer and felt Morte pressing hard against his chest, trying to hold him back.


  “It’s her choice!” the skull shouted. “Don’t get pulled into that whirlpool! Don’t ruin what she’s doing for you!”


  It was too late. Thane watched as the last of the shadows peeled themselves away from his fading sphere of light and were sucked into the swirl around Annah’s head like black water going down a drain. Her large lavender eyes fixed on Thane, fluttered, and closed. The last of the shadows completely enwrapped her head, and she was gone. The ebony cocoon stood motionless in the corridor for a moment, then crumbled into a mound of dark powder on the floor. The tiefling was no longer inside.


  The light around Thane and Morte flickered and died.


  Thane stared at the pile of flaky black dust and remembered the wide-eyed look Annah had tried to conceal when he’d asked her about the spell—how she’d then walked apart from them, mumbling to herself for over an hour. He’d assumed she was pouting.


  Something in the powder was moving.


  “Annah?” He stepped toward the dark remnants and stopped when he saw that pieces of the shadows were merging again into a larger black shape.


  “Run!” He and Morte turned and bolted down the white hallway. Thane could barely make out the side walls and tried to run in as straight a line as he could, imagining crashing into a turn or a dead end he couldn’t see. How far away had the creatures been when he’d mistaken them for a speck? What if there were others waiting up ahead?


  A purplish flicker caught his eye. As he neared the glow, he saw that it was a dim light shining through a half-moon-shaped gap in a white wall at the end of the hallway. The light seemed to be coming from a chamber beyond. A wide, round door or window in the wall had been rotated on its vertical axis, opening a wedge into the other room. Could he already have reached the place from which the shadows had come?


  Morte raced ahead through the gap. “No shadows in here!”


  Thane scrabbled through and turned the thick circle until it sat flush in the wall, wondering if the shadows could bleed through the hairline edge of the round door. He backed against the circle in case anything tried to push it open from the other side, and looked around the square room. Its boundaries were faintly defined by the violet glow of a fist-sized prism resting on a white pedestal in the center of the chamber. Nearby sat an ornate white chair, almost a throne, facing the multifaceted glass prize. A decayed skeleton sat at attention in the chair, bathed in the prism’s flickering light, its forearms resting on the seat’s arms. The browned bones might have belonged to a human long ago, but now were thin as twigs and looked twice as brittle.


  Morte hovered in front of the seated skeleton. “This sod looks transcendent, all right. Any more transcendent and he’d be dust. It’s a bet the shadows weren’t playing minder for this. Now, the sparkle, on the other hand…” The skull floated over to the prism and peered into its purple glass. “There’s something inside.”


  Thane drew closer and stared into the heart of the glowing prism, at a flickering shape almost like a flame. It licked toward the edge of the glass nearest his face and seemed… alive.


  “Is it—you know?” asked Morte.


  His mortality. Ripped from him by Ravel Puzzlewell and stolen by the Transcendent One. The thing he’d searched for all his life, all his lives, the thing that held his memories, his true memories, the moments of the life he knew before the hag took him apart. Here, at last. It might even give him the means of escaping from the fortress. He thought of the sacrifice that Annah had just made, and he, too, wished Dak’kon were here to see this.


  He reached out for the prism and stopped when he saw the green string around his index finger. Something nagged at his mind, poking him. It was something he’d read in the journals—in the black journal. There had been a passage about facing the truth, about daring the three tests beyond the door to the white citadel. The three tests—if the shadow attack was the first, what had happened to the other two?


  The shadows—that was it. Darkness. The Pillar of Skulls had warned him about the darkness. The decomposed heads had said that he’d find everything he wanted, or he’d fail and end up back with the dead, or he’d flee the darkness only to be snared by the light. And now here he was, having escaped the shadows, tempted by the promise of the flickering glass.


  He backed away from the prism. “Don’t touch this. It’s a trap. This isn’t my mortality.” He turned toward the skeleton in the throne. “This probably isn’t the Transcendent One, either. We’re just supposed to think it is.”


  Morte sighed. “Figures, I could feel it in my bones. Wouldn’t want something to actually be easy.” The skull looked around the sealed chamber, then rose and bumped against the ceiling in several places. “So how do we give this place the laugh? Other than hiking back through shadow alley, I mean?”


  Thane ran his fingers along the wall behind the throne. There had to be another way out—the second test had to lead to the third. Nothing gave on the smooth, white surface, so he moved to the next wall, in which he found several small rounded indentations perhaps five inches wide and an inch deep. He put his fingers in them, pushing and pulling with no effect, then spotted a few more higher up on the wall. They were fingerholds, toeholds. He looked straight up at the ceiling and saw a tiny black speck. His sword came out in a flash, but the speck didn’t move, didn’t grow.


