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Jeska is determined to save the world…

Radha snarled fiercely and flailed. She would not die here, not at the Pardic woman’s hands. She had a warhost to run, and elves to corral. She had a boy to train.

The anguish suddenly ceased, and Radha’s limbs snapped back against her body. She hung motionless, breathing heavily, until Jeska floated in front of her.

“Leshrac was right,” Jeska said. “I…we can do this.”

“But I won’t,” Radha said. “Kill me or turn me loose, Planeswalker. I will not be your toy.”

Jeska frowned, and Radha’s jaws froze once more. “You are an arrogant, childish beast, Radha of Keld, but you can yet do the world a great service. Gather your strength. Prepare yourself.”

Jeska’s power blossomed forth once more, drowning Radha in an ocean of arcane forces. Helpless, motionless, voiceless, Radha’s mind screamed her deafening rage and frustration.

…no matter who she has to kill.

Scott McGough ushers in new author John Delaney, and together they conclude the adventure first started in Time Spiral.
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A hooded figure waited on Madara’s pebbled beach, arrow-straight and silent as he stared out into the sea. The Talon Gates speared up from the ocean as they had since the dawn of history, each mile-high spire curving toward its opposite, their needle-sharp points within a hundred yards of touching. The setting sun illuminated the gateway from behind, casting the Gates’ sharp shadow back toward the shore.

Dark eldritch power coalesced in the growing gloom. The figure became aware of a formidable new presence taking shape, one that gathered its substance from the local swells of entropic energy known as black mana. The hooded man was unafraid—his power had long been rooted in darkness, and it held no terror for him. It hardly mattered if the new arrival proved to be an ally or an enemy, a source of sustenance or amusement. He was curious, even eager, to encounter it, as he saw anything that also drew its strength from the Multiverse’s bottomless well of black magic as a valuable resource.

Six disembodied hands materialized in the air just over his head. They floated with their fingers pressed together and their pale palms facing him. Slowly, the emaciated hands formed themselves into a rough circle with the fingertips of each barely touching the wrist of its neighbor.

Greetings, Planeswalker. The female voice was hollow and echoed like a whisper in a marble hall.

The man cocked his head. Though his expression was hidden by his hood, his posture was intent. He nodded in reply to the newcomer’s communication, but he did not answer with words or thoughts.

We have not been introduced, but I know you. As you should know me.

The hooded man hesitated. This was no mere wizard addressing him or a mindless primal thing, but a powerful and sentient spirit entity. The new arrival wasn’t a planeswalker, but she was steeped in ancient elemental forces. By his estimation she was not a magic-user at all but rather magic itself, raw power that had achieved sentience and personality.

The man’s teeth glittered from under his hood. He was intrigued, and not only for the encounter’s novelty. There was even more to be gained here than he anticipated. She was pure magic, and he was a magic-user in every sense of the word.

“Forgive me,” the hooded man said aloud. His voice was clear, and he spoke without fear or hesitation. “I do not know you in your current guise.”

A patch of ivory white fog appeared inside the frame of disembodied hands. The smoky image quickly clarified into a heart-shaped porcelain face, a near-featureless mask such as an aristocrat might wear to a masquerade ball.

I am Night, the mask said, though its cold features did not move. I am that which is hidden and yet everywhere in abundance. I am she who both conceals and consumes. I aid both predator and prey, hunter and hunted, and my preference is determined only by the native wit and skill of the principals. Everything that thrives on or in darkness draws strength from me.

The man’s soft chuckle floated out from under the recesses of his hood. He placed his hands on his hips and tilted his head back. “I have heard of you, O Night. But I forged my own path to power without your help. Sadly, I must reject any claims you’ve come to make on me.”

My most accomplished acolytes often do.

The hooded man’s voice remained clear but grew sharper as malevolent mirth crept into his tone. “You should choose your words more carefully among strangers. I am no one’s acolyte.”

And I do not ask you to behave as one now. My purpose here is not domination but cooperation.

“I see. And if we set aside the delusional assertions of your own import…what between us compels me to cooperate?”

Now your words are careless. Do not insult me or yourself by pretending to know nothing of the danger that threatens us all. The mask turned so that it partially faced the ocean. Pale, purple light flickered in its empty sockets, and the sea view changed as it was plunged into amethyst-colored gloom. The purple-tinted scene now included a great, jagged gash in the space between the spires of the Talon Gates. Angry swells of golden dust and smoke churned within the tear, roiling like a lava field moments before an eruption.

Tell me, the mask said, have you come here to bask in the view of the Talon Gates phenomenon or to catch sea bass? For in truth Madara’s beaches offer little else.

The hooded figure laughed and said, “Well said. Yes, O Night, this so-called time rift called out to me. It draws mana and vents chaos. It disrupts the very fabric of reality without purpose, pattern, or plan. I have come to observe and admire it.”

I see. And has this observation proved rewarding in and of itself?

“Aesthetically?” the man said. “Yes. But not practically. Not so far.”

I can change that. You know the history of this place?

“I know great and terrible things happened here.”

Then you know of the dragon who is my enemy. You know of his connection to this particular rift phenomenon and the entire region. You know he will return here.

“I know no such thing. Nor do I know of any dragon.”

No? Then you have not come to the Talon Gates to profit? To expand your influence?

Leshrac gazed lazily out at the seascape. “It’s a breathtaking view, isn’t it?”

Perhaps I erred in choosing you. The planeswalker I want never stopped hungering for more power.

“Sorry to disappoint you. I assure you I do not know what you’re talking about.”

So you say. But let’s assume you do know and that you understand the value of knowing. This wound in the world is infected and about to burst. When it does, it will shatter and recast all that is. The universe will shake, and only the strongest and most tenacious will endure. To survive, one must be prepared…or willing to prey on the prepared.

“How dire that all sounds. But what is it to me beyond a mild diversion?”

My enemy has intimate connections to this place, to this rift. Madara has long been the seat of his power on this plane. The rift allowed him to return from the brink of the abyss. Since his return he has been busily settling old debts and basking in old glories. He will return here, to the site of his greatest victories and his greatest defeat.

“Again, Spirit, what is that to me?”

Only a rare opportunity to best one of the most formidable beings alive. He casually commands forces that would melt most minds in an instant. But not yours. You understand the value and the cost of power. You embrace its risks and rewards. If you are properly prepared when the dragon comes, his might can become yours.

The hooded man crossed his arms. “Now we come to the heart of the matter. You have come to me to help yourself. No, don’t apologize. I am driven by that very same motivation far too often to judge others for it.”

I do not apologize, the mask said. And I am beyond your judgment. Your very nature connects us and makes you worthy of my blessings.

The hooded head shook. “I rarely accept gifts. I have bestowed too many in my time that were unwelcome and poorly received, despite how necessary or appropriate.”

I offer no trinket, no bauble, but a tool to help you achieve your goals.

The hood shook again. “And serve yours in the process. I reject your blessings, O Night, as I rejected your claim on my power.”

My most accomplished acolytes often do.

The man sniffed loudly, half-amused and half-offended. Had the mask’s frozen lips curled into a sly smile?

Perhaps you should see what I offer before you refuse it.

“Perhaps. But not if I see no personal benefit.”

Then as a prelude to my gift I will give you information—without condition, yours to take or leave as you will. The mask floated forward a few feet, and the voice dropped to a whisper. The dragon acts as if he’s only got a limited time to indulge himself. Even his boasts and taunts betray his belief that the worst is yet to come, that nothing can stop it. I’m sure he means to withdraw from the Multiverse and ride out the coming storm in a safe place of his own devising.

“Your course seems clear then. Stay out of his way until he leaves.”

Ah, but I am one of the old debts he’s obsessed with settling. He pursues me even now. If one were to draw his attention here in the meantime, one would find him impatient and distracted, eager to return to the hunt. He might even be careless….

Before the man could respond, the porcelain mask shimmered in its frame and began to separate. A duplicate of the original face pulled free like a snake shedding its skin and tumbled freely to the ground, where it stuck in the sandy soil with its hollow features facing the hooded man.

He examined the new mask carefully from where he stood. It was obviously an artifact of great power. It seemed to radiate dark energies from its front face as it drew them in to its inner surface. What would happen, the man wondered, to someone who donned Night’s mask?

Overhead, still framed by a ring of emaciated hands, Night’s true face began to fade. If you are strong and shrewd, she said, you will use what I have given you. I urge you to consider it, to learn its value and reap its rewards.

But whether you accept my blessing nor not, I can linger no longer. Farewell.

The hooded man’s ears pricked up, and he smiled. There was weakness in the mask’s tone, fatigue and distraction. If she were the embodiment of Night itself she did not sound as robust as she had, nor as vast as a primal entity should. Perhaps creating the second mask took more of her strength than she had intended?

He allowed himself a moment of cruel joy. “Leaving so soon? Was it the journey that exhausted you, O Night, or my company?” He planted his hands on his hips and cocked his head. “Or perhaps the dragon has found you once more?”

The mask continued to fade for a moment but then snapped back into sharp focus. It hung there silently for several seconds. Then it said, Your reputation is well-earned, Walker of the Night. You have seen what I sought to keep hidden. Yes, the dragon has found me, and I must flee. He has already destroyed my home, driven me out, and set my own acolytes against me. It is not enough, it will never be enough. Not for him. I am beset wherever I go. I am beaten, broken, and in full flight. I would see him killed before he catches me again.

“And so you want to pull me into your own private disaster so I can fix it for you.”

I no longer have the power to defeat him.

“Assuming you ever did.”

But you do. And I have just given you the means. Take this as truth, just as everything else I have told you is true: I want him dead, or at least diminished. Do this and the mask is but the first of many blessings I will bestow.

“More of a bargain than a blessing, I’d say. In exchange for the mask I get to use it against the dragon when he comes.”

Would calling it a bargain satisfy your paranoia?

“No. But I am far more comfortable with bargains than blessings. I accept, O Night. I will do as you have bid me to our mutual benefit.”

You will do as you please, Leshrac, and it will either benefit me or not. I have no illusions, only faith that you will act according to your nature.

The man cast back his hood to reveal his sharp, strong features. His skin was the color of ash and lilacs, and his eyes were a uniform, featureless gray without iris or pupil. His jaw tapered to a flat, protruding chin that supported a razor-toothed leer. Blue-black smoke rose from his pate, wreathing his head in an ever-changing mane. Four black coals orbited his skull, and as his eyes widened the coals burst into flame. In seconds the glowing stones formed an angry crown of fire.

“I still accept your bargain, O Night,” Leshrac said. “But I wonder which will surprise you more: when I succeed where you failed or when I come for you to finish what the dragon began?”

The spirit of Night faded without reply, her chain of hands flowing into the empty frame and trailing away into nothingness. Leshrac stood smiling on the shores of Madara, his eerie gaze fixed on the white, porcelain mask still stuck in the sand.

An intriguingly unexpected turn, Leshrac thought. His smile widened, and he extended his hand. The mask pulled free of the sand and pebbles and floated to him, hovering just outside his reach. He would be extremely careful employing Night’s blessing if he employed it at all, after rigorously exploring the artifact for hidden dangers.

The Walker of the Night chuckled. If the mask proved at all useful, he already had the perfect candidate on whom to test it.
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Jeska hated swamps. She had traveled over half the Multiverse and never found one worth revisiting. They were all cesspools where the reek of rot mingled with the secretions of parasites to form a noxious, bubbling stew of filth. The local wildlife was invariably a desperate collection of gaunt predators who relied on ambush and poison to catch prey that was barely worth the effort.

She had always hated swamps. Jeska had come of age in the Pardic region of Otaria where the vast expanse of wasted salt flats didn’t even have a name. The Otarian marshes that bordered her mountain home were nonetheless infamous among the brass-skinned warriors of her tribe—nothing healthy grew there, and no one who went in healthy came out that way.

From her home among the crags and peaks of the Pardic range, young Jeska looked down on the flats that stretched all the way to the big city on the horizon. Though she dreamed of journeying there to compete in the games, she never relished the idea of the trip—too many of her people had told too many horror stories about hiking through the marsh. Her reluctance proved out years later, after her first trip to the city, when she peeled off her sodden boots to reveal a series of searing salt burns—a fungal infection from the noxious mire.

Her feet were dry now on the sodden ground of Urborg, one of the largest swamps and most potent sources of black magic in the world. It galled Jeska that her first visit to Dominaria in ages had to start here, among the restless dead, muck beasts, and foul swamp gases.

It was dark and gloomy under the heavy curtain of clouds overhead, but Jeska had no trouble surveying her surroundings. The landscape was half-submerged in tar and half-covered in gritty soot for as far as she could see. The endlessly churning bog was consuming everything, forest, mountain, and lowlands alike, until all of Urborg stood tainted by a near-uniform layer of rising corruption. Wide expanses of filthy water connected jagged stone ridges and bottomless tar pits. These pits had countless metal limbs, bleached bones, and hunks of rotting meat bobbing on their surfaces in a ghastly stew. Ink black pine trees dropped barbed needles that smoked when they hit the ground, sometimes bursting into sickly gray flames. Thick, greasy fog billowed and rolled over the surface of the mire, fueled in part by the caustic vapors that rose from the bubbling muck. Unseen creatures screeched and howled in the gloom. Brittle, red eyes flickered among the ebon pines, and scaly crests left long ripples in the fetid water.

Urborg was also bitterly cold for some reason, with chunks of melting ice floating in the bog and a thin layer of frost covering every single blade of speargrass as well as the black bark on the trees.

Loathsome as it was, this place was where Jeska had to start. She wished her mentor had not disappeared at all, but she vehemently wished Karn had not disappeared from this wretched place. She would search until she found him no matter what, but she would have preferred to begin somewhere less appalling.

At least she was making progress. Of the three people present when she arrived, two were familiar to her. She had no idea who the pale, nervous-looking man was, but the Ghitu woman was definitely Jhoira, her mentor’s oldest and dearest friend. Karn spoke of Jhoira often and had described her in vivid detail, so it was easy for Jeska to recognize Jhoira’s deceivingly youthful appearance and her wise, penetrating eyes.

Jeska also identified Teferi from Karn’s descriptions. Physically, Teferi was as Karn had said: tall, dark-skinned, and bald. Karn had also said that Teferi was a powerful planeswalker and a profound thinker but that he was childish, a lover of secrets and wordplay. The bald man in front of her matched Karn’s description, but he was clearly a mortal wizard and no planeswalker. She made a mental note to ask about this if the trio satisfactorily answered her more important questions.

Both Teferi and the pale man deferred to Jhoira and waited for her to speak, but the Ghitu stood silently with a hesitant look on her face. Jhoira did not seem afraid but rather like someone unable to choose from the many things she had to say.

Teferi stepped forward and ended the awkward silence. “Hail, Jeska, friend of Karn.” he said. He had one arm folded across his stomach as the other swept out to its full length. Without straightening, Teferi said, “We who were also his friends hope now to be yours as well.”

“That depends,” Jeska said. Her hand was still clamped on the hilt of her sword, and she forced her fingers to relax.

Teferi stood straight. “On what?”

“On whether you answer the simple question I’ve already asked. Where is Karn?”

Teferi’s face became somber. “We don’t know,” he said.

Jeska waited a second or two for more, but patience had never been an asset of the Pardic people. “And?”

Teferi’s smile did not change. “I’m sorry?”

“What do you know? Did you see him at all? Or talk to him?”

Teferi’s features grew slightly more tense. He glanced at Jhoira and said, “Both.”

“Then we’re getting somewhere. Can you tell me where he went? I’ve already checked most of the places he’d go, and he isn’t there.”

“We don’t know. Honestly.”

Jeska waited for a moment more. She drew her short sword, an act that raised a very satisfying look of concern on Teferi’s face. She clenched the hilt of the gladius tight and said casually, “Are you going to tell me what happened freely, or do I have to keep prying it out of you one sentence at a time?”

Teferi and the pale man took a step back, but Jhoira of the Ghitu stood firm. Her anxiety faded, and she was calm and unruffled as she appraised Jeska’s weapon and intent. Jeska tapped the flat end of her sword into her open palm.

“I’m waiting,” she said.

“Forgive me, Jeska.” Teferi bowed once more. “I hesitated to volunteer the meager information I have so as not to provoke an angry reaction.”

“That tactic failed. Try a new one.”

“I’d prefer to dispense with tactics,” Teferi said, “and speak frankly with all swords sheathed.”

“Oh, to the Hells with this,” Jeska said. She held her gladius out at arm’s length with her muscles rigid and concentrated. Her spellcraft was derived from the copper and iron ridges of the Pardic mountains. Like Jeska herself, her magic was more suited to direct confrontation than parley or negotiation. If she needed information, the Pardic way was to best that information’s holder and force it from them through victory in combat.

She was also a planeswalker with unlimited access to the Multiverse and its endless supply of magical energy. She could erase these three with less effort than it took to clear her throat, but that wouldn’t answer her questions. This instance required more subtlety, a more Karnlike approach.

The golem would surely advise her to single out the person most likely to have the information she needed and learn what she could. She was far from fluent in the mind-to-mind communication her mentor and other planeswalkers employed, but she knew Teferi was the best target for it. Logically, her own crude but effective methods of grasping through others’ thoughts would have a greater chance of success with someone like him, whose brain was full and ordered and wouldn’t require much rummaging.

Teferi smiled at her calmly. “I think I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “And it’s polite to ask permission first.”

She paused, taking in Teferi’s oddly mischievous air. Jeska’s determination to read his mind faltered. Karn had said Teferi was slippery, that the bald planeswalker was famously proficient in the ways of mind magic and evasion. Not only was he aware of what she intended, he would probably avoid Jeska’s amateurish digging entirely. Worse, he might give her false information that she would not be able to distinguish from the truth.

“Please,” Teferi closed his eyes and leaned forward. “See what I have seen. In good faith, I offer you the answers you seek, such as I know them.”

Jeska did not wait for him to reconsider. Her mind sprang forward, seizing the precise moment Teferi made himself vulnerable. She tried to be the dagger rather than the cudgel, cutting as narrow and clean a swathe as possible as she plunged into his thoughts.

Teferi’s mind was indeed full and ordered. Too much so, in fact. In her mind’s eye Jeska saw herself standing outside a massive stone castle with no doors or windows, somehow knowing that inside were a million tomes filled to the margins with priceless knowledge…and that each was written in symbols she could not read.

She withdrew from Teferi’s mind. She had neither the time nor the inclination to sift through the entirety of the bald wizard’s memories, especially if she could not trust what she found there. Her eyes flickered over to the pale man and decided he would be next.

But the pale man, whose name she now knew was Venser, had mental barriers almost as solid as Teferi’s. She gleaned some general information from him, but someone else had traumatized Venser’s psyche, and had done so quite recently. His consciousness seemed callused at its center and frayed along the edges, as if it had already endured too much traffic. The artificer was still recovering from that experience, not so much guarded or defensive as damaged and healing. Even if she could get what she needed from Venser, she would almost certainly do more damage to him in the process.

That left Jhoira. With less than a moment’s regret and apologies to Karn, Jeska focused on the Ghitu…and was confounded once more. She touched Jhoira’s mind and found only what Jhoira allowed her to see: respectful greetings, genuine concern for Karn, and a heartfelt desire to keep anyone present from getting hurt. The rest of Jhoira’s thoughts were so tightly under their thinker’s control that they were bound together in an impenetrable knot.

Jeska lowered her sword and grunted angrily. “Why can’t I get anything out of you people?”

“Telepathy is never easy,” Teferi said. “And our minds are each as unique as yours.”

“None of this makes sense,” Jeska said. “You’re supposed to be a planeswalker, but you’re not. And I don’t know what you are.” She pointed to Venser. “You’re mortal, but you’re something else. Something new. The bastard son of a planeswalker and a clockmaker.”

Venser scowled. “Hey.”

Jeska glanced from Venser to Jhoira to Teferi. “I need to know about Karn,” she said. “And I’d rather not kill one of you to make you understand how important it is to me.”

“Please,” Teferi said. “We are all Karn’s friends here, and I for one am eager to share information. Ask me your questions, and I will respond as best I can.”

“I’m tired of asking. I don’t like your answers.”

“Hm. Well, perhaps we should start again.”

Jeska exhaled. She paused, then said slowly, “All right. You say Karn was here but he left.”

“Yes.”

“Did he say where he was going?”

“No.”

“Do you have any idea where he went?”

“I couldn’t even guess. He was alarmed, I can tell you that.”

Jeska shook her head. “I still don’t like your answers.”

“Jeska.” Jhoira stepped between Jeska and the others. “Allow me. We are not your enemies, and we are not trying to obstruct you. We also want to know what happened to your mentor. Together, perhaps—”

“Are you his envoy?” Jeska thrust the sword’s tip toward Teferi.

Jhoira blinked. “No.”

“Are you anyone’s envoy?”

“No.”

“Neither am I. Let’s everyone stop talking like dignitaries and get to the point.”

Jhoira nodded. “I’ll be brief.”

“I’d prefer that.”

“The fabric of reality has split,” Jhoira said. “We three have undertaken its repair. We needed considerable amounts of help. I called out to Karn. He answered my call. He helped. And then he fled without word or explanation.” The Ghitu folded her arms into her sleeves.

Jeska scowled. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“I agree. If he were alive he would have contacted one of us by now.”

“Or me.”

“I was including you.”

“Don’t.” Jeska sheathed her sword. “Not yet. I’m not sure I trust you or what you’re telling me. Until then we’re not allies, and you’re not safe from me.”

This caused another flutter of consternation across the faces of the men. Only Jhoira remained calm.

“If it helps,” Venser said, “I was closest to Karn when it happened.” He stood taller. “I felt you trying to read my mind just now,” he said, “and I resisted. As a rule I’m scared of mind readers. But Jhoira is right, we are not your enemies. I probably have the best information out of the three of us. I’m willing to share it.”

Jeska shook her head. “Forget it. It’s too raw and tender in there. I’m likely to trample something important.”

“If you like,” Teferi said. “I could help you. I used to be a fair hand at this sort of thing. I might be able to instruct—”

Jeska’s lip curled. “I’ll find my old mentor before I take on a new one, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Of course.”

“Venser,” Jeska said, “if you will let me in, I will not consciously harm you.”

Venser turned to Jhoira, who nodded. “All right,” he said. “I’m ready.”

Jeska focused on the pale man’s forehead. She reached out with her mind, and her vision fogged.

Then she was inside Venser’s mind, seeing through his eyes and hearing his thoughts. Her mentor had been in mind-to-mind contact with Venser at the end, and that connection to Karn resonated with Jeska’s own. The sum of Venser’s memories was densely packed and confused, and the parts she needed were fragmented and scattered like flecks of iron ore through a chunk of rock. Jeska focused her transcendent perceptions on this unrefined nugget, heating and hammering and sharpening it into a polished, razor-sharp blade.

She saw Karn in the primordial chaos of the Blind Eternities as he resisted the flow of time and forged into the past. She saw her mentor return to Tolaria on that dark day the Phyrexians came to spitefully tear it down. Karn had only ever spoken of this event in generalities and only in the context of the Invasion’s complete history.

Now, through Venser’s mind, she saw Karn blaze bright and join the battle. She watched him cut through the metallic horde like a scythe. She watched him confront the strange break in Dominaria’s planar structure, expending a significant portion of his infinite power to choke the phenomenon and mortar it shut.

Then she heard Karn’s last words, the awful panic in his sudden recognition of an unforeseen danger, and saw his headlong flight toward his unknown, perhaps unknowable, destination.

Jeska pulled free of Venser’s mind with a nauseating jerk. The artificer crumbled to his knees. Jhoira and Teferi stepped to his aid, and so no one saw the bitter tears in Jeska’s eyes.

“Thank you,” she called. Her voice was thick and she turned away.

“Jeska,” Teferi said, “please stay. Karn saw the value of our mission. In his name I ask you to help us as he did.”

Jeska stopped. Her throat cleared, and she felt the tears on her cheeks evaporate. “ ‘In his name’?” she said. She turned her fierce eyes on Teferi. “He’s not dead, you selfish bastard. He’s out there somewhere. I still intend to find him.”

Jhoira helped Venser back to his feet, and she said, “I don’t think he wants to be found.”

“Let him tell me that.”

Venser stepped up alongside Jhoira. “I can’t stop you from going. But he’s gone, Jeska. He was in the past when he disappeared. You’d have to start looking there, and as far we know, Karn is the only being who is capable of time travel.”

Jeska felt her pulse throb hard in her neck and a wave of heat across her face. “So I should join you…because you sent Karn on a mission with no means of return or rescue?”

“It was his choice.”

“I see. So he would have advised me to help you if he were here. But he isn’t here because he helped you.” She clenched her sword in her fist but did not draw it. “I should kill you all on general principle and leave your bodies to fester in this Urborg cesspool.”

“You have touched Venser’s mind,” Jhoira said. “And ours. You know our purpose and our posture. We did not harm Karn nor ever meant him harm. He helped us of his own free will. He would not punish us for that, and neither should you.”

Jeska made an angry hissing sound. She sank cross-legged to the ground, a glittering veneer of red sizzling against the muck as she settled in.

“Tell me everything,” she said. “Tell me all that you know. If it bears out, I will help you if I can.”

“Thank you,” Jhoira said.

“And in return,” Jeska said, “I expect your help in locating Karn, and in returning him, whole and healthy, to the here and now.”

“As you say, we will help if we can,” Jhoira said.

Jeska nodded, her red hair dancing before her eyes. “I’m listening.”

Jhoira nodded to Venser and Teferi, and she said, “We began in Keld.”

Jeska closed her eyes and concentrated as the Ghitu continued. This is what Karn would have asked her to do, what he had chosen to do when he disappeared. And the sooner she understood it, the sooner she could find him and bring him back.
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Leshrac returned to Urborg to follow up on a minor bit of business. He was sorry to see the end of the swamp nation’s artificial winter—the cold was a familiar thing, even comfortable, though Leshrac had no hand in creating it. He had been happy to use the time and weather paradox to create a whole host of interesting opportunities.

One of these smaller opportunities had the most potentially interesting dividends, though at present it merely sat motionless on a mound of human bones in the thawing wilds of Urborg. Dinne il-Vec had been a warrior in the service of a Phyrexian governor, then a puppet in the thrall of a powerful psychic entity called the Weaver King. Both Dinne and the Weaver King were forever trapped between existence and oblivion as shadow creatures, but their status as phantoms made them no less dangerous. When Leshrac had opened the door for the Weaver King to enter Urborg, Dinne came along. Now the Weaver King was dead and gone, and Dinne had no one to give him orders, which suited Leshrac perfectly.

After decades of the Weaver King’s vicious mental conditioning and torture, Dinne retained only the barest sense of himself and was almost incapable of acting on his own volition. The Vec raider spent those days since the Weaver King’s death in a near-catatonic state, at least until the sun went down and he roused himself to go marauding. He preferred killing other warriors, as the pile of discarded weapons beside the mound of bones could attest, but he was not picky or proud—if there was no one to stalk but civilian women and children, the Vec cutthroat made do with them.

Dinne was incredibly focused during these active times, the Weaver King having strangled most of the thoughts and emotions that would hamper or distract an efficient killer. Dinne was furthermore lean, strong, and lethally expert with his sharp throwing spikes, both up close and at range. The Weaver King’s brutal tutelage also left Dinne with some control over his ephemeral shadow existence, allowing him to become solid or ghostlike nearly at will. With all these assets, Dinne had quickly established himself as an apex predator in a nation of dire and deadly monsters.

Leshrac, of course, had taken an interest in the silent warrior long before the Weaver King met his fate. The mad telepath had his uses, but the single greatest service the Weaver King performed was to create this ready-made murderer for Leshrac to employ.

As he watched Dinne sit in the gathering gloom, Leshrac reached out to inspect the potent new presence that had recently manifested on Urborg’s eastern shore. Leshrac smiled. This was the other, far more interesting acquaintance he wanted to make.

First things first, of course. Noncorporeal himself, Leshrac hovered over Dinne and the mound of bones. Carefully, almost politely, he called out to the Vec warrior with his mind.

Dinne, he said, I trust you’ve enjoyed your time off, but it’s time to go back to work. A new campaign awaits.

The armored head tilted up as Dinne scanned for signs of the speaker. His featureless, white eyes shone from within the shadowed recesses of his helmet’s visor.

Do you recognize my voice? No matter. I am your master’s master, the monarch to whom the Weaver King bowed. As you served him, now you serve me.

Dinne did not react at all, other than to lower his head and resume his former inert posture. Leshrac smiled. Though utterly subordinate to his master, Dinne had always maintained total silence and a sullen, grudging aspect to the way he followed orders. Once again Leshrac admired the Weaver King’s handiwork in creating a servant who despised the yoke but could never seek to escape it.

At the same time, Leshrac did not enjoy repeating himself. It was time to demonstrate to Dinne that a new hand held the warrior’s tether. Subtle as smoke, Leshrac quietly scanned what was left of the Vec’s mind until he found a suitable attention getter. Leshrac floated down and materialized, becoming solid and visible as he hovered inches above the swamp.

“I am Leshrac,” he said. The glowing coals began to slowly orbit his head. “I am your new master. Attend me.”

Dinne did not move, but the bones beneath him creaked as he shifted his weight. A gleefully savage grin split Leshrac’s features—the taciturn warrior was actually preparing to attack him.

With a thought the planeswalker froze Dinne in place. Two pairs of fog-blank orbs locked as Leshrac slowly raised his fingertips to his lips. He pressed them in and pulled them back with a soft smacking sound as he blew a dry, mocking kiss toward the cold-eyed warrior.

Dinne reacted violently, heaving and shuddering as though a scalding blade had skewered his vitals. He did not speak or cry out, but his convulsions broke apart the mound of bones and flattened it, spreading femurs, skulls, and rib cages into a ghastly carpet of rotting muscle and bleached, jagged white.

“This is who you were,” Leshrac said, “how the man you were would feel if he knew the creature you have become, if he had done all the things you have and somehow maintained his humanity. The pain is yours. The judgment is yours. I have merely allowed you to reclaim and comprehend it.”

Casual, almost indifferent, Leshrac strolled around the perimeter of Dinne’s scattered bone mound. He kept his hands crossed behind his back as his smoky hair trailed and twisted behind his head. “I don’t ask you to serve me for the sheer joy of it,” he said. “Do my bidding well and I will restore what was taken from you—without the pain and guilt. Day by day, hour by hour you will recover those parts of yourself that you don’t even realize you miss. You will thrill to the hunt again. You will know the exquisite uncertainty of joining combat against your equals and betters. You will be able to feel…joy, rage, satisfaction. You will be able to choose. You will be able to act.

“Freedom is always better than the alternative,” Leshrac said. He had completed a full circuit around Dinne and stood in front of the thrashing warrior once more. “Thousands of misguided fools give their lives in humankind’s foolish wars just for the illusion of freedom. What I offer you is genuine, whole, and without condition. I offer the freedom to do as you please, without regret, and I don’t need your whole life in exchange. I only need a few weeks of it.”

Leshrac’s crown stopped spinning, and Dinne’s agony ended. The Vec lay on his back among the bones, rigid and panting with his blank eyes fixed on the sky.

“Of course,” the planeswalker said, “this is no mean fee-for-services arrangement. You will serve me, Dinne, and serve me well. The only choice you have is whether to do so willingly and accept the reward I offer, or to remain as you are, a vicious dog that performs only when beaten, whose proper reward is another beating.”

Dinne stayed stretched out on the ground for another moment. His breathing grew quiet, and he drew his arms and legs in. Mechanically, without any signs of strain, he sat up and got to his feet.

Leshrac’s gray eyes shifted to crimson as the Vec warrior bowed before him. “Excellent.” Dinne’s acceptance of his situation was a foregone conclusion, but Leshrac was pleased to see how quickly the armored cutthroat recovered from the anguish inflicted on him. There was one final detail to underscore, however.

“Stand up straight,” Leshrac said. “And understand: I will summon you when it suits me. Be ready when I do. And warrior? When I say ‘summon you,’ I mean I will summon you.” He waved his hand, and Dinne vanished from where he stood, instantly reappearing one foot in front of the planeswalker in a crouched posture of submission. “You will not ignore me or delay your reply as you so often did with the Weaver King.”

Dinne looked up into Leshrac’s face but only so that his new master could see him nod in assent. Then the Vec lowered his head and waited.

“Rise, my friend,” Leshrac said. Dinne stood quickly, as crisp and disciplined as the soldier he had been. “I have other business, but I will return.”

The armored head bobbed. Dinne marched back to the center of the former bone pile and stood with his hands just over the throwing spikes in his belt.

“Excellent.”

Leshrac had long ago learned that grand schemes and master plans often go far astray of their original intent, so he preferred to keep his own gambits fluid and adaptable. In this case everything seemed to be falling into place exactly as he wanted it. Recruiting Dinne was especially delightful—it had been centuries since he’d had so much sport with someone else’s personal toy. He could already see a long future of amusements and diversions with the Vec marauder…provided Dinne survived.

Leshrac savored the sweet taste of deceit and the crushing despair yet to come. Freedom was indeed a powerful incentive, and to a slave, freedom withheld but ever visible was even more compelling. It would force Dinne to serve Leshrac faithfully and willingly for as long as the Vec raider lived, never quite earning or claiming his promised reward.

Careful to maintain the spells that hid his presence from planeswalkers, ex-planeswalkers, and anyone else who might interfere with his aims, Leshrac vanished into the thick, fetid fog that hung over Urborg.



—

Jhoira was not a trained orator like Teferi, but she felt she was getting the job done. Jeska glowered intently as the Ghitu spoke, and she presented a far more daunting audience than most loreweavers ever faced. Though dour, the planeswalker was clearly following every word, taking it in and digesting it behind her fixed expression.

The Pardic warrior only listened as Jhoira described sealing time rifts in Keld, Shiv, Urborg, and Tolaria. Jeska did not ask questions or make comments, silent amid the bubbling hiss of Urborg’s muck boiling away around her.

For all her experience in dealing with planeswalkers, Jhoira was confounded by Jeska. Such godlike beings were unique unto themselves, but to Jhoira, Jeska was singularly opaque, a cipher who displayed none of her kind’s familiar attitudes or expected behaviors. Worse, she didn’t act or even look like she was supposed to. Reputedly brass-colored like the rest of her tribe, the Pardic titan was almost as wan as Venser, her fiery red hair vivid against her pale skin. Since planeswalkers always appeared as they wanted to appear, Jhoira saw this as a kind of subconscious rejection of who she had been, but she could not yet gauge if this subtle change was good, bad, or indifferent.

She did know Jeska had led a traumatic life. She had been altered, fractured, and reassembled by powerful magic several times before she ever ascended to the godlike status of planeswalker. After that, Jeska stayed close to Karn, learning from him and following his strong example. Now she was on her own for the first time, a powerful engine without a rudder.

Even with Jeska’s past put aside, the planeswalker was rife with contrasts and self-contradictions. She was small in stature but bore a fierce and commanding presence. She was direct, forceful, and confident, but she also hesitated before using her transcendent powers or perceptions. For a godlike being, Jeska was remarkably uncomfortable in godlike action. Jhoira was not sure if it was the nerves of a novice that gave Jeska pause or if it was a justifiable real fear of losing control. Both options made Jhoira’s blood cool.

As she reached the end of her tale and returned to their present situation, Jhoira’s voice trailed awkwardly. There was no end, not really. None of them truly knew what happened to Karn after he sealed the Tolarian rift. For her own sake and for Jeska’s, Jhoira chose not to speculate.

“And then you found us here,” Jhoira said. She had been with Teferi long enough to know that every lecture needs a conclusion, or at least a call for questions from the audience. She shrugged. “Is that sufficient?”

Jeska’s brow furrowed, the cold muck of Urborg still sizzling beneath her. She glanced up at Jhoira and turned to Teferi. “It’s enough for me to understand,” she said. She stood up. “You’ve never had a clear course of action.”

Jhoira saw Venser glance nervously at Teferi. She was at a momentary loss herself, but she knew that sometimes saying something is much worse than saying nothing. Teferi, for example, was especially gifted at saying precisely the wrong thing. In the stifling silence, Jhoira prayed her friends would keep their heads.

“I didn’t mean that as an insult,” Jeska said. “But your plan so far has been to run back and forth across the globe. You keep running to where things are at their worst and hoping that you’ll find what you need when the time comes. Where I come from that’s not a plan. It’s a panic.”

“I strongly disagree.” Teferi flushed, and Jhoira stepped back to let him continue face-to-face with Jeska. This was an old habit of theirs, Teferi’s engaging while Jhoira held back and observed. They would have to tread carefully. The Pardic enigma was a potential threat as well as a potential ally, and both possibilities needed to be evaluated. She was too powerful to have as an enemy or lose as a friend.

Teferi continued. “We may not have a specific methodology, but we have successfully sealed half of the major rifts so far.”

Jeska tossed her head, impatient. “At enormous cost. And you said they are connected, right? So each one you fix changes the ones that remain.”

“Essentially true. But to be more specific—”

“Don’t bother.” Jeska continued to gesture, emphasizing her words. “How do you know they’re connected in the first place?”

“Because I am aware of the rifts,” Teferi said. “I’ve been connected ever since I donated my spark to seal the one at Shiv.”

“Well, there’s the missing piece of your half plan. You should have been using that awareness to guide your actions all along.”

“We have been.”

“No.” Jeska shook her head. “Your priorities keep shifting. You do things piecemeal. Every most-urgent rift you seal creates a new most-urgent rift.”

Teferi shook his head and smiled a strained smile. “I think you’ve misinterpreted—”

The red-haired planeswalker angrily ticked off points on her fingers. “Fixing the one in Shiv turned the ones in Keld and Urborg into doorways that brought monsters in from another place and time. Right? And sealing those two didn’t stop the time distortion, so you had to send Karn to Tolaria. You may have considered where you’re going next, but have you even considered what fixing it will do?”

“I have indeed,” Teferi said. “I’ve thought of nothing else for quite some time.”

“Good. So what’s your next step? What is your newest top priority?”

Jhoira tried to keep her own interest from showing, but she was watching Teferi as closely as she was Jeska. She didn’t relish seeing her old friend so defensive, but she also knew that sometimes that was the only way to get a meaningful reply out of him.

“None of the remaining fissures will be simple affairs,” Teferi said. “Zhalfir was the least of the major rifts, and with its Shivan counterpart sealed it is even less disruptive. The tricky part there will be the timing. There are entire nations that need to be phased back into this plane, and we have to seal that rift before those nations return.

“Yavimaya will be more challenging, but I expect to have help once we get there. The rifts in Madara and Otaria still defy my understanding,” he admitted. “Madara’s is a single sharp gash, very deep, perhaps infinitely so. Otaria’s is more diffuse, broad and shallow, without clearly defined edges. I would not presume upon you, Jeska, but given your history you are probably in the best position to assess and ultimately seal the Otarian rift.” He bowed. “If you so choose.”

“How very generous of you.” A dark flash of anger crossed Jeska’s face. “But the only choice I’m making right now is to not let you dictate my options.”

“I intended no offense.”

“I don’t care what you intended.”

“It’s just that Karn was uniquely qualified to seal the Tolarian rift, as I believe you are to seal—”

“We’re done talking about that,” Jeska tossed her head so that her heavy iron hair clip bounced between her shoulder blades. “Tell me this. Of the four remaining rifts, which is your next target?”

Jhoira spoke up before Teferi could answer. “Yavimaya.”

Jeska shook her head. “It should be Madara,” she said. “Or Otaria. Those are the ones you know the least about.”

“True,” Teferi said. His eyes lingered on Jhoira before he continued. “But I prefer to work my way up to the most difficult challenges. Also, as you said, each success changes this game for us. I want things to be as stable as possible when we try to crack the tougher nuts in Madara and Otaria.”

Jeska rolled her eyes. “Then we disagree.” She looked around at the three, perhaps searching for something to inspire her, but they only offered looks of concern and regret. She focused on Jhoira and said, “Have you tried anything other than feeding each rift a planeswalker?”

Jhoira flushed. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Urgency,” Jhoira said. “Circumstances at each of the rift phenomena—”

“Stop there. You see my concern? Even the words you use trouble me. ‘Phenomena?’ That’s a term for a classroom project or a lab experiment. You all need to stop being so fascinated by this situation and start treating it like what it is: a campaign. Campaigns are organized, focused. Campaigns require strategy as well as tactics.”

“You judge us too harshly.” Jhoira spoke quietly but forcefully. “Though not unfairly. So far we have been reactive rather than active, but that’s not for lack of trying. Sealing the rifts demands knowledge and power that we don’t always have, and so we’ve been obliged to make do. With your help we might be able to change that.”

Jeska shook her head. “I want to help. I’m just not convinced I should help you.”

“You already have,” Jhoira said. “And you can do more even if you don’t come with us.”

“What do you mean?”

“You want action instead of reaction? Tell us what action you would take. You are a planeswalker, and your perceptions are unique, and it’s very likely you will see something we do not.”

Jhoira saw the same twinge of frustration cross Jeska’s face. She was sharp and confident while assessing their actions, but being deferred to made her visibly uncomfortable.

“What about him?” Jeska pointed at Venser. “His connection to the rift should be useful.”

“It should,” Jhoira said. She didn’t like the stern, appraising look in Jeska’s eye. “But the rifts don’t react to Venser like they did to Teferi or Freyalise. He has stood on the edge of several without discernable effect.”

“I have little magic,” Venser said. “I think that makes me inert as far as the rifts are concerned.”

Jeska’s entire body tensed, but then she sighed and her shoulders slumped. “I’m going now,” she said. She tinkered with the handle of her sword, and her voice grew melancholy. “I really do hate it here. The smell is getting to me.”

Jhoira said, “Where will you go?”

“I’m still deciding.”

Teferi spoke up. “We need your help.”

Jeska’s fiery red brows arched. “I’m still deciding about you too.”

“Jeska,” Jhoira said, “whether you join us or not, whether you help or not, please understand: The rifts are incredibly volatile. Planeswalkers stir them up just by being nearby. For you, even looking at them up close could be dangerous.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“I believe you. But it’s not just you at risk,” Jhoira said. “Everyone everywhere is a potential victim. You could undo all of the progress we have made so far, or worse.”

“I could also save you a lot of trouble,” Jeska said, “by actually doing something. None of us really knows.” She watched their faces for a moment then sighed again. “I’m sorry. I appreciate your help, but I need to think this through.”

“You’re still deciding,” Teferi said.

Jeska’s lip curled at the bald wizard, but she held her tongue. “In the meantime,” she said to Jhoira, “don’t worry about me. I promise to contact you before I do anything near the rifts…not that I’m determined to do anything. I may still try to find Karn before I consider anything else.” Jeska gave them a tight smile. “I wish you luck. We may meet again, but if you need me, call out to me.” Her smile faded and her jaw clenched. I’ll hear you.

“We’ll call,” Jhoira said. “Especially if we find out more about Karn.”

“I’ll do the same.” Jeska paused to glance at Venser. “Artificer. Thanks again for showing me what you saw.”

Venser looked down. “You’re welcome. I admired Karn a great deal.”

Dust and lightning danced around Jeska, almost concealing the fresh tears that had formed in her eyes. When the squall died down and Jeska was gone, Teferi turned from the empty patch of marsh and addressed Jhoira. “Yavimaya?”

“Yavimaya,” Jhoira said. She saw Venser’s confusion and she said, “Formerly Argoth, where the Brother’s War was fought. We saw its explosive conclusion when we all were cast into the rift network.”

Venser nodded. “So it’s recovered since then.”

Teferi laughed. “And then some. But I’m still waiting to hear why Jhoira has settled on it as our next objective.”

“Because Yavimaya is the most powerful source of green mana on the planet. The forest has always had a huge collective consciousness, the sum of all the creatures who dwell there. Yavimayan plants and insects and animals all respond to the forest’s direction as they would their own natural instincts to run, fight, hunt, or mate.”

Venser shifted nervously. “Another wild place,” he said. “Will we be able to talk to it, or do we have to be part of the collective?”

Teferi watched Jhoira as he answered Venser. “No worries there. Anyone can talk to Yavimaya.”

“How?”

“Through Multani,” Jhoira said. “He is the forest’s avatar, its proxy and representative to the rest of the world. He speaks with Yavimaya’s voice and employs its magical force.”

“Is he…friendly?”

“Yes. We’ve worked with him in the past, often and to good effect.” Jhoira treated Teferi to a smile, which he returned.

“I like this plan. If we can’t find a planeswalker, Multani is the next best thing. With the forest behind him, he might be enough.”

“More than enough, I hope.” Jhoira nodded, her thoughts turning inward. “I’m glad you agree.”

“What about Jeska?”

“There isn’t much we can do about Jeska. She’s a planeswalker, so there’s no telling what she’ll do, if she does anything. We have to trust that she’s true to her word and that she’ll contact us before she acts. In the meantime we consult with Multani.” A small kernel of an idea rapidly expanded into a full-fledged plan as she spoke. “It would have been better if Jeska had come with us to the forest. Yavimaya and Multani have persuaded planeswalkers before, and they might have helped us convince Jeska to join us.” Her easy expression tightened. “But one thing at a time. First let’s get to Yavimaya and find Multani.”

“That shouldn’t be hard.” Teferi’s eyes twinkled. “In a very real sense, he is the forest. He’ll know we’re there as soon as our feet touch the ground.”

“Venser? When can you and the ambulator both be ready to travel?”

“Any time,” Venser said. “Though I do wish we were going to Zhalfir. It’d be nice to have a simple crisis to deal with.”

“Cheer up, my boy.” Teferi clapped Venser on the back. “We’re making progress, simplifying the problem. Things should get easier from here on.”

Venser said to Jhoira, “Does it ever actually work that way?”

“Never,” Teferi said brightly. He clapped Venser again as he walked past the artificer. “So we’ll just have to be prepared for anything.”

As Venser turned toward his machine, Jhoira heard him mutter, “What’s left that we haven’t already seen?” This amused her but also reminded her of how limited Venser’s experience truly was. She was a thousand years old and hadn’t seen one-tenth of the Multiverse’s marvels or its horrors. Even she was daunted by the prospect of showing up in the forest unexpected. Multani and Yavimaya had bested Urza and beaten back the hordes of Phyrexia as they sank their roots deep into the bedrock of Dominaria. If the forest proved hostile, there was very little they could do to protect themselves.

Jhoira felt a sudden rush of anticipation, the thrill of a discovery that might change the way she saw and understood the world, assuming the world survived: How would the most potent natural force on the planet react to the most unnatural phenomenon of the time rifts?
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Jeska could have gone anywhere to gather her thoughts. There were a hundred different planes she could have ’walked to, each with a thousand different destinations. She could return to realms where she and Karn had been hailed as returning gods, or those where they had been attacked as demonic invaders.

Her problem was one of direction. Karn had always chosen their path in the past, but Karn was gone. She had not been able to sense his presence or get a fix on his whereabouts since he disappeared into the past. With no way to proceed, her search for Karn seemed over before it truly began.

She would never permanently abandon Karn, but the rift phenomena was becoming her first priority just as it had become his. The Pardic people were pragmatic, after all, and she saw and felt the rift network’s dangerous impact all across Dominaria. Also, Teferi was partially right, the best way to honor Karn was to finish the good work he started. With the whole of the Multiverse open to her, Jeska found there was truly only one place for her to go, the one place she had successfully avoided since ascending to planeswalker status centuries ago. It was time to go home.

Several lifetimes of painful memories were almost enough to keep Jeska away from the small, irregular landmass known as Otaria. Her life had started there, ended there, and restarted there on several occasions. Otaria was where she first encountered Karn, where she became his apprentice, so it was only fitting to mark the end of their partnership there as well.

She arrived near her tribal lands at the northeastern edge of the Pardic mountains. She didn’t need transcendent perceptions or Jhoira’s primer to know how desperate the land had become—one look was more than enough.

The crisp, sharp peaks of the Pardic mountains had been worn and eroded down into diffuse, rounded stubs. The square-edged lane that had been worn into the rocks by ten decades of Pardic boots was now a slight depression only inches below the surface of the surrounding rocks. The sky was a solid cloud of haze and smoke, and the air tasted bitter and stale.

Jeska settled onto the trail and flinched. Touching Otaria once more brought back a flood of memories and experiences she preferred to forget. She trembled slightly as the ghostly echoes rang in her head, the sounds of all-out war and the lamentations of a starving multitude. Jeska gathered her strength and shut out the sounds, concentrating on where she was rather than what she had been.

Physical contact with the also ground confirmed what she already knew: There was precious little mana left here. The mountains, once Otaria’s chief source of magic, were only a pale ghost of their former selves, a depleted storehouse of Pardia’s formidable iron-and-stone magic. Over the generations, Jeska’s people had been shaped by their proximity to this mana, hardened and burnished until their skin shone like brass. She was one of them, but she had been tempered by other magical forces, broken and reforged into a bastard alloy that showed very little of her original Pardic coloring. She paused to scan the nearby ridges for any signs of her tribe, to confront the brass-skinned peers from her past, but there was nothing alive on the mountain but her.

She reached out to the rest of the continent, examining it as a planeswalker would, seeing it as a collection of disparate magical energies that functioned as a single, coherent system. She suffered a wave of fresh anguish as she realized Otaria was dying. The fertile farmlands to the north and south were fallow and neglected, almost hidden beneath huge rolling clouds of dust. The mighty Krosan forest had burned and was still burning in places. Once thick with strong trees and robust predators, Krosan stood now as a smoking collection of black, limbless trunks and vast mounds of ash.

To the east, bulging, asymmetrical rock formations dominated the waters of Balshan Bay. The reefs choked the inlet, restricting boat access for fishers and merchants and anyone else who tried to come and go via the sea. The whole bay area was completely deserted, and Jeska imagined the seagoing fishers and merchants must have given up on Balshan a long time ago.

Jeska’s mental survey ended, and she came back to herself atop the weathered peaks of the Pardic mountains. With a clenched jaw and a hand on her sword, she forced herself to look down. Her eyes traveled past the base of the mountain and slowly across the vast expanse of salt marsh, finally coming to rest on the black stone and broken architecture of Cabal City.

She was both gratified and disturbed to see how far the place had fallen. It gladdened her to see it diminished and dead, but its death was part of Otaria’s larger disaster. The huge, walled city had been one of the region’s largest and busiest places, the northern headquarters of a criminal black-magic syndicate that styled itself as an extended family.

Cabal City was the central marketplace for sin, self-indulgence, and conspicuous consumption, offering all the dark delights Otarians decried in public but pursued in private. One could acquire anything in Cabal City for the right price: pit fighting, blood sports, and other violent spectacles; narcotics and intoxicating magic; slaves, either for life or for a few hours of carnal distraction in the flesh pits.

Otarians used to say that everyone goes to Cabal City eventually. Jeska’s own experience bore this out, as literally everyone she knew—including herself—had gone there of their own free will. Over the years she had extensive dealings with the Cabal and its monstrous Patriarch, and her experience also bore out a codicil to the old Otarian saying, one that was rarely said above a whisper and never inside the city walls: Everyone goes to Cabal City, but not everyone comes back.