  “There’s a hole in the ceiling above, me,” he said, sheathing his blade and slipping his fingers and boot tips into the depressions. “It leads into some kind of tunnel.” Slowly, he made his way up the wall, Morte gliding alongside.


  “Seems kinda quiet now,” said the skull. “I mean, it’s back to just us.”


  The black dot grew larger as Thane ascended the narrow shaft, but it was too static, too precisely round to be a mass of shadows. He reached the opening and pulled himself up onto a wide circular white platform beneath a solid black dome.


  Morte popped out of the shaft. “Are you listening? First Dak’kon and now Annah. Even if you’re as dead as a stone, you’ve got to have noticed they’re gone, and it’s because of you.”


  He noticed. But he was so close now. Thane tapped lightly on the dome—it was as clear as glass but much denser. The darkness was outside, surrounding the dome.


  “Don’t hit that stuff too hard, or we’ll pay the music for sure,” warned Morte. “It’s all that’s between us and the hungry void out there—the Negative Energy Plane. That emptiness is what this whole fortress is drifting through. I ain’t going through all this just to end up floating out there like a moon. And it’d bore you into the dead-book if it didn’t suck the life out of you—what life there is… You might’ve at least said thanks to her back there.”


  Yes, he might have. He should have. Thane stared past his reflection on the glassy surface of the dome, looking out into the black void. He was so tired of being disconnected, of letting moments pass without saying anything, without giving them any meaning. How could he have let the tiefling die for him without responding in any way, without giving her something back? It was easy. He was inhuman, incomplete. But he lived in a world of beings who were complete, who gave to him—sometimes good things, sometimes bad. Annah was gone. Dak’kon was gone. And what of the unknown people who’d been killed and turned into shadows each time he died? Those he’d hurt or slain in his past lives? Other friends he couldn’t remember? His family? So many faces lost, so many voices he couldn’t hear.


  He would see this thing through to the end. All of the years, all of those lost, sacrificed—it all had to mean something.


  “Not a bad view,” said a familiar voice. Thane drew his sword and turned to face a man who looked almost exactly like him. The other man’s long brown hair was pulled tightly back from his face, and he wore a spotless sackcloth tunic and pair of pants, but it was Thane’s face, Thane’s body. He’d simply appeared out of thin air. Thane looked back at his reflection in the surface of the dome and saw him standing behind himself.


  Morte looked back and forth between the two men. “Gad so! Maybe there’s something to that evil twin business after all.”


  “I hope I’m not the evil one,” said the other man. Thane watched his mouth. The sound of the words, the voice, was his. Thane’s voice was coming out of someone else but not with his words, not the ones he would have chosen.


  Could this be the third test? “Where’s my mortality?”


  The man shrugged and rolled his large brown eyes. “I don’t know.”


  Morte nodded. “He’s you, all right.”


  The other man walked up to Thane, fearlessly daring the blade, and then passed right through him, like smoke through a screen. Thane whirled and saw the man standing behind him, looking quite solid and real.


  “It’s in the fortress somewhere, of course. But I don’t know where. I never found it—well, obviously. If I had, neither of us would be here. I think you’re the first to get this far. I hope my tattoos had something to do with it.”


  Thane stared at his twin, reaching back to touch the part of his skin that had given him his first clue.


  “Glad you found them,” the other man said. “I gave us the tattoos. I built the tomb in the Weeping Stone Catacombs. I wrote the red journal you probably found there. I’m you, three or four times removed. Don’t waste time being suspicious of yourself. I’m closer to you than the others are, so park your ears—you can’t beat the Transcendent One. When you find him, your only chance is to cut a deal.”


  This airy phantom—one of his past lives? “You’re just an illusion,” Thane said. “If you were really me, you’d know that I don’t die. You can’t exist outside of me. I’m still alive. You can’t be here.”


  The other man crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I could say the same to you. Look, I’m just trying to help. Even in his weakened state, the Transcendent One is too much for you. Don’t oppose him—work with him. I think our mortality sustains him somehow. If you can find a way to help him survive, he might give you what you want without a fight.”


  “What total sodding crap.” The voice came from behind Thane, and he turned to see the man whose face had been sketched on the Harmonium’s wanted poster, right down to the thin braids of his medium-length brown hair. He wore a long black coat and a ratty scarf of lime green. “That bastard’s put the screws to us for centuries, and you’re gonna make nice? Kill him.”


  Thane looked back toward the first man, but he was gone. The wanted man walked up to Morte and studied the skull.


  “Your pet rock here as useless as it looks?”


  Morte sailed through him as if the man were made of light, then settled at Thane’s side. “I like you better dull.”


  Thane guessed he was supposed to get confused by all of this, but he refused. The wanted man couldn’t be here either, and that made the apparition easier to face.


  “How do I kill the Transcendent One? That other me said I wasn’t ready.”


  The other man sneered. “That’s ’cause he wants to see you fail. He couldn’t win back our mortality, and he’ll be damned before he lets anyone else shine in his place. The pox-head thinks he’s got the dark of everything. He even smashed the recorder stone I left in the sensorium, trying to erase me, wipe out the bad part of himself, thinking he knew better than the rest of us. What a disappointment he turned out to be.”


  “That depends entirely on your perspective,” said another voice from behind Thane. Instinctively, he looked over his shoulder, knowing even as he did so that the wanted man would vanish the moment his eyes turned away. The person he saw on the other side of the round room was a more robust version of Thane, who wore a long full beard and an embroidered velvet robe. “Well after my time did your first two guests live. The truth was sought by one, avoided by the other, and understood by neither.”


  This one sounded like the author of the black journal. Out of all the lives Thane must have led, why were these three appearing to him, and why now?


  “I read what you wrote. The shadow spell, the deva’s true name—your knowledge saved me. But you claimed to have found the ultimate truth. Why did you give up the search?”


  The man turned and looked out into the darkness, hands clasped behind his back.


  “The gravest dangers are those we invite. Must a truth be known, simply because it can be known?”


  Thane strode over to the man and waved his sword through the insubstantial body.


  “People have given their lives so that I can learn the truth. You three claim to be me, but you’re all telling me something different.”


  The man turned around, half his body in Thane’s. “Life is conflict. The practical one wants you to regain our mortality with no further losses—he sees only the goal. The nihilist advises you to kill our adversary, hoping to doom your chances of achieving mortality. He wants to preserve our longevity. But this I say to you, who are me—be at peace with your existence. Accept the life you know.”


  Thane backed out of the ghost or illusion or whatever it was. Give up his quest?


  “We’re no quitters,” snapped Morte. “Go tell your master his little spook show ain’t giving us the colly-wobbles.”


  The man sighed. Then he glanced at something over Thane’s shoulder.


  Thane turned and saw a thick white circle, four feet wide, floating on end in the center of the chamber, a few feet off the floor. It looked exactly like the round door that had led to the prism, except this one had no visible means of support. Thane looked back toward the third man, but he and Morte were alone again.


  The skull glided over to the disc and gently bumped its edge. The circle rotated a quarter of a turn, and through the wedge defined by where it had been and where it was now, Thane saw another white room, as if the round object had opened into another kind of space. Something called to him from the other side of the floating door. He felt it. He actually felt it.


  Thane turned sideways to squeeze through the wedge and carefully swung one leg into the chamber beyond. The floor seemed solid enough, so he stepped all the way through, with Morte close behind. White emptiness greeted them, unbroken except for a glimpse of the black-domed room that showed through the open wedge behind them.


  Close… the door.


  The voice was Thane’s own, but it hadn’t come from his mouth. He drew his sword and searched the endless white for another incarnation, another illusion—nothing. He looked at Morte.


  “You’re not barmy,” whispered the skull. “I heard it, too.”


  So long… Rooted here for so long…


  Thane didn’t hear the voice with his ears, but rather sensed it, a shudder within his body.


  “Show yourself!”


  Close… the door.


  Games, always games. He reached back and pushed the circle shut. The round door melded seamlessly with the rest of the wall. Thane tried to scratch a mark where the door had been with his blade, but his sword left no trace whatsoever. He leaned against the spot where the door had been—no movement.


  I knew you would come.


  Thane turned away from the wall and moved cautiously through the room sword-first, reaching out for some other boundary, something to give him a sense of his surroundings.


  “Where’s my mortality?”


  It is here.


  A figure grew distinct in front of him, as if the whiteness were nothing but a clearing fog. It was a man in a brown cloak, hood thrown back, with fair skin, large brown eyes, and brown hair. A bright green strip of material, some kind of cloth, coiled many times around the length of his body without actually touching him. It enclosed him from head to toe in one long serpentine spiral that turned slowly, hypnotically. Beneath his cloak, the man wore a tunic, loose pants, and leather boots, all brown. In his right hand, he clutched a short sword. The man looked exactly like Thane, though he seemed blurry, soft at the edges. Within the spiraling strip, he flickered into and out of existence like a dwindling flame.