The silhouette of the central, domed arena and its surrounding towers had once watched over the city like the skull of a giant, black devil. Now the dome had long since caved in, and its proud, sharp horns were broken and shattered.

Jeska steeled herself again. Cabal City had been wrecked when she was still human, so she could look in its broken face without guilt. She bore no direct responsibility for its ruin, something that could not be said for the rest of Otaria’s blasted countryside and leveled cityscapes.

She closed her eyes and sent her mind out into the nation again, and though she encountered no living thing Jeska still heard the voices cursing her, worshiping her, and begging for her favor and the blessed release of death with equal enthusiasm. She had been many things to the people of her homeland: a warrior who commanded cheers; a leader of armies who commanded respect and fear, and a divine tyrant who commanded total obedience and messianic rapture. She had been the mother of a god, and in his name sparked a conflict that split the nation into opposing halves. She had then become a god herself, who transcended all others and subjugated Dominaria itself.

The voices grew muted, but Jeska heard them still. She closed her eyes, and she saw the tens of thousands who had fled from her in terror…and the far greater number who followed in her wake, screaming themselves hoarse with adulation as they withered and starved.

Jeska opened her eyes. Otaria bore the brunt of her activities, and the names of its ruined places were as familiar to Jeska as her own. She remembered each locale as it was centuries ago, whole and proud and teeming with activity.

Here was Aphetto, the Cabal’s southern stronghold and main base of operations after their first city fell. Their new headquarters quickly eclipsed the old, in no small part due to Jeska’s dominance of the fighting pits. Everyone wanted to see her fight and kill and emerge victorious. Her only serious defeat came outside the pits, far from the roaring crowds, at the hands of Kamahl, her own power-mad brother.

Jeska’s hand traced absently over her stomach. Half-killing her had jarred Kamahl out of his megalomania, but it had also pushed him farther away from her, away from the mountains and their brethren toward the rough, savage ways of the Krosan forest. He regretted wounding her, agonized over it for years afterward, but remorse did not set in until long after he had abandoned Jeska and left her care to whomever had happened by.

As it happened, the Cabal had happened by. Its healers and witches used their dark arts to save her life and restore her to health, but they were Cabalists, and no one walks away from a Cabal debt. In saving her they rebuilt her body and mind, infusing her with the power of the swamps until everything else she knew was completely submerged. She became Phage, who was entirely their creature, their warrior-chief who fought only for the advancement and amusement of the Cabal.

Jeska came out of herself and clenched her jaw. Aphetto had been a place of great loss and suffering for her, but it had also been a kind of home. When her actual kin ripped open her belly and left her behind, the Cabal’s false family took her in and gave her purpose. Now Aphetto was almost nothing, its buildings flattened and their foundations swallowed up by the marsh.

Her thoughts shifted, and her body followed. Here was Topos, a magnificent realm that had been wrought from the desert by a reality-twisting wizard. This wizard sculpted an entire kingdom out of the trackless wastes for himself to rule, raising cities out of the wasteland’s heat and grit, populating those cities with people from his imagination, then creating an army to protect it all. As Phage, Jeska had fought beside Cabalists and forest beasts in the so-called Nightmare War that ultimately leveled Topos and deposed its mad god-king. If there was any pride left from her tenure as a Cabalist, it came from leading her armies in that war, from the comradeship and respect she commanded from her officers and infantry alike.

Her pride shamed her and Jeska moved on. Here was Averru, known as Sanctum, a site of great magical and strategic import. Phage took control of the great city for herself and her Cabal masters, but not through martial strength. Instead, she had used guile and the same subtle corruption that originally attracted Otarians to Cabal City. When the population of Sanctum was thick with loyal Cabalists and her own personal following, Phage took control of the city and all its rich rewards.

Once seized, the precious jewel had proved too hard to hold through politics and manipulation alone. To preserve her position Jeska had raised an army and waged full-scale war against angels, men, and legions of monsters. Neither she nor her rivals had understood that the city itself was alive…not until it turned against them at the war’s conclusion. In that final cataclysmic battle, Sanctum itself had died along with countless thousands of others. Kamahl had had a hand in the war’s explosive end, which also ended Phage…though Jeska’s spirit endured and went on to far greater triumphs and far darker terrors.

More ruins flashed past her mind’s eye as she revisited Eroshia, but before Jeska could fully examine the place or her own feelings a voice interrupted her.

“Otaria is not what it was.” The voice was clear and respectful, but it tingled along Jeska’s spine like a rattlesnake’s hiss. “But then again, nothing ever is. Nothing and no one.”

Jeska turned to see a tall, thin man with lilac-colored skin and a halo of glowing coals. He was bald, and his eyes were hidden under an opaque, gray film. Jeska’s first thought was of the Cabal Patriarch, who resembled this newcomer, but the Patriarch was long dead. He was also icy and reserved where this fellow was smiling warmly.

“Hail, Jeska, Thrice-Touched by Infinity.” The man bowed but tilted his face so that his eyes stayed on the Pardic warrior. “I am Leshrac.”

“You’re a planeswalker,” Jeska said. Apart from Karn and a small handful of others, every planeswalker she had ever met had wanted to fight. She readied herself.

Leshrac straightened, still staring calmly despite Jeska’s obvious tension. “I am. One of two presently on this peak.”

Jeska felt the strong flow of eldritch energy around Leshrac. She could see it if she concentrated, and it worried her. The vivid stream of liquid light glowed purple and black as it coiled around Leshrac’s body, bursting with more black mana than in all of the nearby marshes.

As Jeska watched, Leshrac’s very presence called out to swamp, stirring the last and most deeply embedded vestiges of its magic. Wasted and mana-bereft as they were, the salt flats hissed and bubbled as the last grubby wisps of their power rose and collected into a thick, brown fog. The fog slowly drifted toward the planeswalker with the halo of coal.

If Leshrac were the combative type, Jeska wasn’t sure how to react. An all-out duel would take a terrible toll on the landscape, and after her sobering tour she could not allow herself to do Otaria any more harm. She also didn’t relish the idea of battling a black magician inside a cloud of stinking Cabal swamp magic.

Leshrac maintained his polite posture. “Do you require more of an introduction?” he said. “I have a long list of names and titles I could recite for you. We could compare ranks and pseudonyms until we each find one the other recognizes.”

“Don’t bother,” Jeska said. At least Leshrac posed no obvious danger. He was unarmed and not channeling the whiplike stream of mana that swirled around him. “Keep your distance and state your business.”

“I’ve come to meet you, Jeska. To talk with you and share information.”

Jeska casually drew her sword. “Now would be a good time to start.” She was not an expert at reading minds, but she had spent more than enough time in the pits to size up a potential opponent by his posture. Leshrac was maddeningly opaque, however, so far completely defying her well-honed talent for reading and assessing potential threats.

“Of course. You won’t need that, by the way. My intentions are peaceful.”

Jeska did not move. She stared fixedly at Leshrac. He watched her for a second with a slightly concerned look on his face and stroked his chin. “I’ve frightened you, haven’t I?”

“Not at all.”

“Your clenched teeth and knuckles say otherwise. It’s almost as if you know my reputation. I dispute nothing you might have heard, but I would ask that you at least hear me out.”

“I don’t know you at all,” Jeska said. “Nor do I care about your reputation. I just don’t like what I see.”

“Well, that’s a bit of an ego crusher. In some places I’m used to frightening small children. ‘Eat your vegetables or the Walker of the Night will get you.’ ‘Only Leshrac’s curse could have brought me luck this bad.’ I try not to take it personally. Legends always spring up around anyone who has lived as long as we have.”

“What do you want?”

Leshrac’s face tightened. “I need to speak with you.”

“Why should I listen? All I’m sure of at this point is that you want something from me.”

“On the contrary,” Leshrac said. “I have something for you.” When Leshrac did not continue, Jeska noticed the leading edge of the swamp fog drawing near. Was this his game? Delay her until he could claim the local mana and add it to his personal store?

Jeska sheathed her sword and said, “I’m going higher. If you want this to continue…you may follow.”

Leshrac nodded. He gestured at the grimy, brown fogbank and said, “I wish it known that is not due to a conscious act on my part. I draw it to me like lungs draw air.”

“Exhale, then,” Jeska said. She glanced up to the highest peak on the edge of the marshes. Her vision shimmered, then Jeska appeared on that peak. Her feet slid slightly on the wind-polished rock, and her coarse red hair whipped back and forth across her shoulders.

Leshrac appeared a respectable ten feet away, his hands folded in front of him. He cocked his head, puffed out his cheeks, and blew heavily through pursed lips. “There,” he said. “And again, my apologies.” He glanced back down. “It will find me eventually, but it moves quite slowly. We can stay one step ahead of it while we converse.”

“I’ll listen for as long as it takes me to decide if I should ignore you or knock you out.”

The sharp, white edges of Leshrac’s teeth appeared between his smiling lips. “You don’t have to bluster so. I only want to talk.”

“Then talk.”

Leshrac folded his arms. “I’m afraid I’m used to getting as much respect as I give.”

“That’s your problem. I don’t know you, Leshrac, but you seem evil to me. And not just because you draw black mana to you.”

“Evil? And what constitutes evil to a Pardic warrior?”

“Scheming,” Jeska said. “Selfish.”

Leshrac nodded. “I will not deny I am that.”

“Dishonest. Consumptive. Cruel.” She ticked off the examples on her fingers. “Indirect. Cowardly.” Jeska sneered as her thoughts turned inward to memories and regrets. “Political.”

“A fine list. Very thorough.” Leshrac’s crown brightened. “But I say evil is something else. You speak of personalities, of traits and leanings. I speak only of actions. To me, there is no such thing as evil as a personality trait or spiritual condition. There is only sin, concrete and deliberate action that is simply wrong.

“It is what happens when one goes against one’s nature. It germinates in the shadow of risks untaken. It ripens in power unexercised. Beings like us can take risks no one else can and exercise power no one else has. We have the greatest capacity for sin, through action or inaction.”

“I’m not interested in a lecture.”

“No lecture, Jeska. A simple disclosure so you will know who I am. What I am. What you’re dealing with. I want you to understand I’m not here to help you through the goodness of my soul. It serves my purposes to help you, and to do nothing when I can do something is offensive to me.”

Jeska planted a clenched fist on her hip. “So you’re here to help me? With what?”

“Don’t be childish,” Leshrac said. He flicked his eyes skyward, and the gritty clouds overhead shimmered as the mountain and the salt marsh below were bathed in an eerie, purple light. The glow revealed a seething curtain of energy that covered the whole of Otaria like a pot lid. Its substance was smooth and calm as glass in parts, almost invisible even with Leshrac’s enchantment. The majority of the shimmering field was broken and choppy, its surface roiled by sharp swells that peaked and sprayed like white-capped waves.

“You are familiar with the time rifts?” Leshrac said.

“I am.” Jeska continued to stare. “Somewhat.”

“You should be familiar with this one. You caused it.” There was no judgment in Leshrac’s voice, no mirth in his face, so Jeska had no reasonable outlet for the sudden rage and shame she felt at his words.

“And I,” Leshrac said, “can show you how to fix it.”
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Dinne stepped out of a pale nimbus of light onto the rock-hard, frozen ground. The night was bitter cold, and if Dinne breathed normally he was sure he’d see his breath billowing out from under his helmet.

He barely registered the cold, however, and concentrated on taking in his surroundings. His new master was far more focused than the Weaver King, and far more to Dinne’s liking. The Weaver King liked to drone on and was easily distracted. Leshrac issued a minimum of commands in a minimum amount of time, all to a single, larger purpose. Even though Dinne could not see the shape of that purpose, he felt a soldier’s satisfaction in the short, sharp, clear orders he had been given.

Dinne also relished the pain Leshrac had given him. It sharpened his senses and his strength, but it also awakened the Vec’s almost-forgotten sense of self. The psychic agony Leshrac inflicted was his alone, his to feel and endure, his own personal, private sacrament. He would not waver until he had been fully redeemed and could reclaim his full range of feelings and sensations.

Silent in his ghostly form, Dinne moved across the icy trail and up into the mountains of northern Keld. His quarry was here, but his orders so far were to find it and stand by. He recognized the sounds of an armed camp coming from farther up the mountainside and nodded to himself. Leshrac had placed him well.

He scaled the rocky ridge and stood invisible on its sharp, top edge. Below was a collection of torches and bivouac tents large enough for a small army. Teams of burly, gray-skinned warriors stood as sentries on each long side of the camp’s perimeter, with an especially fearsome-looking pair at the main entranceway. Dinne slid past them easily, but he did not linger in case they had magical resources more reliable than their eyes.

He skirted the edges of the tents and lean-tos as he moved through the compound. He peered inside each one, either by looking through the open flap or walking straight through their canvas walls. The soldiers here were a varied lot, stick-thin elves and overmuscled barbarians alike. They were a disheveled, motley crew that stood armed with a random collection of fine blades and sharp sticks and dressed in a mismatched series of chain mail, hardened leather, and animal skins.

For all their shabby looks, the Keldon horde was rigorously disciplined. No one seemed to be off duty, and every person Dinne saw was engaged in some industrious activity. There were no knots of drunken soldiers loitering about, no dice games behind the command tent, and no casual abuse of the grunts by the officers. It was not at all like the Rathi regiments in which Dinne served.

He stole along until he reached the largest tent at the center of the camp. Most of the soldiers gave the tent a wide berth, and as Dinne drew close he felt the air grow noticeably colder. There was powerful magic inside the tent that was affecting the temperature, similar to the artificial winter that had just ended in Urborg but far more localized. He crept around until he had a good view of the tent’s entrance and waited.

Soon two new warriors came out, and they were strange even among this discordant company. One was a tall lizardman, over seven feet high and whip-thin with a long, lashing tail. His sharp scales had a reddish tint to them, and their edges glinted crimson in the torchlight.

The other was a dark-skinned woman in a vivid, red tunic. She carried two wooden batons in her belt and bore a dagger with an oddly shaped handle on her hip. The woman raised her hand to move her hair from her eyes, and Dinne saw the reason for the unusual knife—the woman had lost the two smallest fingers on her left hand. She must have had the handle of her blade rebalanced so that she could wield it properly.

“Do you think she’s getting better?” the lizardman said. His voice was soft and sibilant.

“I think she’s adjusting. But she’s still in a foul mood.”

“The sun rising puts her in a foul mood. Did you ask her about that cursed thing?”

The woman shook her head sadly. “She won’t leave it. She says he needs it.”

“He doesn’t.”

“She says he does.”

“It’ll be full-on winter in a few weeks. It’ll be more than cold enough.”

“But it’s not cold enough now.”

The lizard-man hissed. “The bearers can only carry it for half a day, then they can’t do anything else for the next two. It’s slowing us down.”

“You have some place to be?”

“Anywhere that isn’t Parma,” the reptile said.

“You’ve got your wish. We crossed the border into Keld two days ago.”

“Anywhere that isn’t frozen solid,”

“You’ll need a boat. This is still Keld.”

“All right, anywhere that has a permanent storehouse for that thing.” He gestured toward the tent behind him with his thumb and his tail. “So that I’m no longer responsible for seeing it moved.”

“We’re on our way to just such a storehouse,” the woman said, “though it hasn’t been built yet.”

“Skive! Dassene!” The woman’s voice that speared out from the tent’s interior was rough and strong, a battlefield leader’s shout. Both the lizard and the red-clad woman exhibited the same series of incompatible reactions at the sound of that voice. They seemed simultaneously relieved and frightened, energized and yet fearful.

A broad-shouldered woman swept out from the tent, standing almost as tall as the lizardman. She bore a thin broadsword across her back and another on her hip. Dinne didn’t understand the need for this second blade, which was much wider and heavier, and broken halfway along its length.

The female warrior had extra-long arms and legs that made her seem even taller, and her skin was an earthy mixture of stone gray and wood brown. She was dressed no more elegantly than the rest of her rabble, but she managed to make her tanned skins and bits of cast-off armor seem respectable, even daunting.

Dinne almost smiled under his helmet. There you are, he thought. Radha of Keld.

Skive the lizard nodded to the newcomer, careful not to meet her eyes.

“He’s waiting for you,” the gray woman said. “No more training today, but you keep an eye on him. If he starts to go to sleep, wake him up. I don’t want him freezing to death overnight.”

“Understood,” Skive said.

“Radha,” the woman in red said, “when do you want us to start breaking down the camp?”

Radha paused as if momentarily fatigued, then said, “Tomorrow morning. We’ll go as far as the foothills and make a new camp there.”

“Understood.”

The barbarian leader straightened her leather tunic. “I’m going to sort out the elves.” She stepped past the woman and the lizard without waiting for them to move, so they had to scurry out of her way. She kept her eyes facing forward as she called back, “Keep him alive until I get back.”

“Done,” the others said together.

Dinne quietly eased back into the gloom. The first part of his mission was a success: He had located his prey. Now all he had to do was wait for Leshrac to evaluate this reconnoiter and issue instructions.

The Vec shadow raider stared intently at the entrance to the command tent, gauging what it would take to kill or incapacitate Radha’s subordinates. He would do no such thing without orders, of course, but Dinne was already looking forward to the next part of his job. It would involve killing, he was sure, and he planned to start inside that mysterious tent. He would learn exactly what the Keldon’s precious secret was, and he would heap blood and pain on anyone who got in his way or was unlucky enough to be inside when he arrived.

Dinne drew one of his round throwing spikes and rolled it across his fingers and palm. Soon, he told it. Soon we will both be unsheathed.

The Vec raider rolled the spike back and forth across his hand one last time, slipped it into the loop on his belt, and sat back to wait.



—

Leshrac only stared politely as Jeska struggled to reply. Finally, she said, “Explain. Pretend I know nothing.”

“Catastrophic magic causes the rifts,” Leshrac said. “And they in turn breed catastrophe. They have drawn the attention of powerful entities all across the Multiverse. I myself have been aware of this one for decades.” Leshrac stared off into space, his eyes inscrutable behind their gray veneer. “And I have been watching as Teferi and Jhoira attacked the problem head-on. They have done well so far, but now the endgame approaches.”

“Speak plainly. What do you mean?”

“I mean your Teferi has fallen victim to a peculiar delusion among scholars: that because they discover a thing it becomes their responsibility. Usually they’re content to name the find after themselves and be done with it, but Teferi took a far more active hand. Thanks to him and his methods, the rifts are now fewer in number but greater in force. He has changed the equation so that his methods are no longer effective.”

Jeska scowled. “Make more sense.”

“Surely you see the futility in his approach.” Leshrac spoke sharply, his tone measured. “Fusing the cracks in reality with a planeswalker’s spark was an inspired breakthrough, but it’s hardly a practical long-term strategy. Planeswalkers are few in number, for one, and few are willing to sacrifice their lives and power. I am not among that exalted group. I daresay you aren’t either.”

“Leave me out of it for now. Why won’t Teferi’s way work?”

“The rifts here and in Yavimaya are incredibly complicated. They cannot be patched like a leaky boat. To try would invite disaster. Who among us wants to be the first to sacrifice everything only to realize it makes no difference? Not I.” Jeska felt the noxious cloud of Otaria’s marsh magic creeping up the side of the mountain. She pushed the distraction aside and said, “If you’ve been watching them so long, you must have a better plan in mind.”

Leshrac nodded. “I do. But it will require a certain level of dedication, perhaps even ruthlessness.”

Jeska sighed. “I take that to mean innocents will pay the price if you succeed.”

“All in the name of the greater good, I assure you. My proposal is no more selfish than the man who fights a fire in his neighbor’s house to keep it from spreading to his own, no crueler than training a bird to fly between your strongholds, then tying a message to its leg for delivery.”

“And in this grand scheme of yours,” Jeska spoke through clenched teeth, “am I to play the fire or the bird?”

“Neither. You are an exceptional being, Jeska. Thrice-Touched by Infinity. You would serve as the executor of this strategy, not its victim.”

“I’m moving again,” Jeska said, “and if you follow, you can explain why you keep calling me that.”

“Of course.”

Jeska teleported to a higher peak near the center of the Pardic range. The visual effect of the rift faded overhead as she waited. She chose this spot to be clear of the swamp cloud without getting too close to her native village. Leshrac’s motives were still a mystery, but he did not seem above threatening her tribe to get what he wanted from her.

He appeared seconds after she did, in the same posture, with the same animated expression. “Shall I explain?” he said. “I would not wish to offend you with talk of your past if it is painful to you.”

“Speak.” Jeska growled. “You’ve come this far.”

Leshrac’s gray eyes gleamed. “You are Jeska now,” he said. “But once you were Phage.”

The name spoken aloud did not sting as Jeska feared it would. On Leshrac’s lips, it only made her angry.

“Phage killed thousands and fed their souls to the Cabal’s god of greed. She proved so valuable that she was chosen to bear the god’s divine child…though more accurately, it was a diabolical one. In either case, this was Jeska’s first touch of the infinite.

“Then Phage became Karona, the omnipotent avatar of all magic. There were three who merged to become the false god, but one was Phage, and another was Phage’s most trusted lieutenant. Once risen, Karona embodied of all Dominaria’s mana, but two-thirds of her was Phage. This was Jeska’s second touch of the infinite.

“When Karona was destroyed, Jeska emerged anew. No longer Phage, no longer an omnipotent god, she was also no longer mortal. Jeska ascended and became a planeswalker, and this was the third touch of the infinite.”

Jeska’s throat was tight as she said, “And where did you hear this fairy tale?”

“From Pardic hands,” Leshrac said. “From the walls of your very own village. Go there the next time we move, and I’ll show you the stonecraft and cave paintings that tell the troubled history of the mountains’ most tragic and triumphant daughter. I came to Otaria for you, Jeska, to meet you and show you what must be done, and how. For I believe only you can save us all.”

“If that is so,” Jeska said, “you should tell me how. And tell me quickly. I’m getting tired of your voice.”

“These new planeswalkers are the key,” Leshrac said. “Venser of Urborg and Radha of Keld. Their spark is not like ours. The rifts are not affected by them, and the rifts will not consume them.”

Jeska felt herself relax for the first time since Leshrac had arrived. He was not telling her anything new, and she could use that to gauge the rest of what he said. “Wouldn’t that would rule them out as saviors?”

“Not at all. Be less linear, Warrior. Approach the problem from a different angle. Venser and Radha are useless for direct confrontation, but they are perfect for indirect action.” His eyes glittered and his flaming crown shifted to golden yellow. “Did the Ghitu tell you of the dragon Bolas, who used Venser and Radha to open a doorway into this world?”

“Not in great detail.”

“They were but a lens to him. He focused his power through them and took command of theirs. It was painful, but they did not die. And I say that we can adapt what Bolas did to work here in Otaria. The active participation of a certain warrior thrice-touched by infinity may be all that is required.”

“Required for what?”

“To save everything. Everyone. Everywhere.”

“Look,” Jeska said, “I’ve met Venser. He’s a good man, but he has very little power. Why do you focus on him?”

“It’s not his power but his potential that makes him important,” Leshrac said. “Radha even more so. She is perfectly suited to your task.”

“It’s not mine yet.”

“The rifts will demand everyone’s attention soon. If it is not your task, it will be someone else’s.”

“So you want me to sacrifice two innocents instead of myself? That’s your plan?”

Leshrac bowed his head. “I think Jeska can do what is necessary. I think Jeska’s rare nature makes it possible for her to act without sacrificing anyone. They may suffer, but they will not die.”

“Stop talking to me like I’m not here.”

“Are you?” Leshrac’s face twisted into a malevolent leer. “Is it Jeska alone who stands before me? Or are there still some traces of Phage and Karona at work?” He gestured up at the sky. “Whoever you were, or are, or may yet be…that is yours, Warrior. You are responsible for it.”

“Not interested,” Jeska said. “And unless you’re ready for it to become a lot more violent, this conversation is over.”

“So be it.” Leshrac raised his open palms, and his crown started rotating. “I am saddened but not surprised. I suppose I have only myself and my ill manners to blame.” He floated up from the ground and drifted gently back, away from Jeska. “I will not trouble you further, but I will follow my own path. If we meet again, do me the courtesy of declaring yourself hostile, friendly, or indifferent. I’d hate to misinterpret that famous Pardic directness.”

“You’ll see me coming,” Jeska said. “And my intentions will be clear whether I declare them or not.”

“For that I thank you. Good-bye, Jeska of Otaria. If we are not allies, at least we are not enemies.”

“Not yet.”

Leshrac smiled. His goals flared brightly, and the sallow-skinned planeswalker disappeared. Once he was gone the creeping cloud of marsh magic stopped its glacial advance and began to break up, returning to the salt flats that spawned it.

Jeska waited until she was sure Leshrac had truly departed. She concentrated, her vision blurred, and she appeared on the outskirts of the village she called home centuries ago, before she had been touched at all by the infinite.

The buildings were all in ruins, and the road was broken and webbed with weeds. She wondered where her people were, if they had packed up and headed deeper into the mountains or if they were simply gone—dead or scattered like the rest of Otaria’s great nation-tribes.

Jeska walked across the empty village square to the council chambers. As she turned the last corner she saw the story wall, a great, flat, stone surface that served as her village’s public bulletin board and community record. Generations of Pardic warriors had carved or burned or etched their family histories into the sheer rock wall, creating a crowded mass of characters and pictograms.

At the center of the sculpture-mural stood a connected series of images distinct and separate from the rest. Pardic pictograms used a specific icon for people of the tribe and a different one for outsiders. Though the marks were old and worn, Jeska easily followed the rough narrative from one ten-foot-high panel to the next.

First was a small Pardic woman who stood alongside a much larger Pardic man. The letters below the pair cited them as sibling warriors. Jeska and her brother Kamahl, two of the Pardic mountain’s most accomplished warriors. They were heroes among the rambunctious young, the warriors who had earned vast sums of silver and gold in the big city as they expanded the barbarian tribe’s dread reputation as pit fighters.

Next came the same Pardic woman, though in this image the etched lines and curves had been stained black. The woman stood at the head of an army of outsiders, and her pictogram was surrounded by small, fine letters that marked the space around her “poison.”

The third pictogram showed the dark Pardic warrior locked in combat with a winged angel. The two figures were carved so that they merged below the waist. Above them both was a small outsider icon that seemed to be falling into the center of their duel.

Jeska turned to the fourth image, a giant icon for “goddess” composed of the previous pictograms—the Pardic warrior, the outsider, and the angel. There was no guesswork required in recognizing this entity. Strong, square Pardic symbols below the goddess icon spelled out “Goddess.”

The last pictogram was a confused collection of all the previous icons. The male Pardic warrior was frozen in midstrike, his axe embedded in Karona. The goddess had been broken open, releasing her component symbols.

Last was an elegant carving of the small Pardic woman. The finely chiseled lines were no longer black but vivid, sparkling red. Above and below the figure was the work’s title: “Thrice-Touched by Infinity.” Jeska stared at the words for a very long time.

Jeska turned away from the story wall and stood perfectly still as she waited for inspiration to hit. Karn was no longer with her. Jhoira and Teferi were earnest and capable, but they were reactive and disorganized. Leshrac’s half-offered solution was probably no more than a dodge to get past her defenses. Though he seemed well-informed, Jeska knew that he had only offered pieces of the truth, and offered only those that served him.

She now wished she had allowed Leshrac to describe his plan in more detail just so there would be one less unknown for her to worry about.

Jeska’s eyes widened as a new purpose filled her mind. Perhaps that was how she should proceed. There were major gaps in her understanding, unknown elements that would affect and be affected by her. Leshrac was one such unknown. The Keldon Radha was another.

Both Jhoira and Leshrac had cited the woman’s name, and had connected her and Venser with the rifts. Jeska had met Venser, and had seen a glimpse of his potential, but Radha was still a mystery. By Jhoira’s account Radha had a conduit for magical power to and from the rift but also actively forged a mana bond with her Dominarian homeland. The Keldon elf was a magically tied to the time-rift phenomenon and to the world it threatened.

Leshrac had said Radha was the key, and Jeska could see how he might be right. She decided to see for herself. She had never been to Keld, but that was no real obstacle, as Karn had taught her well. Jeska’s resolve hardened as her immediate course became clear. She turned away before she teleported, unwilling to have her last image of home be the Pardic story wall.
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Radha moved quickly, stalking steadily forward across the large footpath that bisected the camp. The members of her warhost stood rigid and ready to respond as she went by, but each quickly got off the path and out of sight after she had passed.

Her long strides carried her past the perimeter and out into the rough, treeless terrain beyond. The mana drought and the cold and the Gathan lumber raids had denuded almost all of Keld’s timberland, but it wasn’t until the planeswalker Freyalise leveled her own forest that the elves had come to Radha in large numbers.

The most recent batch of elf refugees so far refused to sleep within the confines of the camp. They were bound to their traditions of isolation and suspicion, and so far it had suited Radha to allow them to follow along. As she had hoped, the sight of an elf-only contingent outside her main ’host attracted more elves, and soon the unofficial refugee auxiliary accounted for almost a full third of her army.

A community that large quickly chose its own leaders, and now those leaders were beginning to make demands. Radha had come in person to address those demands.

She found them one hundred paces outside the camp’s perimeter, over seventy Skyshroud refugees who had come to her when the forest ceased to be. They were creatures of wood and greenery, and they were not thriving among the cold rocks of Keld. All were malnourished, and many were starving. Frostbite and exposure took a terrible toll on the elves’ ability to keep up with the main ’host, and the elf leaders had been moaning that if Radha pushed them any harder, the trek to their new home would become a death march.

At least the bulk of the refugees hadn’t come with her to Parma—the weather and terrain had been much worse, and it was crawling with ice elementals and winter spirits of wind and cold. Then again, if the elves had found her on the way to Parma instead of the way back, most of them would be dead now and wouldn’t be buzzing in Radha’s ear about their tiny little problems.

Three armed elves rose to meet her as she approached. Two were the elves’ elected representatives, empowered to speak and negotiate on behalf of the refugees. The third was Llanach, former officer in the Skyshroud rangers and one of the first elves to join Radha’s ’host.

She ignored the other two and called out to Llanach. “What are they crying about now?”

Llanach smarted as if struck. He cast his eyes down and gestured to the elves behind him as he spoke. “Warlord, they want to build a long house.”

Radha bared her square teeth at the elves behind Llanach. “Why?”

“Our people need to rest,” the one on the left said, “to heal. We are grateful for all you have done for us, Warlord Radha, but we cannot go on.”

“Not until spring,” the other said. “All we ask is some time and the resources to put up four walls and a ceiling.”

“You’ll starve inside of two months,” Radha said.

“Not if we stop here,” the elf said, “and build now.”

“There are enough of us still healthy to gather food and fuel for the rest,” the other said. “And that number will grow every day we’re allowed to recover. We will provide for ourselves.”

“No you won’t,” Radha said. “You’re going to break down this shantytown and get ready to march. We leave tomorrow morning.” She sneered at the elf on the left. “You don’t owe me thanks, you owe me obedience. You asked for my protection and I made you part of my ’host. This is how I treat my ’host. I keep you alive, and you follow my lead.”

“We cannot go on. Many will die on the trail if we do.”

“All will die right here if you don’t.” Radha felt her frustration welling up, becoming anger, becoming power that demanded release. She clenched her jaw, concentrated, and a curtain of orange, leaf-shaped flames erupted in the air around her head.

“Please,” Llanach said. He dropped to one knee and spoke to the ground. “They’re not defiant, they’re just scared and beaten. They have lost their champion”—he bobbed his head toward Radha—“their home, and the living goddess who sustained them. They…we are all that is left of Skyshroud. Please, Warlord. Let these last precious seeds germinate here before you plant them.”

“Stand up, Llanach.” Radha said. The emaciated ranger rose to his feet and stood at perfect attention. “That was very poetic,” she said, and she swatted him across the face with the back of her hand and sent him sprawling across the rocks.

“I hate poetry,” she said. She turned to face the elf ambassadors, and the flames around her glowed bright. “Let’s try simple facts. We have lost Skyshroud. This is our home now, this is our territory. And I mean to make Keldons of you all.”

The elf on the right strained as he spoke. “The children of Freyalise,” he said stiffly, “will never be Keldons.” He held Radha’s eye. “We are Skyshroud.”

“No. You’re the corpse of an idiot.” Radha sprang forward and buried one of her tear-shaped blades in the elf’s ribcage. She hugged his body tight as his muscles convulsed. She spoke directly into his pointed ear. “Congratulations.”

The other elf started to cry out, but the sound died in his open throat as Radha darted forward and pressed her blade against his neck.

“Freyalise is gone,” Radha snarled. “Skyshroud is gone. They cannot sustain you.” She pushed the elf back, slicing a shallow, nonlethal cut across his jugular and windpipe. “But I can.”

The elf ambassador fell onto his rear and tried to scoot farther away. Llanach had gone to the other, who lay curled in a ball with his hands pressing into his chest. Blood pooled below him as Llanach tried to help staunch the flow.

Radha inhaled sharply and concentrated. Now for the hard part, she thought. She felt the deep, throbbing heartbeat of Keld below her, felt it booming rhythmically along her spine, her own pulse beating in perfect complement. Once it was Freyalise’s magic and mana from Skyshroud’s rift that preserved and restored Radha. It was relatively easy to heal herself and others with the power of Nature. Now the goddess was gone, the forest was gone, and the rift was gone, but Radha still had Keld. The magic of fire and rock did not provide the same restorative balm as that of leaf and bough, but it had kept many a warrior alive on the battlefield.

The flames around her swirled together and flowed into her shoulder blades. Radha’s head snapped back, and she let out a feral roar. Swirling waves of flame shot down both arms and erupted from her fingertips, engulfing Llanach and the punctured elf in crackling, yellow fire.

The other elf shrieked and stumbled to his feet. Radha jerked her head toward him and met his eyes. Terrible red light flashed around her irises and she barked, “Sit. Back. Down.” The elf’s legs crumpled beneath him, and he dropped to ground where he stood.

She felt the flow of mana through her arms grow stronger, but only when it threatened to pull her off balance did she end the spell. Snapping her arms out straight to her sides, Radha cut off the stream of fire with a loud crack.

Llanach and the other continued to burn, huddled under a mound of semisolid flame. The fire quickly dwindled, leaving a charred, black circle on the rocks. At the center of that circle, Llanach stood, eyes wide, and tentatively touched his cheek where Radha had hit him.

Confused, Llanach crouched back down and rolled the other elf onto his side. The clean cut between his ribs had closed and grown over, leaving an ugly, red scar. The elf was still in obvious pain as he got to his knees, but he was no longer bleeding out.

Radha spoke loudly, clearly. “Skyshroud was my home, too, and Freyalise, my goddess. They are gone, but we are still here. Keld is still here. I can keep you alive. Keld can protect and preserve you. But only if you’re part of it.”

She glanced at the trio of elves and said, “We have all lost Skyshroud and Freyalise. But we are still here, and now you answer to me. No long house. Not here. You will be installed on the coastline for the winter as the first step toward rebuilding the port town. Your journey doesn’t end until your precious frostbitten feet touch the ocean.

“In the meantime, send any exhausted, wounded, or otherwise incapacitated elves to me.” She grinned savagely, and an updraft of warm air blew her hair out behind her in a thick, bushy mane. “I’ll fix them right up.” Her smile twisted into an angry snarl. “Nobody dies. Everybody marches. That’s how it is.”

Radha turned and stomped back toward camp. That would keep them quiet for a few days. In truth she felt the loss of Skyshroud more acutely than they did, or rather the loss of the Skyshroud rift. She had enjoyed a near-limitless stream of mana while the rift was an active, verdant force that she used to strengthen and nourish her ’host, but Freyalise had shut the rift down. The planeswalker managed to kill herself and Skyshroud in the process, cutting off almost all of Keld’s usable forest mana in one fell swoop.

Since then Radha had been forced to adapt Keld’s fire magic to the healing spells she knew, with only partial success. Her own ribs still creaked from the rough healing fire she had used on herself in Parma, but she knew she was becoming better at it. Llanach and the other elf would probably feel no pain from their injuries in a few days.

She spotted torchlight from the camp’s perimeter and began planning her next move. There was the boy to consider, plus Skive’s concerns about bearing the trophy. Radha snorted angrily as she walked. No wonder her Keldon ancestors were famous for brutalizing their warhosts—Radha had been leading hers for only a few months and already she felt like killing half of them just to shut them up. In battle they were finely tuned and cohesive, but she was quickly learning that managing a horde between campaigns was an entirely different kind of challenge.

It was tempting to sympathize with the elves, to relent and let them hole up to lick their wounds for a season or two. The boy needed rest as much as the refugees, but like them he also needed to toughen up first. A few more days and nights of camp conditions and they’d reach the shoreline. She’d be able to let everyone regroup and refresh themselves, to build more solid homes against the icy Keldon winds.

Radha felt an unnatural tingle run up her spine. There was powerful magic in the air, of an aspect that was all too familiar to Radha.



—

Jeska appeared in Keld just outside Radha’s traveling camp. Stealth was not Jeska’s forte, but it was a simple matter for her to observe the workings of the camp and its leader without being noticed.

It was also easy to find Radha among the others—Jeska only had to follow the disruptive swathe the Keldon warlord cut. Jeska’s enthusiasm for this errand soured as Radha stalked across the camp and intimidated her own soldiers, and again as Radha viciously wounded the elves who had come to parley. She had seen warriors like this before, and she was not impressed.

Despite her obvious elf lineage, Radha was little more than a brute. In Otaria the Pardic people were known as barbarians because they lived wild and followed a rough code of justice. The Keldons seemed to be that other kind of barbarian, the feral, bloodthirsty kind. There were Pardic rituals that created temporary battle-madness, but the Keldons were true berserkers to the bone, hostile and savage as a matter of course. Jeska recognized the hungry look and dangerous air of those who reveled in the chaos of the battlefield so much that they carried it with them everywhere.

Jeska moved in front of Radha as the warlord strode back to her camp. She was disappointed to find the Keldons were mere brutes, but she also saw advantages to the situation. Berserkers were like dogs and quickly submitted to superior force or a dominant alpha figure. Radha was charismatic and talked tough, but Jeska had developed her talent for bluster in the Cabal’s fighting pits. She was ready to bark right back when Radha barked and to bite harder than she bit.

As for dominance, well, Jeska simply was dominant—she commanded more force than a hundred Radhas with a hundred warhosts. There was no danger of Jeska being magically intimidated or physically overpowered, and she felt calm, even confident. She was in control here. She didn’t need to kill the Keldon, and the Keldon couldn’t kill her—all Jeska needed to do was keep her head and she’d be on her way in a matter of minutes.

Still without much hope of a peaceful result, Jeska appeared in front of Radha and said, “Warlord, I am Jeska of Otaria, from the Pardic mountains. I would speak with you.”

Radha looked Jeska over, then put her hand on one of her many weapons. The Keldon elf’s fierce eyes locked on Jeska and she said, “I’m listening, Planeswalker. But I can save us both lots of time: The answer is no.”

Jeska’s brow wrinkled. She expected bluster and boasting but not rejection out of hand. She was accustomed to garnering respect and awe, but Radha was clearly unmoved. Jeska wanted to end this interlude as quickly as possible, and so the only sane policy was to get the brute’s attention and hold on to it.

“If you know I’m a planeswalker,” she said, “you should know the risks of antagonizing me without good cause.”

“Get to the point,” Radha said, “or get out of my way.”

Jeska’s eyes narrowed. “They said you were contrary. They didn’t say you were suicidal.”

“Who’s ‘they’? Never mind. I bet I know. Who are you?”

“I told you. Jeska of Otaria.” Radha’s eyes were blazing red, and the warlord continued to stare directly at her. The Keldon seemed to be on the verge of saying something, her throat tight as she tried to keep it in. Her expression was furious, frenzied. It demanded a response.

Involuntarily, Jeska’s eyes slipped down to the blade in Radha’s hand. It was shaped for throwing, and it was certainly balanced for such duty. Perhaps the Keldon was trying to mesmerize her with a fiery stare so she could draw and strike while Jeska was vulnerable?

But Radha let out a contemptuous snort as soon as Jeska broke eye contact. The warlord’s mounting fury deflated, but in its wake Radha was still sharp and hard and unyielding as stone.

“You came to talk.” Radha glanced over Jeska’s head to the camp’s torches. “Get on with it.”

“I want to know about you,” Jeska said, “your connection to this place. I’m told you also had a connection to the time rifts.”

Radha shook her head. “By who? The boring, bald-headed one or his Ghitu handler?”

Jeska blinked. “Teferi,” she said. “And Jhoira. Yes, they are the ones who told me about you.”

“I thought so. Listen here. Whatever that babbling fool told you was only half-true. He tends to leave things out if they don’t support his argument.”

“That’s why I’m here. To see for myself.”

“Take a good look.” Radha spread her hands out wide, leaving the blade in its sheath. She slowly turned around in place, allowing Jeska to view her from all angles. “The Skyshroud rift is closed. I’m not connected to it because it doesn’t exist anymore.” Radha lowered her arms. “Keld is my home. Now move on. We’re done.”

Jeska did not reply. She was staring at Radha, seeing the Keldon not as flesh and blood but as a collection of magical energy and potential. Radha was steeped in the fires of Keld, but Jeska saw an absence in the pattern, a space that until recently had been filled with rich green mana. The elf within Radha must be drowning in the overwhelming abundance of Keldon magic.

There was also another important facet to Radha, a small, hard-edged ingot of…something. Something unfamiliar, as yet untapped, and potentially explosive.

Radha suddenly strode forward straight at Jeska.

“Wait,” Jeska said. “The rifts—”

“I’ve heard it all before,” Radha said. She plowed right into the planeswalker and shoved her aside without breaking stride. Amazed, Jeska allowed herself to be shunted aside. As Radha continued to walk away she said, “World in danger, universe unraveling, your planeswalker plan is the only way to save us all. I’ve heard it, done it, and lived it, and it didn’t make any difference.”

Jeska straightened her clothes and clenched her jaw. “I will have your help, Radha, if I have to pin you down to get it.”

The Keldon elf stopped. She turned and showed Jeska a wicked smile. “I’d like to see that,” she said.

“Before we fight,” Jeska said, “there ought to be stakes.”

“Stakes? Are you a warrior or a moneymonger? Never mind, I can guess that too. Stakes.” Radha shook her head angrily. “How about ‘to the death’? That ought to motivate us.”

“If I beat you,” Jeska said, “you work for me. You can bring your whole ’host along if you like, but you will come with me and help me figure out what I need to know.”

“No deal, Little One,” Radha said. “I’ve had planeswalkers on my back since I was born. I’m never going to help another.”

“What if I’m not a planeswalker?”

Radha cocked her head. “Explain.”

“I could crush you and your entire band of mongrels with a thought. But I was a warrior long before I was a god. I will meet you on even terms with no more power than I had before I…became what I am. And I will beat you, Radha. You will come with me.”

Radha shook her head again. “I’m not wagering time or effort with you. I’ve got plans of my own.”

“Then I say you’re a coward.”

“Easy to say,” Radha said. She smiled wolfishly as flames erupted behind her head. “Prove it.”

Radha’s flaming mantle reminded Jeska of Leshrac’s crown, and she hesitated. It was only a coincidence, as Jeska felt absolutely no connection between the two, but it still distracted her. Then a terrible, high-pitched keen came ripping out of the camp. It was an angry sound, an anguished one, filled with pain and fury. The noise continued to expand, filling the air like a winter wind, and Jeska felt the temperature around her drop.

The scream punched through Jeska’s ears like an awl, echoing and reverberating inside her head. She had heard such cries before on the battlefield, in the fighting pits, in her darkest and most private dreams. It was a sound she had often squeezed from others, sometimes from a thousand throats at once, the sound of death laying its cold hands on a tenacious spirit that refused to go quietly, that had chosen to fight and kick and spit to stay among the living.

The sound visibly pained Radha, her body wracked with involuntary spasms. She grunted and snarled like an animal as her white, square teeth bit through her own bottom lip. As soon as the initial shock passed, Radha’s face twisted into a mask of pure rage. She knew what that scream signified, or at least she thought she did, and thus Jeska started to see the full range of Radha’s inexhaustible fury.

“Miserable bitch,” the Keldon said. Flames flared around her entire body and Radha launched herself over Jeska, arcing high into the air with a long wake tail of fire trailing behind her. Radha was fast on her feet to start with, but enveloped in flames and fueled by Keldon fury she was a blur that quickly disappeared from view.

Jeska paused a moment to calculate Radha’s course. The warlord was heading straight for the central command tent and the source of the horrid, chilling noise. The sounds of battle quickly rose inside the tent, just as the echoing screech died away. Jeska heard grunts of exertion mixed with shouts of pain.

Bewildered but still determined, Jeska teleported after Radha.
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Dinne waited barely an hour before his new orders arrived. He felt a buzzing in the top of his head, felt Leshrac’s presence, and suddenly all was clear. Leshrac knew what Dinne knew, and moments later Dinne had his instructions.

Enrage the warlord, Leshrac told him. Cripple her ’host. Kill as many leaders as you can and wound her if you’re able. Above all, kill the boy. You must stoke the Keldon’s fury until she’s ready to lash out at anything and everyone.

The orders were not perfectly in line with Dinne’s desires, but he was first and foremost a good soldier. Silently acknowledging his instructions, the Vec raider gathered his strength and moved forward.

He approached Dassene, the woman warrior in red, and passed by undetected. Dinne plunged through the outer walls of the command tent into the dimly lit interior where two torches and a pewter brazier burned. He drifted toward the firelight and saw something massive lying in between the torches, a great barrel-sized chunk of something moist and meaty.

It was soft and boneless, a grayish-white lump of muscle with deep, blue veins throbbing along its outer surface. It shifted like a bag of melting ice, and the veins pumped so that the entire mass shuddered as it compressed and expanded like a clenching fist. A deep, sonorous sound accompanied the ghastly rhythm, a booming, percussive beat that shook the ground and sent soft vibrations up through the soles of Dinne’s feet.

Icy fog drifted from the object to the soil floor, ferrying intense waves of bitter cold inside. Dinne extended his hand within a few feet of the grisly totem, and the chill emanating from it brought a painful tingle to his fingers. If this was Radha’s precious war trophy, its value was beyond Dinne’s comprehension. There was power in it, but the object itself seemed to have no offensive or defensive effect beyond making the inside of the tent far colder than the outside.

The rest of the room’s contents were less mysterious and well within his abilities. A young boy sat on the floor opposite the frigid mound, arms and legs folded in meditation. His face was hidden in the flickering shadows, but as he rocked silently back and forth Dinne saw the deep, vivid scars that crisscrossed the boy’s face. The Vec watched for a few seconds to verify one last detail: The boy was blind, his wide, open eye sockets empty and hollow. Whoever had cut his face had also taken his sight.

The tall lizard called Skive stood near the boy, watching over him like a kennel master watches his dogs. Skive’s tongue and tail lashed impatiently, but he was an alert and focused sentry. If anyone but Dinne came calling, the boy probably would have been perfectly safe.

Leshrac promises were already coming true—the lizard was clearly an able warrior, and killing him would be a worthy test of Dinne’s skill. Leshrac would probably appreciate it if Dinne kept Skive alive to watch what happened to the boy, but the Vec was unwilling to take the extra time required. Kill the lizard, kill the red-garbed woman when she rushed in, and kill the boy. If Radha didn’t come to investigate he would kill his way across the camp until he found her. Dinne remembered the feeling of his heart’s beating faster and longed to experience it again. The sooner he finished this task, the sooner Leshrac would give him another, and each success brought him closer to his reward.

Under different circumstances he would have appeared and declared himself to Skive, but he did not have that luxury here. If the lizard didn’t fight and instead raised an alarm, it would complicate Dinne’s plan. Safe in his shadow form, Dinne drew a spike in each hand and drifted toward the tall reptile.

“Skive.” The boy stopped rocking and broke the rhythm of his near-silent chant. “Someone is here,” he said. His voice was that of a child, high-pitched and hesitant, but it came with the dry, hollow listlessness of age. Unlike his tone, the boy’s movements were young and lively as he pointed his left index finger directly at Dinne. “There,” he said.

The lizard hissed angrily, and his tail curved up over his head like a scorpion’s, ready to strike. If Dinne were to prevent an alarm he had to move quickly, so for now he put aside the mystery of how the boy had sensed him when the Vec didn’t physically exist.

Dinne made himself solid, letting both throwing spikes fly at Skive before he was completely formed. The scaly bugger was fast, fast enough to avoid the missiles after being alerted by the boy. Dinne’s spikes sailed by their target and punched through the wall of the tent. They puffed away like smoke as soon as they hit the night air outside, leaving clean, sharp holes in the canvas.

The lizardman struck back, charging forward on all fours and slashing at Dinne with the sharp crescent end of his tail. Dinne let the tail’s cutting edge pass through him and slammed a spike into Skive’s shoulder so deeply the point came out on the other side.

The scaled warrior’s return stroke would have gutted Dinne if the Vec raider had been a solid creature. Instead, Skive’s claws cut only empty air that still held the ghostly afterimage of his quarry.

Dinne rammed another spike into Skive’s other shoulder. The huge creature hissed and spat, displaying rows of sharp teeth, but the battle was already over. No matter how angry or determined Skive became, moving his arms at all now caused the spikes to grate painfully against his shoulder joints. Even if Skive remained conscious through the pain, his arms were functionally useless. He was beaten.

Amazingly, the lizard rose up to his full height and let out a throaty hiss. He bent at the waist and pivoted with his feet so that his long tail whistled through the cold smoky air inside the tent. The half-moon blade could have cut five men in half at the speed it was traveling.

It never touched Dinne, however. The Vec raider waited until Skive was facing away and completely off balance, then pounced onto the lizard’s back. Dinne plunged two more spikes into Skive’s spine and hung on tight as the reptile thrashed and bellowed. When Skive’s movements slowed, Dinne released his hold and rolled backward, down Skive’s back and onto the floor. As he passed the slashing end of Skive’s tail, Dinne pinned it to the dirt with another one of his spikes.

Dinne rolled to his feet and drew one final spike. Skive’s strength and weight would soon pull the spike out of the ground or pull Skive’s tail away from the spike, so Dinne did not wait. He strode forward toward Skive’s head, determined to split the reptile’s skull.

Flames crackled behind Dinne, and he faded out just as a blast of fire streamed through his body. It was magical fire, so he felt its heat, and he savored the searing sensation and the muted smell of burning flesh even as his shadow state protected him from the worst of the flame’s effects.

Red-clad Dassene stood at the open tent flap with her batons crossed and smoking. She was desperately scanning the room for any sign of the flickering ghost that had attacked Skive, but Dinne kept himself out of sight. This had not gone as smoothly as he had hoped, but it was still well within his control. Calmly, he stepped through Skive and advanced on the boy.