  Do you… see? Do you see… yourself in it?


  Thane knew instantly that this was not another of his incarnations. This was him, existing exactly as he did now. This had to be the other part of him, his mortality. Hesitantly, he circled it, noting that it was flat, had no depth, a reflection peeled from a mirror. He looked at the green string around his finger, at the green strip encircling his mortality. This was what he’d been missing all this time, the essential piece of his being that had been severed, stolen. Here it was, weak and tenuous, staring out at him vacantly between the coils of its swirling prison.


  “Set it free,” he called into the whiteness. “Show yourself!”


  I am already here.


  Thane spun around but saw only the skull, likewise glancing about the room, and his mortality, wavering within the spiraling strip.


  Thane slowly faced the faded man.


  I have existed here for so very long. Hoping that you would never come. The other Thane half-smiled. Knowing that one day, you would. I will not go back.


  This man before him, his mortality, the thing he’d tracked across the planes, the part of him he wanted so desperately to reclaim—this was the enemy, the adversary who’d blocked him, wanted him dead, wanted him helpless? This was the Transcendent One?


  Morte danced in front of Thane’s blank face. “This whole sodding kip’s nothing but shadows and specters. This ain’t your mortality!”


  “Yes, it is.” He knew it to be true. His mortality, his foe—one and the same. It made perfect sense. Everything comes full circle. He wished Dak’kon were at his side, if only to see the satisfaction on the githzerai’s face at this manifestation of the Unity of Rings. “Why have you opposed me?”


  You gave me freedom, then tried to take it back. The inconstant man’s matter-of-fact voice turned bitter. You forgot what you had done… tried to find me… tried to enslave me again. I fled here, and when the shadows began arriving, I acted to preserve myself. They already hated you. They were pleased to bring you harm.


  “But I’m here now,” said Thane. “You didn’t stop me this time.”


  The Transcendent One shook his head slowly. I did try, but too much had accumulated over the centuries… too many signs for you to follow… too many lives working together, leaving hints for the future.


  Thane wondered how many times he’d come close to discovering the truth, only to have it wiped from his mind.


  “I know that Ravel Puzzlewell split us apart. I know that I asked her to do it. But why? Why did I want to be rid of you?”


  I don’t know. The parting took its toll on me as well.


  Morte glided up to the spiraling ribbon and stopped dead, as if he’d struck an invisible wall.


  “Thane’s never gotten this far? I mean, past your shadow minders and all?”


  The Transcendent One looked at Thane. They were your shadows, not mine. More will gather here as you die over the next millennia, and I will be able to act again.


  Thane stepped forward but couldn’t break the plane of the coiling strip. A transparent force surrounded it, perhaps given life by its motion.


  “No, my next death will be my last. I’m not the same person I was when I cast you out. I want you back.”


  I will not return! The other Thane’s flickering grew more pronounced. I exist on my own and am just as deserving of life. You see the truth now. You realize that you should have valued me…. You need me, but I do not need you.


  “Some life,” Morte said with a sneer. “King of a dead kip in the deadest wasteland of the whole multiverse. Can’t even drop your drawers unless your shadows do it for you.”


  The Transcendent One sputtered in and out, fading and returning. It reminded Thane of how Trias had dissipated into a glittery mist, of Dak’kon’s impassioned rage at the fallen deva. He again wished the githzerai stood by him now, ready to lend his strength, his convictions. Dak’kon would know what to say, what to do. He’d always wanted everyone to stick together, but Thane had never felt more unstuck. It was one thing to know that his mortality had been taken from him. It was another to know that it had schemed against him, had fought for hundreds of years to remain separate.


  He glanced at the flickering being before him. “Withering away like seafoam,” the black journal had said. What would happen to his mortality if it finally faded away? What would happen to him? Dak’kon had been right all along, more right than he knew: They had to stick together.


  “You do need me,” he said. “You’re withering, blinking out right before my eyes. I think all these centuries have chipped you away, just as they have me. The separation weakened both of us, and we can’t survive apart for much longer. Many more deaths, and I’ll be like the living dead, with nothing inside. And you’ll eventually cease to exist.”


  The Transcendent One was silent.


  Morte drew Thane aside. “If there’s any blood able to convince him of something,” the skull whispered, “it oughta be you—I mean, you are him.”


  Thane thought of what could have convinced him to give up what he wanted most, what would’ve ended his search for his mortality—nothing. He’d been driven to find it.


  “You called me here,” Thane said to the Transcendent One. “When I could feel nothing, I still sensed that something was missing. It was the only thing I could feel. It’s why I fought so hard to get here. You were feeling the same way, too.”