Dinne paused only a moment when the boy suddenly turned his face and his empty sockets directly toward him. The Vec raider felt a fresh wave of cold touch his back like a stinging breeze, and he realized the boy was somehow using the power from the grotesque mass of flesh at the far side of the room. Dinne looked down at himself and saw the icy fog flowing around him, outlining his shape. The boy was probably seeing him stark and clear against the backdrop of frigid air. Even in his immaterial state, Dinne’s presence disrupted the flow of cold, and the boy was capable of tracking that disruption.

The child intrigued him. Dinne made sure Dassene was still rooted in place, searching for something to burn, then slowly circled around the seated child. The boy’s ruined face followed Dinne every step of the way, wordlessly watching the silent killer assess his next helpless victim.

The spikes he had used so far now reappeared in his belt, one by one. This afforded Skive some release, but the fight had largely drained out of the big lizard along with his blood, which now covered the floor of the tent and slowly seeped into the hard, frozen dirt. Skive turned toward the boy and toppled, stretching out his tail and his injured arm in one final attempt to protect his charge.

Intriguing or not, the boy was Dinne’s target, and he had to die. Dinne drew a spike, twirled it in his hand, and advanced on the boy with the weapon raised high. As he stepped within arm’s reach, the boy surprised him by lunging forward and slashing at Dinne’s throat with a small tear-shaped blade he’d concealed between his hands.

Still immaterial, Dinne nonetheless felt the edge of the blade slip through his shadow windpipe. Icy, searing pain followed in the blade’s wake, and Dinne gurgled as if his throat had actually been cut. He was not bleeding, could not bleed, but he still clapped his hand to his throat and stepped back.

He had been correct. The boy was using the power of the gruesome hunk of meat and muscle nearby. The stinging cold he had felt from the frozen mass was also in the boy’s blade. It was a sublime sensation, pure and clean and sharp. Dinne felt real physical pain for the first time in a long while…along with real uncertainty, which he had not felt in decades.

The boy stood, gracefully rising to his feet without uncrossing his legs until his knees were locked and straight. He stepped over his right foot with his left, snapped his arms out to each side, and threw back his head. The black spaces where his eyes had been seemed infinitely deep, far larger than his childlike head could accommodate. Tears streamed out from those holes as the boy raised his blade and screamed.

Dinne winced and retreated farther. The sound hurt him almost as much as the cold slash had. He turned to see if he could destroy the frozen mass that was powering the boy’s magic, or take it away with him, but it was too large to shred and too cumbersome to carry. Even worse, Dassene had determined his whereabouts in relation to the boy and she was gathering strength for another blast of flame. The boy’s scream harmed her as well, but she kept her teeth clenched as she oriented on the empty space that Dinne occupied. If her spells hit they would do him harm. He needed to finish this quickly.

Dinne threw the spike he held at Dassene, but the boy cried out a warning, and she ducked away before it found her forehead. Spitting a silent curse, Dinne pulled a spike in each hand and charged the boy. Running through the noise and the cold that emanated from the child was like swimming upstream against a flood surge, but Dinne hurled himself forward, made himself solid, and bore the boy backward with his weight.

Their faces almost touching, Dinne savagely jammed both spikes up through the boy’s ribcage into his torso. Dinne’s dull, white eyes glittered as the child’s face contorted beneath its network of scars. The boy’s mouth was still wide open, but his unearthly scream slowly died like a whistling kettle removed from the fire.

The cold resistance pressing Dinne back died away. He stood up straight, keeping the boy upright through a firm grip on the weapons in his chest. Dassene cursed him. Dinne withdrew his weapons and allowed the boy to drop.

Dassene seized the opportunity to strike without hitting the boy, but Dinne dodged her flames and faded from sight. He moved behind Dassene as she sprinted forward to help the boy. He drew a spike to throw and backed toward the entrance. Skive would die soon, the boy sooner. All Dinne had to do to make this a complete success was bid a proper farewell to the eight-fingered warrior and move out into the main camp.

A wrenching shock of heat and pain exploded through Dinne from behind. He glanced down to see several feet of a broadsword sticking through the center of his chest. Like the boy’s blade, this one was charged with magic, but it was fire magic like Dassene’s. It was also far more painful and destructive. He was unable to clear his head, unable to shift to his wraithlike state and escape the agony…though once he had determined this to be the case he did allow himself to luxuriate in the sensation. His paralysis ended when Dinne felt a boot on his back shove him roughly off the end of the broadsword. Dazed, he turned and staggered deeper into the tent as he twisted his neck for a glimpse of his attacker.

Dinne had seen many different expressions over the years as he performed his bloody work, faces grotesque and livid with fear or pain or anger. On all his battlefields, in all of his petty murders, Dinne had never seen a look like Radha showed him now. The Keldon warlord was amok, rampant, her eyes glittering and glassy, her face twisted in fury, and her teeth grinding against each other. The air behind Radha was filled with fire that seemed to flow into her and on through her blade.

Radha dropped her sword and sprang forward, issuing a continuous stream of guttural abuse. She slashed at Dinne with both hands, wielding the same tear-shaped blades the boy carried. Still off balance, the Vec raider could not revert to his shadow form, so Radha’s blows landed, and her blades bit deep.

Her first cut shattered the left side of Dinne’s helmet to reveal half of his pale, mummified features. Her second strike obliterated his glittering left eye and left a tear-shaped blade jutting out over his cheekbone. Dinne backpedaled as he threw spikes at Radha with both hands, trying to create some distance between them so he could recover, so he could finish this. Radha easily batted the spikes aside with her blades and even hurled one of her own Dinne’s way. As he slipped under it he noticed Dassene by the boy’s side, glaring at Dinne as if to burn him where he stood. The red-clad warrior hesitated to strike, perhaps unwilling to get between Radha and Dinne, so he ignored her for the moment. He swallowed his pain and prepared to fight on.

Well now, Leshrac said. This won’t do, Dinne. Look at the state of you. Lucky for you your work is done here. I am very particular about how I want my property treated. Bear that in mind for the future.

Dinne felt the familiar, tingling pressure of his master’s magic, and he felt his body disappearing, for once not at his own choosing. He glared at Radha through his broken helm and his remaining eye as Leshrac took him away. The Vec raider silently promised to return someday. His master said his work was done here, but Dinne savored the pain in his face and the smoldering anger in his breast and knew he was a long way from finished with these Keldon brutes and their terrible, formidable leader.



—

Jeska was not far behind Radha, but she still arrived too late. As she appeared in the entrance to the command tent she saw the carnage and paused. There was a great deal of blood, and Radha’s big viashino lay dying near a child at the far end of the tent. Radha was there, venting heat and fire as her anger threatened to ignite the canvas walls, and her Ghitu lieutenant was seeing to their wounded comrades. There was a grotesque slab of frozen meat heaped between two torches. What in Fiers’s name had happened here?

“Radha,” she called.

The Keldon elf whirled furiously at the sound, clearly ready to kill whomever had entered. Jeska watched recognition flicker across Radha’s wild eyes and a moment of hesitation as the Keldon fought the urge to strike. Radha stopped and went completely still.

“Get her out of here,” she said to Dassene.

“Done,” the Ghitu said.

Radha held out her hands and drew the flames around her back into her body. “I need about two minutes.”

“Understood.” Dassene drew her batons and advanced on Jeska.

“I can help,” Jeska said.

Dassene came face-to-face with the planeswalker. “Outside,” she said.

“I don’t like your tone,” Jeska said.

Dassene shrugged. “Do something.”

“What if I do nothing? What if I refuse to leave and demonstrate that you can’t make me leave?”

“Then one of us dies here,” Dassene said. She shrugged again. “The survivor has to deal with Radha, so my choice is clear.” She gestured with her batons. “Outside.”

“Fine.” Jeska turned and stepped out of the tent. Radha was a beast, a wild ape who bullied stray dogs into following her into battle, but Dassene was a Ghitu. She reminded Jeska of Jhoira, serious, competent, loyal—worthy of respect. For her sake, Jeska quit the tent and waited for Radha to do whatever it was the Keldon planned to do.

Leaving actually proved an advantage, as Jeska could easily monitor the inside of the tent without drawing Radha’s ire. Dassene tossed frequent glances back at the closed flap to make sure Jeska was staying out as she went back to the others. The Ghitu crossed the inside of the tent and stopped short of Radha, Skive, and the boy.

“Can you help them?” Dassene said.

Radha was focused on the bloody scene before her. Her voice was strained. “I think so. Skive is in rough shape. And the boy…”

“He might not survive your treatment,” Dassene said, “but he definitely won’t survive those wounds.”

Radha glanced at Dassene and grunted, but she also gave an appreciative nod. “I agree. Stand back now.” The Keldon spread her arms and planted her feet, assuming the same position she had after she had stabbed the elves just outside the camp. Radha called to the harsh mana of Keld to her, and it replied, flowing from the deeply embedded rocks below into her body. Radha collected this energy and shaped it as flames and hot wind whirled around her. She shouted something incoherent and thrust her arms forward, and fire sprayed from her fingertips. She covered Skive and the boy in a shroud of flames, standing over them for almost a full minute as she directed twin streams of fire onto their bodies. The flow ebbed and hitched like a kinked length of water hose at first, but Radha redoubled her efforts restored the spell to full force.

It ended suddenly. The flames stopped pouring from Radha’s hands all at once, and the warlord’s knees buckled. Radha shook off the fatigue and strode over to Skive. She paused, then shoved the lean viashino with her foot so he rolled onto his back.

“That’s all I can do,” Radha said. “If they’re strong enough, they’ll survive.” She looked through the closed tent at Jeska. Radha stepped forward and spoke in Dassene’s ear, but Jeska heard her clearly. “Gather the ’host.”

“Done.”

Radha’s hand lashed out, and she cut a long slash in the wall of the tent. “Do it now.”

“Understood.” Dassene slipped through the new opening and ran out into the camp. Jeska was intrigued by how Dassene carried out her orders—instead of shouting to make herself heard, the Ghitu simply made eye contact with each warrior she saw and hooked a thumb toward the assembly area outside the command tent. No words were spoken, but every single Keldon she encountered understood and complied immediately. Soon there were dozens of the gray-skinned thugs stomping toward the tent.

“Pardic.” Radha startled Jeska. The warlord had approached and opened the tent flap to watch Jeska watching Dassene.

“I had nothing to do with that,” Jeska said.

“No,” Radha said. She came forward directly toward Jeska. “You just happened to show up to distract me with challenges and wagers as your assassin raided my command tent.” She stopped and glowered down at the shorter woman.

“I’m telling you the truth. I came alone. Whatever happened in there was not my doing.”

“Maybe not,” Radha said. “But I would have been here sooner if not for you. You delayed me.” She hitched her shoulder and brought her fist up under Jeska’s chin. Jeska felt the heat and force of a black powder bomb as Keldon magic exploded out of Radha’s knuckles.

The blast carried Jeska back. She landed heavily, scattering the soldiers who had gathered at the near end of the assembly grounds. Still slightly dazed, Jeska retained the presence of mind to let Radha have her way for now. The blow hadn’t truly hurt, and it would make the Keldon elf’s inevitable defeat more impressive to her warhost. Jeska abandoned any hopes of negotiating with Radha and resigned herself to besting her physically. Berserkers liked a good, bloody show after all.

She found she was eager to defeat this brash young beast in front of her own followers. By now Dassene had sent almost two score warriors to support Radha, and that suited Jeska just fine. She was used to fighting in the pits before a partisan crowd. She had already wasted too much time in Keld, but she could yet salvage something useful. If she took down a thuggish warlord down in the process, it would be more than worth it.
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As she and Venser and Teferi arrived in Yavimaya, Jhoira realized she had spent relatively little time there. For all its historical and magical import, the place was incredibly remote, almost unreachable. The forest covered an entire island that sat near the center of a vast stretch of empty ocean, on the opposite side of the globe from Shiv and Urborg and all the other places she frequented. Her dealings with the forest had largely been through Multani, who could travel to any place that had plant life. Multani always came to them, so there had rarely been a pressing reason to make the long journey to his home.

Now, as she and Teferi and Venser appeared on the edges of the forest, Jhoira wished she was more familiar with the place. She expected Nature’s most dynamic stronghold to weather the mana drought better than the rest of Dominaria, but she hadn’t seen it since before the Invasion. She realized she had no true basis for comparison between what the forest had been and what it had become.

She breathed in moist salt air. Yavimaya was a still a lush, wild paradise where massive trees touched the sky, and their exposed roots formed an almost impassable tangle at ground level. Thorn canes as thick and tall as a man grew in a unbroken line along the sheer, rocky cliffs at the island’s edge. Stinging insects as big as her fist buzzed lazily above the thorns, and beyond them was a field of carnivorous plants with jaws large enough to tear off a horse’s head and swallow it whole. Jhoira saw none of Yavimaya’s famed menagerie of giant beasts, but she expected the interior of the jungle was teeming with them. In fact, she hoped it did.

Like the Skyshroud Forest under Freyalise, Yavimaya’s environment actively discouraged visitors, especially humans. Freyalise’s hatred and distrust of outsiders was rooted in her love of the elves who worshiped her and her desire to see them protected. In Jhoira’s view, Yavimaya had a far stronger reason for its hostility.

Once Yavimaya had been Argoth, and Argoth had been deforested, strip-mined, and otherwise plundered into near extinction by two human armies from another land. These invaders followed the brothers Urza and Mishra as each sibling fought to control the forest’s resources, though neither had any valid claim on the place. After Argoth was picked clean and nearly dead, the brothers finished the job by setting off a powerful, artifact-driven spell that all but leveled the island down to its bedrock. That blast ended the Brothers War and annihilated Argoth. It also started the Ice Age, cut Dominaria off from other planes for thousands of years, and tore a hole in the fabric of the Multiverse that would become one of the first and most powerful time rifts.

Yavimaya forest rose from the ashes of Argoth with a kind of sentience and a strong collective memory of the horrors it had already endured. The destruction left by the brothers made more than a physical scar on the land, more than a magical one, and as Yavimaya’s nascent hive-mind coalesced it was already taking steps to defend itself if anyone ever tried to repeat the brothers’ sins. Everything that grew in Argoth’s place had a shared and focused will to survive, to act in concert against any external threat. Through its avatar Multani, Yavimaya kept itself hale and strong for centuries, holding off mad planeswalkers and Phyrexian nightmares alike. The only questions now were, could it also survive the time rift at its center? And was Multani still here, and still strong enough to help them make a difference?

Ever eager to play the charming host, Teferi stepped off of the ambulator’s dais and said, “Welcome to Yavimaya.”

“It’s incredible,” Venser said. He was staring wide-eyed at the shoreline and the gargantuan trees. He turned to Jhoira and said, “And this is what it’s like after being drained of mana for hundreds of years?”

“It was strong to begin with,” Jhoira said. She stood up and removed the ambulator’s control rig from her shoulders. “We should assume that it’s fallen as far as the rest of the places we’ve seen. It only seems healthier now because it started healthier then.”

“Here’s something,” Teferi said. He had edged closer to the thorns, which squirmed and struggled to latch onto his hand. “We’re on the shore. The time rift ought to be closer to the island’s center.”

Jhoira glanced at the thorns to make sure Teferi was in no immediate danger. “Relevance?” she said.

“Venser is keyed to the rifts. He should have teleported himself straight to the one here.”

“Keep that in mind, but don’t dwell on it,” Jhoira said. She stepped off the machine. “There’s a lot we don’t understand about Venser’s abilities.”

“That makes three of us,” Venser muttered.

“Can you find it?” she asked Teferi. “You said you were aware of the rifts.”

“And I am. Yes, I can find it. It’s still here on the island. It’s just not where it’s supposed to be. Neither are we.” He shook his head. “That troubles me.”

“It makes sense considering how Yavimaya doesn’t like visitors. Maybe this is as far as it will allow us to go without a formal introduction.”

“Then the forest agrees with us,” Teferi said. “And if fortune favors us even a little, the forest will send Multani out to receive that introduction.”

“Fortune hasn’t favored us so far,” Jhoira said. “Not even a little.”

“Bosh,” Teferi said. “But I see your point. We won’t wait for Yavimaya to rouse itself against us. We should figure out how to contact Multani ourselves.” He smiled boyishly. “Any suggestions?”

Jhoira scowled. “Not so far.” She looked up at Yavimaya’s distant canopy high overhead. The ceiling of limbs and leaves was uneven, and its irregularity was not the result of wild, unrestrained growth. There was a pattern to it, but it was impossible to determine or recognize from where she stood.

“Venser,” Jhoira said, “can you take me up?” She pointed to the canopy. “Over that?”

“I can,” Venser said. “But we can’t stay there long. We’ll start to fall as soon as we appear. I can bring us back down before we build up speed so we don’t break our bones when we land, but we won’t have long to look.”

“I can help you stay aloft longer,” Teferi said. He tapped his staff on the ground, and smoky, blue light flared from its tip.

“That won’t be necessary,” Jhoira said. “I don’t need long.” She approached Venser, and as she came up alongside him she said, “Just make sure you bring us back here”—she pointed to the field of carnivorous plants—“and not there.”

Venser laughed nervously. “Count on it,” he said. He extended his hand, and Jhoira took it.

“Wait here,” she said to Teferi. He nodded at her, and winked as if sharing a private secret.

“It’ll be good for Venser to get some practice,” Teferi said.

“I need all I can get,” Venser said.

It will also be good for me to observe his teleportation up close, Jhoira thought. She didn’t know whether to be angry at Teferi for assuming she had ulterior motives or at herself for having them. She pushed her private thoughts aside and took Venser’s hand.

Venser was improving. He had only been teleporting without the aid of his ambulator for a few days, but each time he did it the process became simpler, easier, more efficient and accurate. It wasn’t that long ago that he had been obliged to mime the act of working the ambulator’s controls in order to make his own teleportation work, whereas now he was close to doing it at will with no visible effort.

Golden, yellow energy crackled along the outer edges of Venser’s body. The light flowed down his hand and onto Jhoira’s, where it spread across her entire body. When they were both completely enveloped, gravity seemed to shift, and Jhoira found herself high in the air over Yavimaya with a cold wind driving her hair and loose robes out behind her.

She looked down as they started to fall, their hands still clenched tight. Jhoira quickly conquered her disorientation and opened her eyes wide to burn as much detail as she could into her memory.

Then she gasped. From this vantage there was no mistaking the shape of the canopy. The hardwood and leafy green formed a slightly convex plate that stretched across nearly the entire forest. The plate was rounded and broad with a series of thick, hornlike shapes radiating from its center. These braided spires were stacked at least three deep, overlapping each other with the longest at the bottom of the array. As the wind whipped past them and Venser’s grip grew tighter and more anxious, Jhoira identified facial features in the cap that topped Yavimaya—a small, round nose; a wide, square mouth; and a thick eyebrow ridge that bordered two huge knotholes below.

The face was Multani’s. Every feature was exactly as Jhoira remembered it, only now on a far grander scale. Her friend seemed dormant, perhaps dead. Would Yavimaya construct a monument to its avatar, a forest-spanning bust of its greatest hero?

Venser’s hand tightened again, and he shouted to be heard over the wind. “Now?”

Jhoira squeezed back. “Now.” Venser began to work his magic, and Jhoira felt his power crawling across the skin on her hand.

Just before they disappeared, Jhoira gasped again. As they winked out of existence over Yavimaya, she saw two beech brown orbs roll up into the empty eye sockets, peering up at the interesting insects overhead. She started to speak, but before any sound passed her lips the impact of colliding feet-first with the ground changed her words into a grunt.

The shock of landing quickly gave way to the shock of seeing what she had seen. She turned to Teferi, who said, “Anything?”

“Multani’s here,” she said. “And I don’t think we’ll have any trouble finding him.”



—

Jeska stood and dusted herself off. She turned all the way around to see if the other Keldons would take part, but they were content to stand and watch from the edges of the assembly area. As she completed her turn, Jeska saw the warhost was not just gray-skinned brutes but smaller, unarmed people of various tribes and even elves. She dismissed this as Radha, under her mantle of fire, stomped closer.

“This was your choice, Keldon,” she called. “I offered terms. You didn’t accept. I will not restrain myself.”

Radha stopped and snorted derisively. “And what will you do, Planeswalker? Make me disappear? Youth me back down to infancy? Turn me into a sheep?” She spat on the ground and called out to her warhost. “Behold the Pardic way. Pick a fight you can’t lose, then talk your way out of it.”

Their laughter was rough and much too loud, but Jeska smiled darkly. This was exactly like taking on a local favorite in the pits. So far she felt the Keldons could learn a thing or two about heckling from the Cabalists. “Keep talking,” she said. “If they cheer loud enough you might forget that I just took your best punch unprepared and shrugged it off like rain.”

“I’m done,” Radha said, her voice sharp and level. She drew her broadsword with one hand and a tear-shaped blade in the other. She cast her arm forward and sent the tear spinning through the air toward Jeska, ready to pounce and slash when she dodged.

Jeska made a show of looking annoyed. She raised one eyebrow and Radha’s missile exploded in the air only two-thirds of the way to its target. Keldon steel shattered like glass, and the glittering pieces evaporated into steam.

Now Radha’s face showed exasperation. “Oh, draw your sword,” she said. “I don’t want us to spend all night throwing spells at each other.”

Jeska held the warlord’s stare for a moment. She nodded and drew her businesslike short sword that seemed woefully overmatched by Radha’s huge weapon. Jeska savored the presumption. Her sword was strong and light, and she had bested dozens of broadswords with it. She held the gladius out so that the torchlight glinted along its edge.

For several moments both warriors simply stared at each other with their swords extended. Then Radha’s eyes narrowed and she charged, howling like a rabid wolf. Jeska let out a war cry of her own and rushed to meet Radha halfway.

She felt a sharp shock across her right arm, and too late Jeska realized her mistake. She had seen how fast Radha was with the help of Keldon mana, but she did not realize that Radha also drew strength and speed directly from her soldiers. Jeska had been watching Radha’s mana supply to anticipate the Keldon’s battle magic, but now she knew the bond between warlord and warhost was not mana based. She saw it now, flowing from the throng of warriors and villagers and elves. This was beyond mana. This was an essential, elemental force channeled directly through living beings.

As she watched the lower half of her arm go spinning through the air and skidding across the rocks, Jeska realized Radha would not assemble her soldiers simply to root her on to success. Their presence and support made her far more dangerous.

The Keldon elf now stood beside Jeska’s arm. A dull, roaring cheer started among her warhost as Radha casually rested the flat of her broadsword on her shoulder and then slowly, deliberately raised her heavy boot and laid it atop the severed limb. “Come and get it, Little One.”

Jeska waited for the raucous laughter and abuse to die down. “Don’t need it,” she said. She still had her short sword, which she used equally well in either hand. She was in no danger of bleeding to death or succumbing to shock—as a planeswalker she could reshape and repair her body however she liked. Besides, there was an Old Pardic saying that she’d heard a hundred times in a hundred different ways, from her mentor and her older brother alike: “Cut off my arm and I shall fight on one-handed.”

Jeska slashed the air confidently and marched toward Radha. The Keldon spat again and kicked the arm aside. Jeska picked up speed as she advanced, and Radha was no more willing to wait than Jeska had been. The Keldon loped forward on her long legs, her broadsword’s tip straight out to skewer Jeska if the Pardic warrior came too close.

Jeska called on her memories of home, of the iron-bound ridges of Otaria. She used that power specifically to match the boost Radha had taken from her warhost. It was a matter of tribal pride now, and Jeska was determined to use Pardic magic to defeat this Keldon animal. She turned her increased strength toward batting Radha’s long blade aside and her speed to slip past the knife in the Keldon’s other hand. Now inside Radha’s guard, Jeska stabbed upward with her gladius.

Carefully now, she thought. Mustn’t kill her outright.

But Radha twisted her torso so that the blade plunged through her upper arm rather than her breastbone. She barely flinched as the tip emerged from her bicep.

Radha snarled and wrenched her body back, pulling herself off the blade as she also reached down to her hip. Without unsheathing the broken broadsword, Radha rammed down on its handle so that the ragged end stood out straight, and drove the truncated weapon forward into Jeska’s stomach.

Another roar thundered from the assembly. Jeska was still not in any pain or danger, but she was furious with herself for making these wretched amateur mistakes. She was rusty after such a long absence from the pits, and Radha was expertly keeping her off balance.

She struggled to push Radha away, but the Keldon pulled her in close. With their faces almost touching, Radha said, “You’re losing, Planeswalker. How do you like it?”

Enough. The angry voice in her head frightened Jeska even after she realized it was her own. She teleported away from the battle, just a few feet to get clear of Radha’s blade. Blood still spurted from Radha’s arm until she seized the opportunity to slap a fiery hand over the wound, cauterizing it. Radha smoothly switched her broadsword to her uninjured arm and charged Jeska again.

But Jeska was no longer playing. Her severed arm reappeared as she dropped her gladius and clamped on to Radha’s blade with both palms. Lightning jagged up from Jeska’s hands, and Radha’s blade melted into a puddle between them. Jeska planted her feet and pressed forward, plowing through Radha’s guard and loudly breaking both the Keldon’s forearms as Jeska latched on to the Radha’s throat.

The ’host roared again, angry and outraged now. Radha’s eyes disappeared behind a gemstone veneer of red. The hard substance shattered, and Radha’s throat seemed to expand under Jeska’s grip. The Keldon’s tongue lolled, and her face flushed purple as Jeska’s fingers were slowly forced apart. The ’host’s roar became triumphant again.

Sleep, Jeska said, using all of her limited telepathic influence to shut the warlord down. She squeezed harder but devoted the bulk of her efforts toward overwhelming Radha’s mind. Go to sleep now.