  No.


  “The strongest feeling I’ve had since I can remember is the one I had before I entered the door to this room. You called me in here. I can admit I need you. Can’t you do the same? I don’t want to take any more from you. I want to add to you, give you something more. Together, we are more. There is strength in unity.”


  No.


  “Yes. If you’re me, then you must agree. You have to see what I mean.”


  No. We have been apart for too long.


  “And what kind of life have you lived? Don’t you want to touch things? To see something besides white? To eat something? To hear something? Don’t you want to be alive, to be unsure of what happens next? I regret what I did, separating myself from you. I don’t remember why I did it. But now I’ve come all this way, cleared so many obstacles to reach you. I value you. It’s the truth.”


  The Transcendent One reached out and grasped the green strip, stopping its endless spiral. The whole length of ribbon fell instantly to the floor around his boots, lifeless. He stood looking at Thane for a moment, then began to recede from the room smoothly, as if being pulled away on a cart into the endless whiteness, noiselessly sliding into the distance.


  “No!” Thane rushed to dive forward and wrap his arms around whatever part of his other self he could hold on to. His head snapped back at the impact, and the world went dark. He felt pinpricks of energy piercing the skin all over his body, and into the tiny holes poured heat, filling him, until he thought he would burst. His skin, his shell, could not contain what was inside of him.


  There was a metallic taste in his mouth, and his heart pounded. He was falling. He was in a tunnel that drew tighter around him with each breath he took. Darkness descended upon him, and memories flooded his mind: Bless the daylight! What would you have done without that skull? Follow him, follow him. Look at her glowing face, apart from, above all things. Press her against your chest and kiss the top of her red, silken head. Don’t let her go. Don’t let her do it! Her lavender eyes are closing, eyes that see more in you than is there. You must see them again! Never again will Dak’kon walk by your side—never. You will never die, and you will never know why. Hateful, endless muddy streets! Stop bickering! Everyone looking to you for what to do next, killing for you, dying for you. Your fault! Run, they’re after you! Where are you? Who are you? A small wooden boat floating on its side in a calm, green pond. A creaking top step of a narrow wooden staircase. A young woman leans over you, smiling, her long silver hair dropping forward over her shoulders. Claws, fangs, sweat. Flames. Shattered windows, doors twisted off their hinges. Nobody home, anywhere. A single red shoe lies in the dirt road.


  Thane opened his eyes. He was lying facedown on the perfectly white floor in a puddle.


  “If I had hands, I’d give you a hankie,” said Morte, sitting about two feet away.


  Thane pushed himself to his knees and realized tears were spilling from his eyes. He wiped his face on his sleeve and turned away from Morte.


  “Timlin’s eye, just look at you! You’re embarrassed! You’re crying. You’re…” The skull fell silent.


  Thane turned back to look at him. “And who could use the hankie now? If you had eyes. Or hands. Or a nose—”


  “Shut up!” said Morte. “I’m supposed to be the funny one.”


  The white chamber suddenly filled with the stench of a lake bed full of dead fish, and a short, gray-green creature, mold-spotted bat wings unfurling from the back of his hairy robe, appeared in the room. Thane recognized his unsettlingly elongated head, his icy, mismatched eyes, and, most of all, the brown furry beast that clung to the lower half of his face, breathing in time with its wearer—Fhjull Forked-Tongue.


  A slit opened in the smaller thing’s brown fur, parting like lips. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”


  Chapter 17
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  Surprise, confusion, vulnerability, fear—one after another, the emotions welled up almost too fast for Thane to latch on to them, and yet they were his. He was whole now. He had an inmost heart, a core out of which grew things, feelings that were only his. It was true that he gave life to them, but they also seemed to have an energy of their own. And underneath it all, he felt the presence, the sheer calm malevolence, of Fhjull Forked-Tongue—a sense of menace and danger that had escaped him the last time he’d met the fiend back in the bird-leg tower. The feeling had its roots not only in what Thane saw—the malformed amnizu standing before him, stroking the wooly brown fur of the face-clinging creature—but also from an impression he was receiving from somewhere inside himself. It had started burning in his gut the moment the fiend appeared in the white room, and he realized that having regained his mortality—his emotions—meant that he was no longer cut off from the rest of the world. Other beings could affect him now. He was exposed.


  But emotions worked both ways. He could affect others in turn.


  Fhjull coldly surveyed the endless white of the undefined room in which they stood, his crystalline light blue eyes slowly poring over the nothingness.


  “Interesting.” Then his eyes darted back to Thane. “I’ve watched you for eight hundred and thirty years, waiting for you to make yourself whole. At times, I must admit, I despaired of ever claiming what was lawfully mine. But seeing you here, now—my patience is rewarded a thousandfold. I am redeemed. Perhaps I will even return to Baator.”


  Another sensation fluttered through Thane’s body. He suddenly realized that he knew the amnizu from somewhere—not just from the stifling tower, or from the time he left the black journal in the fiend’s care. He knew now that he’d seen Fhjull even before that, and the thought sickened him, his stomach twisting into knots. A red shoe lying in the middle of the road. Blood, puddles of it. Flames. Screams. His village being overrun by troops of vicious, apelike barbazu with saw-toothed glaives, while the amnizu sat on the front step of a ransacked home, petting the beast that stretched over the bottom of his face. Thane could taste the desperation of taking up arms against the invaders, rallying the town to fight in the face of certain death.


  Fhjull beat his wings gently, shaking off tiny clumps of mold, and drew a thin green cylinder from within his robe of matted fur and hair.


  Morte bobbed frantically at Thane’s side. “What’s this berk rattling on about?”


  Thane felt the need to take control and brandished his sword at the fiend. He realized immediately that it would do no good, but the slim tube looked just like the one he’d recovered for Pharod. It was his, and he wanted it back. How did it fall into Fhjull’s possession? The king of the collectors had said he took jobs for Blood War generals, said he was in tight with the fiends. Pharod had even seemed to expect Thane somehow, as if…


  “As if he’d been told that along would come a dead man, the only person who could retrieve something that had been stolen from me and placed beyond my reach.” The amnizu twirled the steel cylinder in his sleek fingers, then cracked it in half. Out slid a tightly rolled piece of worn parchment, which the fiend spread open.


  “Let’s read another story,” he began. “A young man signed a deal with me, long ago—this contract you see before you now. We came to his world to gain new recruits for our Blood War armies. The folk of his pitiable village were of poor stock, but all we really wanted were warm bodies, convenient targets to distract the tanar’ri. He was quite amusing, organizing the resistance. And, of course, I knew from the moment I saw the fire in his eyes that I had to break him. When the sacrificial fool offered to buy the town’s safety with his own servitude, well… it was a plot twist more perfect than any I could have written. The righteous man’s fall was a demoralizing blow to the village. The sight of their leader brought low shattered the spirit of his people far more painfully than a mere tour of duty on the Lower Planes ever could.” The fiend uncrooked three of his long fingers. “Three guesses who that man was. The first two don’t count.”


  “Don’t believe anything this fur-sucker says,” Morte snapped.


  Thane remembered everything now. His village had been unable to repel the invading baatezu. He’d agreed to fight in the Blood War if the fiends spared the others. The deal was deliverable at his death, and he’d scoured his world for a means of forestalling that end. A wizard had sent him to the planes in search of a way to trick the baatezu, to wriggle out of the damnable contract. He’d thought he’d finally succeeded when Ravel Puzzlewell took away his mortality. He hadn’t counted on the trauma of death and rebirth wiping clean his past, on his misguided need to discover what he was missing, to find the truth of his existence. He’d freed himself from the fiend’s clutches and walked right back into them again.


  If it weren’t so frustrating and sobering and sad, he would have laughed. Thane felt like a mouse in a trap and quickly searched the white room for a way out, but he couldn’t even find the round door through which he’d entered the chamber. His frustration turned to anger.


  “You lied,” he hissed to the amnizu. “You said you didn’t know anything about my mortality! I thought Trias forced you into telling only the truth!”


  “I never said I knew nothing about it.” The fiend rolled up the contract and stuck it inside his robe. “I only said I wasn’t responsible for its loss, I didn’t know where it was, and I wasn’t trying to stop you from finding it. True statements, every one. In fact, I was resolved to help you regain your mortality. Without it, you couldn’t die, and I’d never be able to spirit you off to the war. So I had to make sure that you found it again. Would you like to know all I’ve done for you?”


  Thane felt pulled in different directions by the emotions tugging at him—curiosity and rage—but he refused to give the fiend the satisfaction of crowing. Instead, he concentrated on an extremely rude thought.


  Fhjull mockingly waved a disapproving finger at him. “Now, now. This story’s been centuries in the, making. The least you could do is spare me a few moments to listen. It started when I distilled the forgetful waters of the River Styx into a salve that would prevent the loss of memory. I applied it to you while you lay in the Mortuary, caught between death and life. Do you remember how I announced myself when you and your friends came to my hermitage? ‘Keeper of the Styx.’ I still can’t decide if that was just a slip of the tongue or whether I meant to give you a hint.”