Piss off. Radha’s face was still contorted and lurid from lack of air, but her eyes and her thoughts were as clear and sharp as glass. The warlord bent her knees, shifted all her weight onto one foot, and brought her knee up into Jeska’s jaw.

The force was enough to finally break Jeska’s grip, though she took some of Radha’s flesh with her as she went. Radha staggered back, her arms horribly skewed and bent below the elbow. She glared defiantly at Jeska, unbowed and far from beaten.

“Fine,” Jeska said aloud. “We’ll do this the hard way.” She gathered more memories of home, of the Pardic mountains as they were, the towering peaks that overlooked the horned-skull outline of Cabal City—

Radha leaped forward and lashed out with another kick. Jeska stood rock-still and caught Radha’s foot in one hand less than an inch from her face.

Smoke rose from the leather under Jeska’s hand. The Keldon cried out. Frenzied and in agony, Radha hopped high into the air with her free foot and scissored that leg across Jeska’s face. The planeswalker barely noticed, but she opened her hand and let Radha’s long body hit the ground.

The Keldon elf remained incredibly lithe and agile, especially for her wounds. Radha half-slithered away from Jeska using one leg. When she was a few yards out she folded her body almost in half to examine the smoking wound on her foot. She glanced up and spat, “What in Nine Hells did you do to me?”

Jeska’s spine went cold. Radha’s foot and ankle were covered in a bubbling, black ooze that had spread across the length and breadth of her boot. The Keldon kicked at the heel of the boot with the toe of its twin until she pulled her foot free of the dissolving leather.

Jeska’s instincts were not so rusty that she didn’t know when to press an advantage. She strode forward, noting the dark stain on Radha’s bare heel. She bent down, grabbed the warlord by the hair, and rammed Radha face-first into the ground.

The warhost gasped. Jeska lifted Radha’s face up and rammed it back down again. Then again. Radha’s body went limp. Jeska slammed twice more. Panting, she stood. She watched and waited for any movement, any sign of consciousness, but at last Warlord Radha was beaten.

Beaten, Jeska thought. She inspected Radha’s ankle and saw that the stain there was starting to bubble and spread as it had on the leather boot. What in Nine Hells had she done to the Keldon?

Dassene came forward from the increasingly ugly and unruly mob. Their noise faded quickly as the Ghitu raised her arms for silence.

“I’m taking her with me,” Jeska said, “by right of combat.”

Dassene nodded. “As you say. If I thought we could stop you, we’d be at your throat right now.” She nodded past Jeska. “Is Radha dead?”

“No, I want her alive. And if you want her that way, make that rabble keep its distance. I have to fix things.” She didn’t wait for Dassene to reply but turned and crouched next to Radha’s prone body.

It was as she feared: The warlord was infected with black mana. Jeska had not employed black magic, not consciously. Were those brief flashes of the swamp below Pardia enough to taint the spell she had meant to use on Radha? Or was there something else, a far more dire and dreadful cause?

“Fix her,” Dassene said. “Or stand aside and let us do it.”

“Quiet.” Jeska cleared her mind and focused on the healing magic Karn had forced upon her. She had hated it at the time, but over the decades it had proven a useful tool. A cloud of greenish white mist gathered between Jeska and Radha. It settled on the Keldon like morning dew and quickly evaporated.

Radha’s body rose off the ground. As she floated and Jeska stared fixedly, Radha’s broken bones straightened and knit. The sword wound through her arm closed and vanished without a scar. The angry bruises on her throat faded.

Jeska allowed herself a small smile. Her healing magic was better than Radha’s, at least. With the power of a planeswalker behind it, the spell would leave Radha as whole and healthy as she had been this morning.

Jeska gestured, and a long, rectangular piece of Keldon stone separated from the ground. The piece of rock floated toward Radha. It split into two pieces that folded themselves around her wrists and ankles like uncooked bread, then hardened back into thick manacles of solid stone. She waved her hand again, and Radha’s unconscious body rose vertically beside her, standing upright with her head hung forward.

Jeska spoke to Dassene, but loud enough for the assembled warhost to hear. “You’re free now, you know. There’s no one to serve. I don’t have to bring her back soon…or here…or at all, if you’d prefer.”

Dassene nodded curtly. “As you say.”

Jeska waited for Dassene to go on, but the Ghitu remained stoic, inscrutable. “Do you understand?” Jeska said. “You and the others don’t have to be afraid of her, don’t have to take her orders. You all can do whatever you want.”

Dassene nodded again. “I myself will stay here. Keep the ’host together as best I can, keep training the boy.” She turned and addressed the host. “Anyone interested in deserting while the warlord is away?” She waited for exactly two beats of total silence before turning back. “We’ll wait.”

Jeska searched for something familiar in the Ghitu’s demeanor. Exasperated, she said, “I bet the elves outside the perimeter have a different answer.”

“Go ask them then. They came to us for charity, so they can bugger off any time they like.” She crossed her arms. “The rest of us are staying here.”

Jeska shook her head, disgust turning her mood even more sour. “Are you that afraid of her?”

“It’s not fear,” Dassene said. “And it’s not something you need to understand. Leave now, Planeswalker. Unless you’d like to make things even worse for us before you go.”

“No,” Jeska said, a hard edge in her voice. She said, “I’m done for now,” even though she knew in a much larger sense she was just getting started.

Jeska stole a glance at Radha’s heel to confirm no trace of the bubbling black stain remained, and she disappeared with her vanquished foe in hand.
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After Jhoira described the view from above the canopy Teferi insisted that Venser show it to him too. Seconds later, Teferi and Venser were back, disheveled and wind chilled, but the bald wizard’s face was alive with excitement. The three of them had arrived and located their old ally without incident. All they needed to do now was to catch Multani’s attention, or at least catch Yavimaya’s in such a way that it sent Multani to greet them instead of predators to eat them.

Speaking to the forest and its avatar was proving difficult. Yavimaya seemed to have maintained its strong collective consciousness, and while that was an effective method of communicating within itself it was also a serious barrier for anyone outside. Without any planeswalkers or telepaths, Jhoira knew she, Teferi, and Venser had their work cut out for them.

Venser remained quiet as Jhoira and Teferi considered the problem. He had been upbeat and engaged after his powers proved useful, and he demonstrated ever finer control. Now he was deep in thought.

“We should find the rift,” Teferi said. “It’s impossible for me to believe that Yavimaya isn’t aware of its presence. At least part of its collective attention has to be focused on the phenomenon, so if we go there we’re likely to be noticed.”

“Getting there will be dangerous,” Jhoira said.

“Not if we teleport past the danger. I can’t sense the rift’s exact location, but it shouldn’t take us more than two or three jaunts to find it.”

“Fair enough. But once we get there, simply being noticed isn’t any safer than strolling through the jungle. We should contact Multani first so the forest knows we’re coming.”

“I agree. But how? Any time we spend figuring that out means less time to find a way to seal the rift.”

“I don’t have an answer.” Jhoira glanced at Venser. “Maybe we could build something? Another signal device?”

“This is Yavimaya,” Teferi said, “a place of natural forces. Nature abhors artifacts, and so does Yavimaya. Half of what we see here was probably grown to destroy Phyrexian machinery. The forest might consider any artifice hostile.” Now Teferi turned to Venser. “Like the gladehunters back in Urborg, eh?” Venser did not reply, and Teferi said, “Venser? Any thoughts?”

Venser was staring at the impenetrable jungle. “Still thinking,” he muttered.

“We should build a fire,” Teferi said. “A signal fire. Except we aren’t signaling ships at sea. We’re signaling our inland friend.”

“A fire would be as provocative as an artifact,” Jhoira said.

“Fires happen in forests,” Teferi said. “It’s entirely natural—lightning strikes and the like. Hells, I’ve seen compost heaps burst into flame from their own internal heat. I’m sure Yavimaya deals with small fires all the time.”

Jhoira shook her head. “A fire would be dangerous to the forest. It won’t like it.”

“Exactly. It won’t like it, but it will respond to it. Especially if you augment our blaze with Ghitu magic. Yavimaya has responded to fire mana in the past, even incorporated it into the life matrix. If we build a contained pyre right here on the beach, we have it both ways: The fire draws attention but does very little actual damage.” He smiled. “It’s flawless.”

“We could go back to the canopy,” Venser said. Seemingly startled by his own voice, the artificer hesitated. He blinked and turned toward Teferi and Jhoira as he said, “Not over it. On it. I can take us to the surface of that giant face, and we can shout or cast spells or build a fire there. If it is your friend’s face, he’s sure to notice, right?”

“We’re not sure it is Multani,” Teferi said, “or if it’s even alive. It could just be a monument. I’ve seen places where the trees and hedges organically grow into recognizable figures, and Multani is a huge part of this place.”

“It’s worth a try,” Jhoira said. Teferi looked slightly hurt, and she added, “At least as a start.”

Teferi muttered. Then he said aloud, “Is it strong enough to hold us?”

“We should leave the ambulator here,” Jhoira said. “But yes, I think it is strong enough. If not, Venser can bring us down gently as he did before. Venser?”

“Absolutely.”

“There is another option,” Teferi said. Jhoira didn’t like the guilty look on her old friend’s face, but she waited for him to continue. “Venser is a planeswalker as well as a teleporter,” Teferi said. “He can go anyplace. Even a quick trip to the Blind Eternities and back might get the forest’s attention.”

“And put Venser at risk. The forest has trapped planeswalkers before.”

“I want to try,” Venser said. To Teferi, he added, “Where should I go?”

“Hold on,” Jhoira said. The excited look on Teferi’s face was all too familiar, and it bore out Jeska’s sharp criticism of their methods. He was ready to plunge in and take action for its own sake, mostly to see what would happen as a result. Jhoira did not share Teferi’s blind faith in their ability to respond. She also found his enthusiasm misguided, even chilling. Though mortal once more, Teferi still thought like a planeswalker, and now more than ever Jhoira felt the awful, joyless drag of the need to rein him in before he made things worse.

“What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong is this is another one of your ideas that you haven’t thought through. We don’t understand the risk, and there’s no guarantee of reward. This is not the time to experiment with a new unknown.” She turned to Venser. “We have to be more cautious than that. Your life and your power are both at risk.”

Venser’s face fell. “But I want…I need to learn how to do this.”

She stepped back so that she could see both men at once. “Take us up to the canopy, Venser. We’ll try to reach Multani from up close as you suggested. If that doesn’t work, we’ll decide on our next step then.”

“All right.”

Deflated, Teferi sighed. “Very well.”

“But if we succeed or not,” Venser added, “I would like to be trained.” To Teferi, he said, “When this is over I want to hear whatever you have to say on the subject of planeswalking.”

“Thank you, Venser. I look forward to that.”

“Let’s press on.” Jhoira held out her hand, and Venser took it. The artificer stretched out his other hand to Teferi so that they were all linked. Then he concentrated. Golden light sizzled across his skin and spread to Teferi and Jhoira.

Then all three were standing on the top side of the Yavimayan canopy. There were soft, leafy spots and gaps in the hardwood, but otherwise Multani’s face was as firm and solid as a castle’s stone foundation.

Venser smiled as he stepped down from Multani’s room-sized nose. “Dead center,” he said. “My aim is improving.” Teferi surveyed the great mask upon which they stood. “If Multani had ears,” he said, “we could go to them and yell. He’d probably hear that.”

“Yelling is a last resort,” Jhoira said gently. “I prefer your idea of starting a fire.” The men exchanged a nervous look, and Jhoira said, “A magical fire, as you suggested. I won’t burn anything Yavimayan. We can’t initiate mind-to-mind contact, but if unfamiliar mana starts flowing up here, either Multani or Yavimaya is likely to take note.”

“That’s sound logic,” Teferi said.

“You should also phase something out if you can. Your magic will stand out in strong contrast.”

Teferi nodded. “More of an eye-catcher.” He raised his metallic staff. “How about this? It’s already loaded with blue mana. If I phase it out and bring it back, the fluctuation will be like the flash of a signal mirror.” He smiled. “This is a better idea than I thought.”

“Let’s get started. Venser, be ready to take us back down to ground level if anything goes wrong. We don’t know what kind of reaction this will provoke.”

“I’ll be ready.”

Teferi and Jhoira separated and sat roughly ten paces from each other with Venser standing in between atop Multani’s rounded nose. The bald wizard set the end of his spinelike staff in a knothole so that it stood upright and placed his hands on either side of it. Chanting inaudibly, Teferi closed his eyes.

Jhoira turned her attention to her own spell. Her access to mana was limited, but now that Shiv was whole again her memories of the volcanic wastes were enough for the task at hand. She prepared a simplified version of a Ghitu guiding spell, drawing mana to her and shaping it into a tall pillar of flame. Her people used the guides to find their way across the trackless deserts and through blinding sandstorms. She had not given the pillar a destination, however, so it simply hung in the air above Multani’s face, growing larger and brighter as Jhoira fed it more mana.

By now Teferi had infused his staff with so much blue magic that rich, azure light gleamed from between the brass vertebrae. He spread his hands wide and the staff rose out of its niche, gleaming as Teferi’s cloudlike mana swirled around it. The wizard opened his eyes, smiled, and then fluttered his fingers. The staff winked out of existence, leaving a thin waft of liquid, blue smoke behind.

Jhoira kept her eyes on the fiery pillar. “How long?” she called.

“Just a few seconds,” Teferi said. “I can phase it in and out as often as it takes.”

Jhoira wondered how long that would be. So far the forest didn’t seem to notice the foreign magic. Teferi’s staff reappeared, and he quickly phased it out again with a casual gesture.

Suddenly, the canopy creaked and groaned like a century oak in a high wind. Jhoira looked across the platform and saw movement in the huge eyebrow ridges. She remembered the giant eyes that rolled into place as she and Venser fell toward them.

“I think it’s working,” Jhoira said.

Multani’s face shuddered beneath her and started to tilt, the eyes and forehead rising as the mouth and chin lowered. They were relatively safe at the center, but that would change quickly if the tilt continued. “Venser,” she said.

“I’m ready.”

Teferi’s staff reappeared. He turned toward Jhoira, who said, “Again.” Teferi nodded and phased out the staff once more.

My friends…

“Did you hear that?” Venser said.

“I did,” she said. Then, more loudly, “It’s good to hear your voice, Multani.” The avatar’s thoughts always put Jhoira in mind of forest sounds. The wind in the leaves, the call of wild birds, the coughing snort of jungle cats.

Hello my friends….

“We need to talk to you,” Teferi said. He stood wavering as the ground shifted beneath him and held out his empty hand. The spine staff appeared and Teferi closed his fingers around it. “We need your help.”

Can’t hear…can’t speak…not like this….

“Where are you?” Jhoira stood up but maintained the pillar of fire.

Here. Yavimaya. Words are…difficult.

Jhoira waited, unsure of what to say.

Always here. I am Yavimaya.

“We can come to you. Tell us where.”

“Tell us how,” Venser said.

The platform’s motion stopped at the sound of Venser’s voice. For a few seconds the three stood and waited, listening to the sounds of leaves and branches tumbling down to the forest floor.

Venser shouted in alarm. Jhoira turned just in time to see the wood under Venser split like a seed casing. The artificer stumbled back as vine tendrils shot up from the sundered canopy. The entire surface shifted again, and the incline pulled Venser, Teferi, and Jhoira onto their backs. Jhoira found a handhold, but Teferi and Venser slid and rolled toward the lower end of the platform.

The vines between her and Venser grew longer and thicker and doubled back on themselves. They knitted themselves together into a hollow, vaguely human shape. Its body was squat and broad-shouldered, its outline rough and indistinct. Its head was a near-featureless mask of layered wooden staves, eyeless, mouthless, but clearly the same face upon which they now stood.

Still half-finished and hollow, the Multani-shape shambled forward. Both Venser and Teferi were clinging on to the evermore-vertical platform, but the Multani-thing made straight for the artificer.

“Multani! Stop!” The creature did not respond, so Jhoira shouted to Venser. “Get out of there!”

If Venser heard, he was too busy hanging on for dear life. The Multani-shape was unaffected by the platform’s tilt as the tendrils in its feet dug deep into the uneven surface of the canopy. It walked over to Venser, reached down, and plucked him off the wooden surface by the back of his tunic. It held him out at arm’s length for a moment, studying the artificer.

“Help me,” Venser yelled. He was struggling to twist out of the creature’s grasp, but he was either too panicked or too pained to teleport.

Its survey complete, the Multani-thing pulled Venser in close and wrapped both arms around him in a smothering bear hug. Its embrace forced Venser through the vines and leaves of its outer surface. His head and arm went in first, muffling his cries of protest. The stuff of the creature’s chest whipped and rolled around Venser, coiling around behind him and pulling him deeper in. Soon all of the artificer was squeezed into the man-shaped cell of wood and vines.

Still muffled and panicked, Venser’s voice continued to call out. “What’s happening?” he shouted. “Get me out of here.”

Teferi anchored himself with his feet and pointed his staff at the monster. Before he could bring his magic into play, the canopy shifted again, and he was forced to cling as best he could.

The Multani-thing gave a small hop, detaching itself from the canopy. It fell freely down the giant face until it reached the huge, square mouth. As it passed the upper lip, the creature hooked on with its hands and dangled there as Venser continued to pound and shout.

The lip moved, retreating from its twin, hauling the Multani-thing up with it. To Jhoira’s horror, the creature with Venser inside kicked out its legs, swung itself away from the canopy, and swung back. It released its grip and disappeared into the wide-open mouth.

As soon as Venser’s cries faded into silence, the entire canopy lurched back into its previous horizontal bias. Jhoira continued to hang on, as did Teferi, but after a few seconds all seemed safe. She unlocked her fingers and stood.

“Multani, Venser is our friend and ally,” she said. “Where have you taken him?”

He is…with me.

Teferi stole over to the still-open mouth near the bottom of the canopy. “He’s not down there.” He shook his head. “Not in the trees or on the forest floor. There’s no sign of him at all.”

“How can that be?”

“I don’t think this is just a hole.” Teferi peered down into the mouth. “It’s a doorway.”

Yes. The mouth opened wider, its wooden lips creaking. Follow, Multani’s voice said.

Teferi looked up from the mouth. “We don’t understand,” he said.

You will.

Teferi studied Jhoira’s face, and he shrugged. “What do you think?”

Jhoira strode forward. She stopped by the edge of the mouth’s upper lip and glared down. “Multani owes us an explanation,” she said, “and Venser.” The Ghitu took a deep breath, held it, and stepped off the edge into the open mouth.

“Wait for me,” Teferi said, but by then Jhoira was already immersed in a deep, dank, slippery tunnel that smelled of moss and dead grass.
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Jhoira slid through the loamy blackness until she felt solid ground under her feet. She was half-frightened and half-furious. Jeska’s disdain for their methods was proving all too accurate, as here they were once more struggling simply to survive, to make the barest bit of sense out of the predicament they had just hurled themselves into.

She stood and scanned the surroundings. There was glittering, white fog everywhere that caught and reflected its own light. Jhoira stepped forward, squinting against the translucent glare. She was standing on the edge of a large clearing. She could only see about six feet through the fog, but just beyond that she could make out a rolling landscape of indistinct mounds and ridges. She moved a bit closer and saw a chest-high wall of thick, woody roots. Jhoira followed the wall as far as her sight line, picturing the rest of the shape. Yavimayan trees had created a kind of organic arena.

“Jhoira?” Teferi emerged from the fogbound shadows.

“Here,” Jhoira said. She looked past Teferi, but there was no sign of any doorway or portal. “I don’t know where we are,” she said.

Teferi came closer so he could see her clearly. He smiled. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. We’ve only just arrived.”

“No, I mean I don’t know if we’re in Yavimaya or in Multani.” She pointed to the edge of the root wall.

Teferi nodded as he stroked his chin. “Multani said he was Yavimaya.”

“That doesn’t help us. We’re physically walled in, but to me this doesn’t feel like a real place.” She waved her hand through the mist, creating a glittering swirl in the fog. “What do you think?”

Teferi stared up into the fog. “The rift is nearby,” he said. “That might explain some of this.” He blinked. “Wait! I’ve got something. It’s as you said earlier. When Urza came to Yavimaya, Multani lured him into a trap. He and the forest managed to imprison a planeswalker, body and soul.

Jhoira knew the story well. “Is that what you think happened to Venser?”

“That or something very similar. The Yavimaya mass-mind didn’t kill Urza or consume him. It punished him for Argoth, made him feel what the forest felt as he and his brother tore it apart and then blew it up.”

“That would make this some sort of crucible,” Jhoira said, “a testing ground. But I don’t believe Multani trapped us to punish us.”

“Nor I. But the forest didn’t just punish Urza. It communed with him. It merged with him until he truly repented. Then Yavimaya helped him atone. The forest and Urza became willing and active partners for thousands of years, and without their joint efforts the Phyrexian Invasion would almost certainly have succeeded.”

Jhoira considered. “Multani is trying to commune with us? Or at least communicate?”

“He did say words were difficult.” Teferi beamed and planted the end of his staff in the dirt. “And also that we’d understand. Whatever the case may be and wherever we are, we agreed to his terms when we jumped down that hole.” He smiled. “That was quick thinking, by the way. I hope it was the right thing to do.”

“That makes both of us.” Jhoira approached Teferi and stood beside him. “So we wait, but not for long. Venser’s been through too much already.” She crossed her arms and called out, “Multani. We are here.”

The glittering haze drifted silently for several minutes, and Jhoira heard the sound of dirt shifting and a series of small, juicy pops. She and Teferi both turned toward the sound.

The fog parted to reveal hundreds of small, green shoots struggling out of the ground. They yearned upward as they stretched long and grew fat. When the shoots were a foot high, each began sprouting lush five-pointed holly leaves.

The holly vines continued to grow, spreading out and up until they had formed a massive curtain against the root walls. Small dots of various color formed at each sharp tip of the holly leaves, dots that quickly expanded into tiny, round berries of varying sizes and colors. The natural mosaic shifted and undulated, new berries growing as others wrinkled and dropped to form a swirling tide of vivid color on the backdrop of deep green.

Witness. Multani’s thought-voice was hollow and distant.

Jhoira heard Teferi smile, and he said, “I see it now. This isn’t a crucible. It’s a stage.”

An image formed in the berries against the verdant curtain, an irregular shape composed of lighter green intertwined with brown vines. The plants inside the shape shifted and rearranged themselves into the familiar layered pattern of Multani’s face.

Home.

Deep-black and purple berries bloomed at the far side of the holly until they had formed a rough hourglass shape. These morsels quickly swelled to bursting and covered the hourglass in wet, noisome juice.

Urborg.

The image of Multani’s face seemed to blur as the plants split and divided. A second image of the Multani face separated from the first and slid along the green curtain toward the bubbling hourglass. The second Multani face flowed over the black berries like a jellyfish until it had totally engulfed the hourglass shape. The black berries were now hidden under the green mask, but they still existed, bubbling and dripping, and they jostled and shoved against the holly and the vines.

Jhoira began to understand. During the Invasion, Multani had transplanted his essence and that of Yavimaya to the swamps of Urborg. His goal was to counter the influx of Phyrexian mana with his own. It had made a difference at the time, but Jhoira had just come from Urborg and the transplant had not endured—Urborg today was far more swamp than forest.

She watched the dark berries contend with the holly for a few moments until a new shape began to emerge from the center of the curtain, one of white berries and pale, golden leaves. The shape quickly took on the appearance of a woman in a winged helmet. The plants around her curled and withered as she extended those wings, and for every healthy leaf that died the woman grew more robust and vivid. When the tips of her wings touched both Multani faces, the angel figure suddenly ruptured, its white and gold components separating, drifting out across the holly, and sinking back in to the leafy background.

The female figure was gone but the color-absorbing effect continued. It centered around each of the Multanis so that the spread of dying gray now crept out from them at each end of the curtain. Through the bare patch at the center, Jhoira saw a single tough, woody vine stretched between Urborg and Yavimaya. Sinister-seeming lumps raced back and forth across this vine like rats under a bedsheet. When that connection at last began to wither and dry, the Multani face on the black berries withdrew and flowed into the vine. It formed a bulging bolus that slowly slid back toward the original face of Yavimaya.

Now the only recognizable figure, Multani absorbed the bolus. It sprouted a sickly yellow glow from the center of its forehead, but the amber gleam did not draw the life out of the surrounding plants as the angel had. Instead it seemed to feed the leaves and berries, though their growth was now twisted and unnatural. The holly leaves bubbled as if seared by fire, and the berries grew asymmetrically, one side swollen fat and bulbous as the other rotted from within and collapsed. The grotesquerie swelled and spread across the holly until it covered a full third of the curtain. Multani’s motionless, marred features stared at Jhoira and Teferi until the glittering fog drifted back in and obscured it.

They stood silent in the mist for a few seconds. Then Teferi spoke. “Well,” he said. “A history of Yavimaya from the Invasion to the present. Is that what you saw?”

Jhoira nodded. “It’s all there. Urborg, Karona. I’m not sure what that last bit meant, but I can guess.”

“The rift?”

“It has to be. But the other rifts didn’t distort the landscape. They drained it.”

“The other rifts weren’t in Yavimaya,” Teferi said.

“This is maddening. We are no closer to Venser,” Jhoira said. “Or to finding the rift. We have to keep looking. We have to move on.”

“I don’t think we do,” Teferi said. “I think we’re already here.”

A stale wind swept weakly across the clearing, barely enough to rustle Jhoira’s hair, but it quickly picked up speed and force. Teferi stumbled as he moved closer to Jhoira, and as he stumbled she caught his shoulder and helped him stay upright. The wind’s ferocity continued to build, peppering them with glittering grit. Jhoira and Teferi clung to each other, each shielding their face against the other’s shoulder.