  Morte flew toward the fiend angrily, then backed away, out of the amnizu’s long reach.


  “You weren’t in the Mortuary! I’d’ve spotted you—or smelled you!”


  Fhjull’s wretched form shimmied with distortion, and when the blurring waves had settled, in the fiend’s place stood Crepin, the pale Dustman who wore spiders for hair.


  “Did you really think it a coincidence that I arrived in your preparation chamber so quickly? And you must have found it odd that you managed to escape so easily.” The pasty figure bowed, spilling arachnids onto the floor. “All my doing. You see, watching you die and lose your memories time and time again had grown tiresome. I was no longer content to simply wait for you to find your mortality. You needed a push. So I took this form and dripped the Styx salve into the mouth of your regenerating corpse. I had to make sure you could keep your faculties long enough to reach the tale’s end. A charitable act, yes?” Crepin smiled. “Trias would have been pleased.”


  Would have been? Did the fiend know the deva’s fate? It occurred to Thane that Fhjull had given him the black journal, knowing full well that it contained the true name of Trias. The amnizu wasn’t allowed to harm the deva, but he could have manipulated someone else into doing it.


  Thane bit back his fury at having been tricked again, then struggled to keep a cool head, telling himself that Fhjull was just trying to get under his skin.


  “You told me I was in the Mortuary because I signed a contract!”


  The image of the pale Dustman quivered as the fiend resumed his own shape.


  “Again, the truth. I meant my contract, the one by which you bound yourself to the Blood War. Though, come to think of it, it’s possible that you thought I meant some other kind of contract, perhaps the one offered by the Dustmen.” Chuckling, Fhjull shook his head. “I really must learn to choose my words more carefully.”


  Thane’s mind reeled. He remembered how Fhjull had stared at him back in the metal tower, knowing everything, being so helpful. What else had the fiend done for him—done to him?


  “I’m glad you asked,” Fhjull said. “I think I mentioned that I told that blowhard Pharod to send you after the contract. It seemed only fair, since you’d stolen it from me in the first place and hidden it in the tomb. I also left the fly box in the sensorium to help you breach Ravel Puzzlewell’s maze. And, of course, I made easy your journey to the Pillar of Skulls, but you knew that. Many a favor have I done you. A strong person can admit he needs the aid of others.”


  “Pike it!” shouted Morte, bouncing in the air with agitation. “We would’ve found the hag and the pillar on our own. It was Thane’s doing, all the way! His canny intuition’s what got us this far!”


  The fiend snapped his fingers. “Oh, that reminds me—the green string around your finger? I put it there and perhaps placed a small enchantment on it—the better for me to locate you at the end.” Fhjull’s ice-blue eyes widened in delight. “I knew that you’d never remove it. After all, it was all you had in the world!”


  Thane looked at the green loop encircling the base of his finger, tied with a tight, clean knot. The only thing he’d had when he’d awakened in the Mortuary. The only thing he’d kept with him the whole time. For some reason, it made him think of the three-legged skeleton outside the fiend’s tower, walking like a marionette, jerked by Fhjull’s strings. They’d all been controlled.


  “And thus ends my story.” Fhjull clapped his hands together and rubbed them briskly. “I hope you enjoyed it. Shall we go?”


  Morte flew in front of Thane. “Hold it! Thane ain’t dead, he’s alive, and you’ve got no right to him!”


  “The contract came due upon his very first death, long ago. It has simply taken this long for it to become possible for me to collect. But I’ll gladly debate the semantics if you’d like to accompany us to the battlefield.”


  “No!” shouted Thane. “Leave him out of this! He has nothing to do with it!” There was no way he’d let Morte suffer for his own failures, not after what had happened to Dak’kon and Annah, not to mention all the others who had been sacrificed unwillingly along the way. He looked at the skull’s expressionless face, sure that in the hollow eyes and fixed mouth he saw fear and uncertainty for them both. “Morte didn’t sign any contract.”


  “That’s true. Oh, how I tire of that word, its endless interpretations and implications.” The fiend’s eyes narrowed as he regarded the skull. “Your human companion has a habit of worrying about the welfare of others that offends my senses. And you have a penchant for talking when it isn’t… Ah, suddenly it’s so clear.” Fhjull pointed a long index finger at Morte, then lunged forward and poked it into one of the skull’s empty eye sockets. “This one will go on and on. I’ll send him back to Sigil, where he’ll tell our tale. The tale of my victory over the centuries, of my patient manipulations, my sweet machinations. The tale of the masterful fiend who watched from behind the curtain as a tormented man spent lifetimes struggling to undo a single act, to become whole.”