The wind died. Jhoira lifted her head. The fog was gone, but the harsh light remained. She could see almost all of the root wall behind Teferi, and she pushed back and turned toward the interior of the arena.

“The rift is here,” Teferi said excitedly. Then his voice dropped, his tone low and miserable. “Oh no.”

Jhoira looked up. A massive tangle of plants hung suspended between the trees, thirty feet above the forest floor. It was round, roughly, and in the acrid glow it emitted Jhoira almost didn’t recognize it as Multani’s face. She saw the same layered wood, but this time the mask was twisted, irregular, and riddled with bulbous, blistering tumors. Some below the surface were so large they had cracked through, making it seem as if the only thing that kept Multani’s face loosely intact was the cancerous growth consuming it. Multani’s expression was impossible to read, but one element was obvious—the avatar was racked with pain.

She faltered as the implications of what she’d seen became clear. Elsewhere, the time rifts distorted and drained the landscape. Here, Multani was the landscape. The entire forest was akin to a single, massive organism, and to Yavimaya the rift must have seemed another wound to be healed, an infection to be fought. Their solution to the rift crisis required a planeswalker’s spark. Yavimaya had no such spark, so it sent the next best thing. Multani was its agent, its last and best line of defense, so Multani was sent out to engage the rift. Now Multani bore the brunt of its devastating impact.

She glanced at Teferi, who was still staring in open-mouthed horror. This then was why he couldn’t sense the Yavimayan rift as clearly as the others—it was mired in and half-choked by its titanic struggle with Multani for dominance within the forest.

Teferi’s words mirrored Jhoira’s thoughts. “He’s losing.”

Jhoira nodded, but she felt like screaming. They had come to the forest for Multani’s help, but it was the nature spirit who needed them. He had merged with the rift to control or destroy it, but he was being consumed and absorbed in the process. And he had taken Venser.

“Multani,” Jhoira said. “Can you hear me?”

Yes. Words…thoughts…difficult.

She shuddered at the inhuman toll the rift must have taken on Multani’s mind, on his personality. “How can we help you?”

Hopeless.

Teferi called out. “Never, old friend. We will fight this together.”

“Multani,” Jhoira said. “Where is Venser, the man from Urborg?”

Venser…Venser is with me.

“So are we. And we don’t see him.”

“Jhoira,” Teferi whispered. “This may be a blessing in disguise.”

Still staring at the obscene mass overhead, Jhoira fought back a surge of gallows laughter. “It’s a damned good disguise.”

“I mean in the long run. I had brief contact with the Shivan rift and it left me in tune with the rest. Multani has been merged with the Yavimayan rift for years, maybe decades. Who knows what he’s learned from that congress?”

“He’s dying, Teferi,” Jhoira said. “We can’t use what he knows if he can’t share it with us. Apart from that bit of berry theater, he’s barely able to communicate.”

Teferi’s face fell, but he soon recovered his enthusiasm. “Venser’s with him,” he said. “He was roused to action when our new friend spoke.”

“So?”

“That means he recognized there’s something special about him. He singled Venser out.”

“As a threat.”

“Perhaps.” Teferi glanced up. “But maybe he sought him as an ally. The forest is a collective, a cooperative. If Venser becomes a part of that, it can only help us understand what we’re up against.”

“If he survives,” Jhoira said. “If he doesn’t go mad from the strain.”

“I trust Multani,” Teferi said. “He brought us here to show us things he couldn’t say. He must have taken Venser for some similar purpose. Multani either has something for Venser or wants something from Venser.”

“Either way,” Jhoira said, “our situation hasn’t changed. We have no real plan and no way of implementing one.”

“That will change,” Teferi said confidently.

Jhoira did not share his confidence. With Venser’s life at stake she wished she had more to comfort her than the untamed ego of an unbridled optimist.



—

Venser awoke in complete darkness. He held perfectly still until he was sure he was intact, then reached out until his fingers pressed into something hard and woody that completely surrounded him.

Venser’s heart raced. Though he had enough room to move, his chest felt tight, and he could not fill his lungs. The muscles in his arms and legs cramped, and he was seized by an almost irresistible urge to start thrashing and screaming for help. He was completely surrounded, restricted, and confined. There was no way to tell where he was, what his circumstances were. He might be under a hundred feet of solid rock, buried alive beneath the forest.

He stifled an involuntary sob and fought to calm himself and control his breathing. His cylindrical cage was wooden and smelled of fresh-cut bark, so it was unlikely he was underground. He remembered falling into the canopy through Multani’s mouth, down into the heart of Yavimaya, and as his panic eased he reasoned he was inside a tree trunk. He had crawled through plenty of hollow logs while scavenging in Urborg, and the only difference here was this tree was alive and upright.

“Hello?” he called. The sound died against the moist, wooden walls around him. “Who’s there, please?”

After a moment of silence, Venser heard his words reverberate around the inside of the enclosure, though they lacked the regular rhythm of true echoes. It was as if the walls had absorbed the sound, held it for a moment, and released it again at random. He thought he heard another sound, another voice behind his own, but when the asynchronous echoes died he was still alone.

He knew he could teleport himself away, but he had no idea which direction or how far. If he erred he might wind up materializing inside a nonhollow tree, which would be bad for the tree and worse for him. He decided to go back to the beach where he, Teferi, and Jhoira had first arrived.

Venser concentrated, but his teleportation magic did not flare, and he was not surrounded by a golden skin of light. He struggled to summon his power, to coax or drag it up from deep within. The ability to teleport was still his, but it was separate, distinct, walled off from his mind. It taunted him with its proximity, like a starving man’s view of a fine meal enclosed in a brick of solid glass. Wherever he was, he’d have to find another way out.

Then Venser heard a new sound. It was faint, a low-pitched, droning hum. In Urborg he had seen a traveler play a strange musical instrument made from a leather bag and a series of pipes. The sound he heard now was like the sound of that minstrel squeezing the bag, forcing air through the pipes as he prepared to play a tune. A soft chorus of thin, ethereal voices joined in, singing one sustained note over the low moan of the pipes. The song captivated Venser and encouraged his mind to wander as he became lost in the music.

Then the voices began to sing.


Cleave to us, O marsh-reared child.

Join with us to full restore

Freedom’s strength and Nature’s sway.

Break the chains, ope wide the door.

Thwart the aberration’s grip,

Answer now our folly’s need.

Cleave to us, marsh-reared walker.

Pluck the fruit and plant the seed.



“What?” Venser said. “I’m sorry, hello? What’s going on?”

Instead of a reply, the song started again.

“I don’t understand,” he said. He understood the words but not their meaning. Though he could feel his breath pressing back against this face as it rebounded off the wooden walls around him, the singers sounded as if they were miles away.

The song continued. Venser tried harder to make sense of it, but it remained frustratingly obtuse. The verse repeated over and over again until he had every word and cadence memorized, but even that did him no good. Some of it seemed to make sense, but on the whole he was mystified. Was he meant to free himself from the forest, or the forest from something else? And how was he to do what the song asked?

The verse came to its end and started over. Venser fixed on one of the last words, and he had a flash of inspiration. “I’m not a planeswalker,” he said, “not as you understand it.”

The song continued. Venser waited until it started over and he said, “I don’t have much magic. I’d like to help you, but I don’t think I can. Not by myself. You have the wrong man.”

The song cut off in midverse. The hollow was quiet for a second, then a dry, wizened voice said, That remains to be seen. But I do see you more clearly now, and it seems I have blundered again.

“Who’s there?” Venser scanned the lightless interior of the tree, scoring the back of his head against the rough wood. “Hello? My name is Venser. Who are you?”

Come forth, Venser, the voice said. I understand. Now you must. Step out and let us reason together.

The bottom dropped out of Venser’s cell, and he yelped as he slid down a long, chutelike tunnel. The smell of moss and loam was strong, and the walls of the chute were slick and grassy. Though he felt himself moving with great speed, Venser did not have the sensation of falling. He felt inexplicably calm, unconcerned about the end of this strange, sudden journey. It was hard to be anxious when he didn’t understand any of his predicament.

Then Venser was surrounded by light and the scattered remnants of a glittering haze. He dropped several yards until his feet sank into what felt like loose dirt. The impact of his landing knocked him off balance, and he fell onto his side.

“Venser!”

He blinked. Jhoira’s voice was the sweetest, most welcome sound he could imagine, but he was careful not to celebrate until he saw her in the flesh. He glanced behind himself and saw a man-sized cage of roots and vines. The cage had been split into equal halves, straight up the middle. Venser felt friendly hands on his shoulders as Jhoira and Teferi helped him to his feet.

“Are you well, Venser?”

Jhoira stepped closer. “What happened?”

“He sang to me,” Venser said.

Jhoira blinked. “He what?”

“He sang a song. He wanted me to rescue something. He thought I was a planeswalker like Teferi.”

“I see,” she said. Venser searched her face for any sign she was humoring him, but she was completely in earnest.

Teferi said, “How did the song go?”

Venser shook his head. “I…I…”

“You don’t have to sing it,” Jhoira said. “Just tell us what you remember.”

“Break the chain,” Venser said, his eyes narrowing. “Open the gate…pick the fruit and plant the seed.” He shrugged. “He kept mentioning me and asking for my help. And he called me a ’walker.”

“Multani is…overwhelmed,” Teferi said. “He’s harder to reach, harder to understand. He may have instinctually singled you out because you are a planeswalker.”

“But I’m not. Not like that. Everyone keeps saying so.”

“Because you have done what only one in ten billion can do,” Teferi said. “You breached the barrier between planes and stood tall in the Blind Eternities.”

“I just followed Karn,” Venser said.

“And with practice you can do much more.”

“Discuss this later.” Jhoira shot a warning glare at Teferi. “Multani is asking for our help.” Both men turned to her, and she said, “He asked Venser to release something. He showed us how he and the rift have grown together.”

“But what does it all mean?” Venser said.

“It seems obvious to me.” Jhoira folded her arms. “I think Multani wants us to cut him free.”
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Leshrac quietly tracked Jeska to a small, rocky reef just off the west coast of Jamuraa. It took the Pardic woman less than ten minutes on foot to personally inspect every square yard of it. Leshrac could have saved her some time. In his eye, no amount of close examination could make this dreary place anything other than what it was: an ugly and forsaken piece of rock.

Keeping Radha subdued was proving much easier than subduing her in the first place, and now the Pardic warrior effortlessly kept her captive floating nearby, several paces back and out of sight. Leshrac took the opportunity to study the Keldon as Jeska pensively looked out on the rough waters of the Kukemessa Sea. Radha was fascinating in and of herself but more so for bearing the recent effects of Jeska’s magic. Jeska herself seemed oddly satisfied. The island was completely devoid of native life, so with Radha unconscious and Leshrac in hiding Jeska at last had some solitude in which to think.

Leshrac moved forward. A balanced and clearheaded Jeska did not suit him at all. He had been making such excellent progress with her, and he was not willing to let it slip away.

“Hail, Jeska.” She turned and saw him standing casually on a sharp wedge of wet rock. His crown glowed cheerfully, and his face was calm and composed.

“You’ll notice I omitted the honorific,” he said. “It didn’t seem to please you.”

“Leshrac. What do you want?”

“My goals have not changed. I wish to offer a gift and my active help in achieving our shared goals.” He nodded past her, toward Radha. “I think now you are ready to receive it.”

“We have no shared goals,” Jeska said. She paused, and Leshrac felt her strengthening the spells that held Radha aloft and insensate. “And I don’t want your gift. I want an answer.”

Leshrac bowed, keeping his eyes on Jeska. “Ask.”

Jeska capped the hilt of her sword with her palm. “What did you do to me?”

“Me?” The sallow-skinned planeswalker made sure to seem genuinely confused. “I did nothing.”

Jeska waved, bringing Radha swooping forward. The Keldon slowly rotated so that her back was to Leshrac. Jeska pointed to Radha’s still-bare foot. “I nearly killed this one with black mana.”

Leshrac saw. “And how is that my doing?”

“I didn’t use black mana, not consciously. But I did talk to you right before it happened. And now you’re here again…to inspect your handiwork?” She jabbed her finger at Leshrac, and Radha’s body swept up so that the Keldon’s heel was at eye level.

Leshrac stood calmly, hiding his glee behind Jeska’s captive. He had expected this to take longer, that encouraging Jeska’s ruthless and consumptive tendencies would require a sustained effort of chipping away her personal misgivings. He even stood ready to field counterarguments to the drivel she’d hear from Teferi and the others, but Jeska hadn’t even bothered to consult with them. Now she stood on the shores of Zhalfir, apparently ready to act on her own, according to his will, with only the slightest subtle push from his corrosive influence.

Leshrac smiled. It had taken little else to bring her this far: a strong whiff of Otarian mana, the seed of an idea, and a spot of arranged conflict against a provocative opponent with more power than brains. No, the Pardic planeswalker’s darker tendencies didn’t require much encouragement. In fact, bringing the Phage out of Jeska was about as difficult as nudging a severed head from its torso.

He leaned to one side, past Radha’s feet, and said, “I really have no idea what you’re talking about, you know.”

“You drew the Otarian swamp mana toward us.”

“And I explained that was not a conscious act. Besides, you made sure to avoid it, and I scrupulously accommodated you.” Leshrac waved Radha away so that she went drifting toward the ocean. “I admit I make a convenient scapegoat, but you’re overlooking the most obvious explanation: your own personal history and your own strong connection to the marsh.”

Jeska snared Radha and redirected the Keldon back behind her.

Leshrac said, “It’s one of the reasons I sought you out in the first place.”

Jeska stepped forward and drew her sword. “I’m tired of this,” she said. “Tell me what you want with me. If I don’t believe you we will fight, and one of us will die.”

“If we must.” Leshrac grinned, and his crown began to spin. “But don’t be hasty. I believe I have just what you need.”

“How convenient.”

Leshrac slowly extended his hand and conjured a white, porcelain mask that was surrounded by a crackling, magical aura. “Behold this relic, a powerful artifact from another plane.” He rotated his finger, and the mask’s interior spun to face Jeska. “It takes in black mana through this side”—another spin of his finger spun the mask’s face toward her—“and emits it through the other. It’s part storage battery, part lens.”

Jeska inspected the mask, careful not to touch it in any way. “Not sure how this is what I need.” She looked up at Leshrac. “Especially since this is one of the oldest games in the book—creating a problem and then offering a cure.”

“I’ve told you this is no game. Not to me.” Leshrac was no longer smiling. “I make no secret of it: I always intended for you to wear this mask. You have a weakness for black mana that you struggle to resist. This will draw off any you might encounter and unintentionally absorb.”

“Why? Why are you giving this to me?”

The spinning crown stopped. “Because I don’t want Phage to return,” he said. “Competition, for one thing. All mana is hard to come by these days. As Phage, you commanded and consumed quite a lot of it.” He paused to smile again, but only briefly. “Quite frankly, there’s only enough for me.

“I also don’t want Karona to return. You to Phage to Karona has happened before, and this sort of grand tragedy has a habit of repeating itself…especially when the players can’t break out of their roles.”

“Shut up.”

“You asked, Jeska Planeswalker. This is the service I offer. This is my gift: the power to control yourself, to choose who you will be.”

“I see. And what happens to the dark power the mask collects?”

“It would be my pleasure to take it off your hands and your conscience,” Leshrac said. His eyes burned into Jeska’s. “You don’t need it. You don’t want it. You don’t intend to use it and are in fact hostile to it.”

The Pardic woman laughed without humor. “That’s your deal?”

“That is my proposal. If you care to we can discuss acceptable terms.”

“That won’t be necessary. I’m not interested.”

“Pity. Are you certain?”

“Not interested,” she said again, “in the deal or in continuing this discussion.”

Leshrac closed his hand, and the porcelain mask disappeared. “I understand your position,” he said. He gestured to Radha. “But I have been proven right so far, haven’t I? Isn’t the Keldon all I said she’d be?”

“I’m still determining that,” Jeska said.

“You might also want to determine if water is wet,” Leshrac said. “I am equally confident of both outcomes.” A cold wind swirled around Leshrac, and he folded his arms. “Radha is the key, Planeswalker, a skeleton key that opens many doors. A lock stands before you. Can you make the key fit? Can you turn it?”

The Pardic woman did not answer.

“I wish you well, Jeska. Do what you must. I will not oppose you. We are not rivals.” He bowed. “Not yet. And I still have hope for a fruitful alliance.”

The chill wind rose, a great wave crashed over the rocks, and Leshrac’s body disappeared. His mind lagged, watching Jeska as she stared at the dark magic lingering in his wake. Jeska seemed angry, almost daring it to approach until it too was gone.

Leshrac pulled back, settling into safe anonymity as he continued to observe.



—

Radha dreamed of the mountain. She was on a stone platform surrounded by torches and the jeers of a hostile warhost. Once more she stood in single combat against her first and greatest enemy, the Gathan warlord Greht. Defeating him on the mountain had been the final step in her quest to become a warlord herself, in forging a direct bond with Keld.

In this dream her enemy was still alive. Greht wore the same terrible, metal battle mask, but otherwise he was not Greht. Instead of a towering, heavy-muscled man, this Greht was a small, red-haired female. The deep fissure Radha had gouged into Keld was open behind the strange, new Greht, though in the actual battle it had not existed until Radha had struck her death blow. The dream fissure tugged at her, pulled her toward it as if eager to consume her, completely opposite to the strength and power the true fissure had bestowed upon her.

Radha growled in the back of her throat. She was no longer the person she was in this dream, no longer fighting solely for herself. She was a leader now, a warlord to her ’host and a shepherd to the homeless Skyshroud elves. Without her, Keld’s new beginning would flicker and die without ever reaching its full intensity. She had to return to that. No one else wanted the job of keeping the fire lit, and no one else was capable. She had too much to do. She had to get back.

A loud, disembodied voice said, “Warlord, I need you conscious.”

Radha woke, bound and immobile as she hovered high over an unfamiliar ocean. The cold night air and torchlight faded into sea mist and haze. The Pardic woman was here, floating alongside Radha and staring intently at the coastline below.

Radha’s glared, her eyes darting all around. They were alone, high over some foreign shore. The situation was strange and alien, but the more awake she became the less Radha cared.

“Hoy, you Pardic sow,” she said. “Had enough?”

Jeska’s lip curled. “Be quiet,” she said.

Radha huffed and looked down at her chains. Her legs were bound together at the ankles and knees by thick, curved bands of Keldon stone. Both wrists were threaded through a thick sheaf of rock at her waist. Another band of stone encircled her upper body, pinning her biceps against her ribs. She wriggled her arms to test for slack and found none. She remembered her injuries and said, “Why aren’t my arms broken?”

Jeska sighed. “Because I fixed them.”

“To the Hells with that. I refuse your help.” She lifted her wrists as much as she could. “Break my arms again.”

Jeska continued to stare out at the shoreline. “I should.”

“Why don’t you?”

“Because I don’t need to. You’ll break your own arms before you break those bonds.”

Radha felt the stirrings of a smile at the corner of her lips. “You have got to be the stupidest enemy I’ve ever met,” she said.

Jeska continued to pointedly ignore Radha, so she missed the Keldon’s smile’s growing wider and sharper. Radha’s throaty voice raised to a squeaky, girlish, frightened tone. “Oh no. Jeska Planeswalker has encased me in stone. Whatever shall I do?”

“I said shut up.”

“Keldon stone.” Radha’s derision grew more fervent as she spoke. “And I am Keld, you stupid lump.” There was not a significant amount of mana in the rocks that held her, but they resonated back to the stone field from which they came. They were the land, pieces of Keld’s foundation, connected to the bedrock and to the sacred mountain that was the cornerstone of Keldon society.

Radha continued to mock, foam spraying from her frenzied lips. “What will you do next, Little One? Tie a spider with its own web? Imprison a hungry bear in a cage of bones? Pitiful.” Radha summoned up the power of her home and channeled it into the rocks that restrained her. The stone bands grew warm, then hot. They cracked and split.

The sound caught Jeska’s full attention, and she turned toward her captive. “Stop that.”

Radha’s bonds exploded. She forced the flaming shrapnel away from herself and directed it at Jeska, covering the planeswalker beneath a cloud of dust and small, jagged stones. Radha flexed her arms and legs, but she was still floating. Jeska was stupid and buried under a cloud of hot debris, but she wasn’t beaten.

So the stones were a mistake, the planeswalker’s voice said. I can admit that. But I never really needed them….

An invisible force pinned Radha’s arms and legs together once more, exactly as they had been. She struggled and spat fire, but if anything she was less mobile than she had been.

Jeska came from the center of the dust cloud completely unmarked and unharmed. “I need you alive. I need you awake.” Jeska clacked her own teeth together, and Radha felt her jaws freeze shut. “And I prefer you silent.”

Radha moaned angrily, trying to squeeze out a terrible slur on Jeska’s parentage.

“Not silent,” Jeska said, “but it’ll do.” She floated toward the shore, and Radha swung behind her, trailing like a child’s truck on a string. “Come,” Jeska said. “I have work to do.”

Jeska towed her down to several hundred feet above the water. The coastline nearby was a sheer arc that curved far inland. There was no sign of ports, ships, buildings, or people.

As Radha watched, Jeska made the scene change. The sharp coastline was still visible, but over it now hung a massive, swirling bank of white clouds. The edges of the slow-moving vortex glimmered, outlining the exact same shape as the missing shoreline below it.

Radha was carried forward alone until she was between the coast and the cloud. She could not turn to face Jeska behind her, so Radha simply clenched her teeth and waited. Soon the planeswalker’s voice sounded in her skull.

You are almost inside the Zhalfirin rift.

Is that supposed to mean something to me? Radha thought back. Because it doesn’t.

Teferi said this would be the simplest one to seal.

Am I supposed to care? Because I don’t.

Jeska drifted forward into Radha’s peripheral vision. “They were all right about you,” she said aloud. “You are connected to this phenomenon.”

Not this one, Radha thought, but Jeska was no longer listening, and the Keldon’s words only bounced around inside her own head.

“You and Venser,” Jeska said, “had the same potential. But he accessed his, brought it to life and made it active. Yours is dormant, almost forgotten. It is useless to you.”

Radha did not waste energy on a reply but strained against the invisible force that held her.

Jeska stared deep into Radha’s eyes. The Keldon did not like the vague, distracted, and undeniably hostile look on the planeswalker’s face. Jeska didn’t seem to remember Radha was there, though she was speaking directly at her.

“You don’t need it,” Jeska said, her words suddenly dull and lifeless. “You don’t want it. You have turned your back on it and will never use it.” The Pardic warrior blinked, clarity returning to her eyes, and raised her hand. Jeska displayed her flat palm in a gesture the Keldon could not decipher and said, “But I can. Fiers forgive me, I can.”

Jeska’s eyes flared to a lurid amethyst, and Radha felt waves of pure magical energy flowing from the planeswalker, washing over her like torrential rain. The Keldon’s chest felt as if someone’s hand was worming around inside it, moving her heart and lungs aside in search of a far more precious treasure. Strong, ghostly fingers closed around something deep and integral, and squeezed. Radha growled again, the sound muffled by her frozen jaw.

Stop this, she thought. Her words were hers alone, however, and if Jeska heard them she paid no heed.

Radha’s insides expanded, pressing outward on her ribs and spine. She tried to scream, but she had no breath, no voice. She felt something vast moving through her, stretching her, shredding her, tearing her apart from deep within. Maddened by pain and driven by fury, Radha thoughts flickered back to the dragon Bolas, who had seized her and used her as a passageway into this world. Jeska’s actions were just as painful, just as overwhelming, though now power alone coursed through her without an accompanying person.

Her paralysis broke, and Radha let out a full-throated yell that echoed across the shores of Zhalfir. Her arms and legs spasmed, and she jerked like a badly strung marionette. She felt herself slipping away from her body, as she had in the past when grievously wounded or exhausted beyond endurance.

Radha snarled fiercely and flailed. She would not die here, not at the Pardic woman’s hands. She had a ’host to run, elves to corral. She had a boy to train.

The anguish suddenly ceased, and Radha’s limbs snapped back against her body. She hung motionless, breathing heavily, until Jeska floated in front of her.

“Leshrac was right,” Jeska said. “I…we can do this.”

“But I won’t,” Radha said. “Kill me or turn me loose, Planeswalker. I will not be your toy.”

Jeska frowned, and Radha’s jaws froze once more. “You are an arrogant, childish beast, Radha of Keld, but you can yet do the world a great service. Gather your strength. Prepare yourself.”

Jeska’s power blossomed forth once more, drowning Radha in an ocean of arcane forces. Helpless, motionless, voiceless, Radha’s mind screamed her deafening rage and frustration.
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The cancerous deadfall that housed Multani and the rift quickly proved beyond the reach of simple teleportation. It required something far more complicated and dangerous. Teferi wanted Venser to test his nascent planeswalking ability in aid of rescuing Multani, and Jhoira did not, though she did not offer much in the way of rationale beyond the fragile state of the world and the unknowable risk to both it and Venser. Teferi repeatedly pointed out they had limited time and very few options to pursue, which was undeniably true, but every time he made this point it seemed to harden Jhoira’s resistance.

Venser kept quiet as Jhoira and Teferi debated the point. The artificer understood the stakes and the risks as well as either of them but did not join in the discussion. Experience had shown he could not talk either of them out of anything, ever, and besides he was torn between his own natural desire to explore his abilities and his reluctance to openly side against Jhoira in favor of Teferi.

For Venser wanted very much to help and to learn more about his abilities, and this seemed like the perfect way to do both at once. On the other hand, Jhoira was also correct that Teferi often chose to do many things at once without fully considering all possible outcomes. The more complicated their task, the more chance there was for things to go wrong.