  Thane spat at the amnizu. His saliva sizzled as it struck the gray-green skin between Fhjull’s unbalanced eyes.


  “And I succeeded, you monster. I am whole. I got what I wanted.”


  “Yes,” allowed the fiend, wiping the spittle with the back of his hand. “But then, so did I.”
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  The sweltering heat of the baatezu mustering ground drew all of the moisture from Thane’s body within minutes. He no longer had the ability to sweat. His open pores ached to perspire, to cool the surface of his skin, but he was as dry as a bone. He licked his cracked lips with the tip of his rough, parched tongue. Invisible waves of heat rushed up from the ground, and he had to stomp down the instinct to simply flee in any direction. A moment ago, an albino tiefling had stepped too close to a bubbling pool of magma and ignited like an oil-soaked torch, staring down in shock at the sight of his own skeleton before crumpling to the ground. The man hadn’t had a chance to scream.


  The smell of charred flesh was instantly buried beneath the stinging odor of sulfur that permeated the army’s gathering field. The bulk of the stench came from the lava that flowed beneath the thin crust of ground and collected in surface pools spattered across the vast canyon. Thundering volcanoes dominated every horizon, pumping thick black smoke into the murky red sky. A geyser of flaming magma burst spontaneously from the scorching ground far ahead, maiming all within reach of its searing shower. Thane looked away, peering up into the gloom as scores of scarlet reptilian fiends—just like the one that had killed him at the Pillar of Skulls—flew in circles high above the growing baatezu regiments. The massing army accounted for the rest of the sulfurous stink.


  Thane had never seen such precisely ordered evil: “Ten thousand fiends,” a three-foot-tall gargoyle had bragged, and every one knew where to take its place. “That’s why we’ll win the day and the war,” the short creature had cackled, poking Thane’s chest with the sharp tines of its military fork. “The tanar’ri have no discipline. They don’t stand a chance!”


  The boastful fiend must have ranked low in the hierarchy to have been sent to inspect Thane and the other unwilling recruits. The baatezu didn’t allow outsiders to stand with them or share their pride as they readied for battle; hirelings, slaves, and draftees had to muster in a special staging area off to the side of the main field. The extent of their orders: Hold the canyon against the tanar’ri. No one said why. It didn’t seem like anything worth holding.


  Thane practiced swinging the heavy iron scythe he’d been given. This would be his first Blood War skirmish, his first clash in what promised to be an eternity of service to the baatezu. He was remembering more and more of his past, of the safe life he’d led before he’d ever heard of Fhjull Forked-Tongue or Ravel Puzzlewell or anyone else on the planes, but he kept returning to the moment he’d sold himself to the baatezu that had stormed his town. Thinking of a time when he’d fought against them made him smile.


  He thought of the journey that had led him to this place, of Morte, and Dak’kon, and Annah. The tiefling was gone; he knew that. She would have liked the heat here. Dak’kon might still be alive. The thought gave Thane great hope, though hope for what he didn’t know. And Morte—Fhjull had said he’d send the skull back to Sigil, but with the way the fiend toyed with the truth… Still, wherever Morte was, he was most likely alive enough to complain about it. Could a skull even die? All that time he’d spent with Morte, and Thane had never asked anything personal, never sought any information unless it related to his own situation.


  Suddenly, a withered husk of a fiend levitated up from the assembled troops, its large scorpion tail twitching, and blew a curved horn of bone. Fiery fountains erupted from the ground. Thane felt a rumble and saw a dark mass spilling over the crest of the canyon, flowing toward the baatezu—the tanar’ri, easily twice as numerous as the defenders, a chaotic stampede of nightmares.


  A metallic taste filled Thane’s mouth. He heard his heart pounding inside his head as he crouched slightly, tightening his grip on the scythe, and he tensed for the coming battle. His limbs began to shake as he realized he was no longer able to die and return to life. He was a whole person now. These could be his last moments alive—unless he fought better than he ever had before. It was all or nothing, no way out. A wave of exhilaration rushed through his body.


  The deadly black horde of thousands of oncoming tanar’ri spilled toward him, all claws and teeth and terror.


  Thane felt more alive than ever.
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  An eternal war


  
    

  


  The endless Blood War rages, a never-ending battle between the fiends of the planes. Amid this horrific conflict, a single hero with no memory of his past seeks to discover his true identity.


  
    

  


  Of course, this being the planes, his companions on his quest are… unusual. But if you can’t trust a floating skull, an eccentric inventor, and a succubus, who can you trust?


  
    

  


  Practically no one.


  
    

  


  Based on the best-selling computer game from Interplay.
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