Venser had spent the past several weeks with Teferi, but the former planeswalker remained an enigma. To be fair, the gregarious, bald man had been a moving target ever since Venser had met him, shifting from godlike planeswalker to catatonic trauma victim to cagey wizard. In all his guises Teferi had stayed true to his purpose, always trying to influence events. The wildly fluctuating level of his influence and his evasive personality prevented Venser from fully understanding him or fully trusting him. It definitely kept Venser from voicing confidence in Teferi’s position even though it was also Venser’s own.

Jhoira had always been reluctant to have Teferi lecture Venser in the intricacies of planeswalking, but she seemed dead set against his mentoring Venser in these circumstances. Venser was both slightly flattered and offended by her concern. As they came back around to the start of the argument once more, Venser decided to speak up.

“I’d like to try,” he said. Jhoira and Teferi both stopped in midsentence and looked at him. He went on. “It’s not as if this is entirely new to me, and I’ve faced a lot of danger since I met you two.” He turned to Jhoira. “There may be a lot of planeswalkers you’d rather have mentor me, but none of them are here. None of them have a better understanding of how it works that Teferi does. If he can teach me the skill, you ought to trust me to employ that skill wisely.”

Teferi’s face lit up, and he nodded to Venser in thanks. Jhoira looked sharply at Teferi, then at Venser. “I’m more concerned with ‘safely’ than ‘wisely.’ ” But her resolve was starting to crumble, perhaps under the weight of the fact that she could not stop them from going forward without her.

“I will be safe,” Venser said. “Count on it.” He watched Jhoira consider this. Venser hoped he would not have to say more, to point out how Teferi had been far more forthcoming, more reliable since Urborg, or how he was unlikely to pursue a hidden agenda with Jhoira watching. The bald wizard had raised an eyebrow at the mention of other planeswalker mentors, and Venser didn’t want to insult Teferi any more than he had to, especially if he was going to put his planeswalking apprenticeship in Teferi’s hands.

Jhoira shook her head, but she said, “All right. But I want you to be absolutely clear about what it is you’re trying to do. I want you follow a step-by-step process, and if it starts to go astray at any time, I want you to quit and immediately ’walk back here to us.”

“I will.”

“I mean it. I’m concerned about you but also about the rest of the world. If you die or disrupt the rift our long journey will end right here.”

“I understand.”

Jhoira sighed. “Then you should get started.”

Venser was silently thrilled as he turned toward Teferi. It was impossible for either of them to keep their excitement in check.

“First and foremost,” Teferi said, “teleportation is deceptively similar to planeswalking, but they are very different. Moving within a single plane is child’s play compared to crossing from one plane to another. It’s like the difference between picturing paradise in your mind and actually going there.”

Venser nodded. “When I crossed into the Blind Eternities,” he said, “it felt different, more strenuous. A lot more work. But I knew I had only gone part of the way and stopped in midtransfer. I never completed the journey.”

“Planar boundaries are more formidable than spatial ones. They require a larger effort that is not possible without an innate spark that connects the traveler to the fabric of reality. When I had it,” he said, “it also opened up an endless supply of mana to me, made me immortal. Yours is different. You’re still flesh and blood, and your facility with mana is unchanged. I think your spark affords you the freedom to go from one realm to another without bestowing any other magical effects.

“And,” he went on, “unlike myself or Freyalise or Windgrace, you can ’walk near the time rifts without disrupting them.” He pointed to the ghastly knot of wood and tumors. “Multani is in there, his essence intermingled with the fabric of the rift. If you planeswalk into the rift, you should be able to latch on to the core of Multani’s being and carry it away with you.”

Jhoira stepped up to her friends. “This will be dangerous, Venser, make no mistake. You might not reach Multani at all. You might reach him and become trapped right along with him. He is our friend, Teferi’s and mine, and we are duty-bound to help him. You can do this. I believe that…but first I have to make sure you really want to.”

“I do,” Venser said.

“Then you should go,” Jhoira said. “Multani has been bound to the rift for a long time. If we free him we can learn what he knows about it. That information will be incredibly useful for sealing this rift, if not all of the ones that remain.”

“I’m ready,” Venser said. “Eager, in fact.”

“Understand that this is still not a true planeswalk,” Teferi said. “You will not be leaving Dominaria, not even to visit the Blind Eternities. The boundaries of the rift are almost identical to interplanar borders, so you may ’walk into the rift just as if it were another plane. Once you’re inside, find Multani and return. Simple, straightforward, direct. Do that and you will be ready to venture out across the Multiverse.”

“Okay,” Venser said. He was staring intently at the deadfall. “How do I find Multani once I’m in?”

I will call to you, Multani’s voice said. Follow the song.

Teferi beamed at Jhoira. “Ready?”

“Ready to start,” she said. “I still want to take this slowly.” Teferi and Jhoira both stepped back to watch Venser and monitor his progress.

“Good luck, Venser.”

“Yes,” Teferi echoed. “We have nothing but confidence in you.”

Venser breathed deeply and closed his eyes to concentrate. Teleportation had been his life’s work, and the ambulator, his masterpiece. He had never truly imagined what he would do once he succeeded and he could rightfully claim the title of master artificer. Teferi and Jhoira had shown him a new goal to strive for, a new purpose that he was determined to explore.

Earlier he had hesitated to teleport for fear of materializing inside a tree, and that same rational concern told him not to teleport into the Multani-mass. This was not teleporting, however, but planeswalking, and he had understood the difference even before Teferi’s eloquent explanation. Teleportation was purely mathematical, the application of magical energy to spatial vectors and coordinates. Planeswalking was more extemporaneous and instinctual, and far more dangerous, akin to sailing a ship through a storm in unfamiliar waters or hitting a bull’s-eye blindfolded as enemy arrows rain down all around.

He closed his eyes now, still picturing the deadfall. Without moving his feet he urged himself forward, reaching out to the cancerous mass with his mind. He felt its outer edges against his skin like a coarse burlap sheet. He paused to test the strength and texture of that sheet. Then Venser pressed through.

For a moment Venser heard a vast, roaring, primal sound like a waterfall cascading into an earthquake fissure while a hurricane raged above. He caught a glimpse of what seemed like the entire universe laid out on a table before him like an endless banquet, and then all was silence.

A great weight settled on him. He felt enervated, as if he’d just come a mile at a dead run. Moist, clammy air wafted around him, and he smelled the pungent odor of rotting meat and vegetable matter. If he came across marshland that smelled like this, he would go out of his way to avoid it.

Here, he continued. Venser sank deeper into the morass, blindly feeling his way by touch alone. He felt inert, untouched by either the damp void or the angry chaos lurking beyond. He kept striving forward until he heard the first buzzing tones of the same Yavimayan minstrel’s bagpipe.

He smiled behind his closed eyes. Multani’s strength was here, palpable but completely alien. It came with none of the bombast or pride he felt from Freyalise or Windgrace. The chorus of haunting voices began and soon the familiar words floated once more to his ears.

Cleave to us, O marsh-reared child…

Venser opened his eyes. He was in the center of a confused network of vines and branches that were studded with grotesque organelles. Spectral, green light shone from the empty spaces in the array, adding a disquieting visual element to the forest’s mournful song.

Here.

Venser looked toward the sound. A now-familiar face emerged from the stricken plant life as Multani’s features took shape. Venser watched until a perfect miniature of the canopy mask had formed.

“Now?” he tried to ask, but his voice made no sound.

Multani replied anyway. Now.

Venser reached out with both hands and curved all ten fingers around the edges of Multani’s mask. Though he was immaterial and without voice or body, he felt the rough, wooden plate against the skin of his hands. The mask warmed under his touch and became ever more solid, more tangible.

The green sheen roiled and tossed around him. Something pulled back on Multani as Venser tried to wrench him free. The forest song died away, replaced by an awful harpy’s wail.

The half-dead matrix around him shuddered and began to split. Thick branches and massive, swollen cysts broke free and dropped, tearing through the rest of the tangle as they fell.

Now, Multani repeated. His voice was strained and anguished. It must be now.

Venser shut his eyes. He locked his grip and reached back to the forest floor with his mind to the spot between Teferi and Jhoira. The green lights began to tug at him, the first licks of their terrible gravity pulling him back. He strained free and ’walked with Multani’s face clasped firmly to his chest.

He appeared back where he started, steaming and reeking of rotten compost. His legs buckled, and he fell to his knees, but he was careful to cradle the wooden mask against his torso as he fell. He crouched for a second, fought to catch his breath, and looked up into Jhoira’s anxious face.

“I did it,” he said. Painfully, he opened his creaking fingers and held Multani up for them both to see. “I did it.”

“Congratulations to you both,” Jhoira said. “And thank you.”

Venser held on to the mask as he regained his feet. Outside the deadfall, the mask seemed little more than lifeless wood. “What now?”

“Remember the song,” Jhoira said. “ ‘Pluck the fruit, plant the seed.’ ”

Venser glanced down at the mask. Multani’s motionless face stared back. Nodding, he sank back down to his knees and began clearing out a space in the dirt. In a matter of seconds it was deep enough for the mask. Venser placed the wooden face in the hole and covered it with soil.

“There,” he said. He stood and dusted his hands. “How long do you think we’ll have to wait?”

“Not long, I hope.” Jhoira turned to Teferi. “Any thoughts?”

Teferi was staring at the ground, lost in thought. He wasn’t even looking at the site where Multani’s seed was buried.

“No,” he said softly. “No, no, no.”

“What’s wrong?”

Teferi’s face snapped toward Jhoira, his expression tight and panicked.

“Jeska’s in Zhalfir,” Teferi said. “She’s about to do something terrible.”

“How do you know?”

“I know. The rift there is—” He rushed up to Venser and grabbed the artificer by both shoulders. “Take us there, Venser. Take us there now.”

“What about Multani?”

“We’ve done all we can for him. Zhalfir needs us now, right now, do you understand?”

“Yes, yes.” Venser pulled Teferi’s clenched fists away from his tunic. He looked to Jhoira, who was staring at Teferi with a strange mixture of hope and regret.

“Do it,” she said. She extended her arm.

There were too many questions, and the only answers he had frightened him. Venser took each of his friends by the hand, concentrated, and then teleported away.










[image: Chapter 12]





Venser took them straight to the shores of Jamuraa, to the sharp-edged sheer cliffs that marked the former borders of Zhalfir. The Kukemessa Sea was as rough and green as ever, but Teferi’s eyes were drawn to the great, foglike rift floating over land and sky. His first reaction was to wonder how the rift had become visible, but he soon saw the cause. Jhoira and Venser saw it too, and with it the reason for Teferi’s distress.

Jeska held Radha before her, offering her to the rift like a tasty morsel. They were separated by a few feet of space, Jeska’s head down and her arms jutted straight toward Radha’s back. If not for the determination in Jeska’s posture or the anguish in Radha’s, the small, wan Pardic woman and the towering gray-skinned Keldon would have made a comical pair.

For once Teferi didn’t appreciate the humor. The bald wizard was shaking as he alternated between staring at the rift and staring at the coastline.

“This can’t go on,” he said. “Jeska must be stopped.”

“What is she doing?” Venser asked.

A storm wind raged up before Teferi could answer, forcing all three of them to brace themselves. Teferi waited for the wind to die and wondered what answer Jhoira would give if he himself kept silent.

His transcendent perceptions were gone, but Teferi maintained a deep connection to the rift network, and he had several lifetimes’ worth of experience in gauging the flow of mana. Jhoira couldn’t see what he saw, could not understand the awful implications of what they now faced.

Jeska was guiding arcane energy into Radha, filling her with it for some undetermined purpose. As the great rift cloud swirled to a point and crept toward the Keldon, Teferi realized Jeska wasn’t just channeling magic into Radha—she was extending it past Radha, using her infinite power to affect the rift through Radha. So far the Pardic warrior’s efforts were unfocused, blind and grasping as if inching across the bottom of a murky pond, but Teferi could feel the titanic forces clarifying, solidifying, and taking on distinct shape and purpose under the Pardic woman’s focused will.

“She’s using Radha to seal the rift,” Teferi shouted. “But it’s too soon. Zhalfir is not yet ready.”

The Jamuraan coast around them went insane as visible swells and whitecaps formed in the air and jags of blue lightning slid across the glass-smooth surface of the sea. Sand, pebbles, even fist-sized rocks rose into the air and tumbled upward, and stinging rain fell sideways, sharp and fast against the driving wind.

Teferi dropped cross-legged to the ground with his staff planted in the sand in front of him. He steepled his fingers and bowed his head, his lips moving in rapid, precise syllables. The tip of his staff sparkled and glowed, clearing the maelstrom around them and creating an eye of calm.

“You must stop her,” Teferi said. The noise had retreated with the storm, and he spoke softly, urgently. “This will end in catastrophe.”

“How?” Venser said, but Jhoira had already guessed what Teferi had in mind.

“Take us to her,” she said.

“We’ll fall as soon as we arrive.”

Teferi’s staff crackled. Jhoira and Venser rose off the ground, suspended by the bald wizard’s levitating spell. “Problem solved,” he said. “You two go.”

“What will you do?”

“I will try to minimize the impact. If the rift closes before Zhalfir phases back in….Just go,” he said. “I may be able to salvage something if she stops right now.”

Jhoira clamped on to Venser’s hand, shared a nod with Teferi, and said, “Let’s go.”

Even in his panic Teferi noted that Venser was becoming much better in a crisis. Venser paused only briefly to make sure Teferi had no intention of coming with them, then teleported himself and Jhoira to Jeska’s side.



—

Jhoira and Venser floated for a moment, held aloft by Teferi’s magic and numbed by the scope and fury of their predicament. Jeska still held Radha in front of her like a shield, the new arrivals unnoticed.

“Jeska,” Jhoira said. “Please stop now. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

There was no reply. The violent congress between the two barbarians did not diminish. The rift and Jeska continued to strive against each other through Radha, the Keldon elf little more than their battleground. As dire as the situation was, Jhoira experienced a small twinge of grief for this fiercely independent warrior so callously bent to a planeswalker’s purpose. Not so long ago it had been the warriors of Shiv, her people, who had borne the brunt of a titan’s deeds.

“Jeska,” Venser shouted. “Stop and listen.”

Stay out of this.

Jhoira saw any acknowledgment of their presence as positive. She touched Venser on the shoulder, urging him to speak again. When he silently expressed his confusion, Jhoira said, “She listened to you. Keep her engaged.”

“Jeska. This isn’t the way,” Venser said, though he had not taken his eyes from Jhoira.

It’s the only way.

“Then let us help you. Make us understand, and we can do this together.” As he spoke Venser tried to gauge the effects of his words on Jhoira rather than on Jeska, perhaps less concerned about saying the right thing than about not saying the wrong thing. He spread his arms and said, “This can only make things worse.”

Shut up and get back, you Urborg worm. It’s working.

Venser wavered, and Jhoira didn’t know how to prompt him. She couldn’t argue with the truth—the rift cloud was clearly focused on Radha. It flowed steadily into the Keldon, where it was then contained and perhaps even neutralized by Jeska’s power.

Radha’s screams and the rumbling ground below spoke of the terrible toll Jeska’s actions were taking. Like the rest of her kind, minimizing the harmful effect on Radha and the local landscape did not seem to be among the planeswalker’s priorities.

Venser floated close to Jhoira and said, “Should I try to save Radha like I did Multani?”

Jhoira shook her head. Venser might be able to ’walk or even teleport in to remove Radha from this dangerous equation, but interrupting this process was almost certainly more dangerous than letting it proceed. Disrupting the massive exchange of mystical and temporal energies would almost certainly have a dire, unpredictable result, and Jeska’s ire in the aftermath would be truly explosive.

Here is where our grand policy breaks down, Jhoira thought. To date, the planeswalkers they had dealt with could be convinced by sound argument or compelled by their own sense of responsibility. Now those planeswalkers were used up and gone, leaving three mere mortals to contend with a godlike being who would not be convinced and could not be compelled.

Jeska redoubled her efforts, and Radha’s body contorted anew. The rift seemed to simultaneously surge forward and pull back from the Keldon. Seismic tremors cracked the shoreline below and sent one-hundred-foot-tall waves crashing over the sharp-edged shores.



—

Jeska was exultant in the full expression of her power. Through Radha she felt the rift churning, resisting her, but that only made the struggle sweeter. The phenomenon stretched and rolled and bubbled, hungrily seeking her out, but it was effectively baffled by the presence of the Keldon. It could not reach Jeska, could not touch her magically or physically.

She could touch it, however. Buffered through Radha’s unrealized potential, Jeska’s transcendent might was quickly taking control of the rift. In her mind’s eye she stretched her arms wide to encompass the entirety of the vortex and the chaos within. Jeska paused to strengthen her hold and drew the rift toward her in a final, killing embrace.

In the moment between Jeska’s achieving full control over the rift’s substance and her unleashing her full fury on it, the world disappeared. Jamuraa and the sea vanished under a blinding sheet of unbroken, white haze. Teferi and Jhoira were gone. Venser was gone. Their voices and bodies and minds had vanished without a trace. All that remained were she and Radha and the rift, still locked in their terrible, destructive congress.

Confused, Jeska drifted in the seemingly timeless limbo. She realized that Radha’s mind was open to her, that the barriers that kept the Keldon’s thoughts and intentions to herself had dropped away. Jeska tried to pull back, to prevent herself from becoming engaged, but the Keldon’s rage and anguish were inescapable.

Radha’s scrambled memories were as alive and intense as the experiences themselves. Jeska felt the crippling wrench that had dropped Radha to her knees when Freyalise sealed the Skyshroud rift. After eighty years as an integral part of Radha’s being, the sudden loss of the rift’s mana felt like being torn in two. Crushing waves of despair followed when nothing rose to fill the void left by Nature’s verdant force.

Get out of my mind.

Despite everything, Radha maintained enough of herself to object to sharing her past with Jeska. The brute’s tenacity deserved some respect, though Jeska admitted so grudgingly.

Stop showing me things. I’m nothing like you.

Jeska felt a chill shoot up her spine. She had shown nothing to Radha, shared nothing….Was her past on open display as well as the Keldon’s?

Then she was alone in the darkness, lying prone on a hard, stone table. Jeska felt uncomfortably cold as if her body had stopped generating its own heat. She sat upright and ran her hands across her own face. Her skin was wrong, her hair was wrong. Stunned, Jeska recognized this as one of the first mornings after she was resurrected as Phage, freshly uprooted from her Pardic home and reconnected to Otaria through the Cabal’s swamp magic.

Turn me loose, Planeswalker. You’ll get no sympathy from me.

Radha was here, somehow aware of or part of Jeska’s most private memory. The lazy, aimless mood of their surroundings seemed to slow her reactions, but Jeska privately thanked providence that this particular memory hadn’t started a few moments earlier. If it had, Radha would have seen how Jeska-turned-Phage woke up screaming for her mentor, her homeland, and the brother who struck her down.

The memories began to mesh together, each woman’s life overlapping the other’s. As Phage, Jeska and Radha occupied the same body as they led the Cabal’s army across the Nightmare War’s blood-soaked battlefields. As Radha, they ambushed and cut down a score of Gathan raiders on the rocky hills of Keld.

Similarities and differences nearly overwhelmed Jeska. She felt every enemy’s death as a bitter and painful wound, but Radha regretted nothing. Yes, they had both led armies and slaughtered the enemy, but Radha reveled in the violence. She counted each murder and mutilation with joy instead of regret. That joy eclipsed Jeska’s more dour reaction, and the planeswalker swooned. Radha’s unrepentant bloodlust summoned up a piece of Jeska she preferred to keep buried, fanning that spark into a bright, hot flame.

Over the great city Averru, Radha fell alongside the angel Akroma and Zagorka, who was Phage’s right hand. All three were sundered by Kamahl’s axe, only to merge together and rise again as the all-powerful Karona, their individual personalities completely subsumed by that of the false goddess. At the same time, Jeska hung in the air beside Venser as Nicol Bolas used her to open a path back to Dominaria. She howled in helpless fury as the dragon seized an essential part of her being and commandeered it for his own purposes.

Jeska’s mind separated from Radha’s, but the agony they shared continued. What Jeska now did had been done before, to Radha as well as to herself, but it was working. To continue would be to repeat one of the worst sins committed against them both. To stop now would probably kill them and unleash the fury of the Zhalfirin rift on the Jamuraan coastline. Worst of all, it would mean that all they had endured to this point was for nothing.

Radha wanted her to stop. Jhoira, Teferi, and Venser begged her to. Deep down, Jeska herself wanted to stop, to end this pointless striving and accept the fate of the world instead of trying to change it.

Then Jeska’s thoughts came into sharp focus. Karn had not wavered. The full consequences of his actions were still unknown, but the main results were clear. He had sealed the Tolarian rift and ended the large-scale time distortions that sprang from it. He had deemed the act worthy of his life, worthy of calling him away from everything he had been and built for the past two hundred years. If sealing the rifts were important enough for him to leave her without a word of explanation, she had to trust it was also worth carrying on in his name.

Jeska tightened her grip on Radha and the rift beyond. She brought her limitless power to bear once more, knowing that despite the concern and wise counsel of others, she could not stop, would not stop, and ultimately did not want to stop.

Jeska unleashed the full force of her transcendent will. Excruciating ecstasy blotted out everything but the sounds of Radha’s cries mixed with her own. She wished she could tell where one ended and the other began, but more than that she wished it mattered.



—

Everyone screamed at once, Radha in pain, Teferi in anguish, and Jeska in mad, exultant triumph. A searing ring of white-hot force expanded out from Radha, spreading wider until it had encircled the rift and matching shoreline in a blinding halo. The rift-cloud hardened and crystallized, and for a moment the entire tableau hung frozen in the storm-tossed sky: Jeska with her head bowed and arms extended, Radha knotted in agony, the calcified cloud looming beyond.

Jhoira looked into the cloud as flat, refractive surfaces formed within like the facets of a new and unique gemstone. Within, she saw glimpses of the thriving Zhalfirin civilization she and Teferi had excised; the opulent, white, stone castles; gleaming, silver aqueducts; bustling marketplaces; and fields thick with wheat. She saw wide, paved roads bearing parades of finely dressed soldiers that preceded royalty and nobility in precious jewelry and exotic, colorful clothes.

The white ring gleamed blindingly and let out a shattering boom. The halo contracted, dragging the rift-cloud into Radha’s body with it like a billowing, silk sheet pulled through a thin, metal pipe. The images of Zhalfir distorted as they shrank and vanished into the Keldon elf, each image fading from view long before it reached her.

Venser took Jhoira’s hand and teleported them away. She shared his desire to escape the conflagration, but Jhoira also felt the urge to stay and see it through. If this was to be the end of her last attempt to do something good and constructive for Dominaria, she wanted to watch it fail firsthand.

They reappeared on the shore beside Teferi. In the split second it took Venser to teleport, the mad storm’s fury had completely vanished. The vortex was gone, and the storm clouds were breaking up, but the ocean still churned and the ground was still steaming from the rain. Teferi’s robes were plastered to his thin frame, and tears flowed freely down his face. He had the same dazed posture and vacant expression he had worn after he sealed the rift in Shiv.

“Gone,” he said. “Gone for good.”

A grating, boisterous howl floated down from above. Jhoira went to Teferi and crouched down, gently laying her hand on his shoulder. “We tried, old friend,” she said, “but Jeska has had her way.”

“She’s coming,” Venser said. “Radha too.” He was watching the sky intently as the two female figures descended.

Jhoira rose and folded her hands into her sleeves. Jeska had achieved her purpose here, but the results of that achievement were still very much uncertain. Now the planeswalker casually carried the unconscious Radha in one hand, holding her by the back of her thick, leather belt. The Keldon hung limp, doubled at the waist so that her long arms and legs brushed against one another. Radha’s face and head were hidden beneath a cascade of coarse, black hair.

“The rift is gone.” Jeska’s self-satisfaction was vivid on her features, so strong it almost seemed alive in and of itself. Her skin shone, and her bright, red hair had darkened to a deep, rich crimson. “And I am still here.”

Jhoira leveled her eyes at the planeswalker. “You have done a terrible thing,” she said.

“Ha! So you say. Jealousy doesn’t suit you, Jhoira of the Ghitu. I have done what you could not with a whole host of planeswalkers. I have improved upon your method. I have sealed a time rift, and I am still standing, more willing and able than ever to continue my work. Will you join me now?”

“This isn’t your work,” Jhoira said. “You cannot continue.”

Jeska tilted her head. “Can’t I?”

“No. Not alone and not with Radha. Look at her, Jeska. See what you have done.”

Jeska did not look. She simply shrugged and said, “She’s alive. She will stay that way until I need her again.”

“And after that? These are primal forces you’re tampering with, magic on a cosmic scale. Do you really think a mortal being can survive much more?”

“She’s tougher than you think,” Jeska said. “And I can repair any damage.”

“Not if you exhaust her spark. Not if you burn her up like an unoiled wick.”

“I’m willing to take that risk.” Jeska nodded politely, acknowledging Jhoira’s point even as she dismissed its import. “If necessary, I will find an alternate filter to employ.” She turned her eyes toward Venser. The artificer paled.

Jhoira stepped between Jeska and the others. “You must stop, Jeska. Listen to us. What you’re doing is dangerous and destructive. The rift network is incredibly unstable and we don’t fully understand—”

“I understand that I just saved Zhalfir,” she said. “Even if you dispute my methods, you should thank me for the result.”

“Thank you?” Teferi’s voice was sharp, almost hysterical. He bolted to his feet and snatched his staff from the sand. He threw his head back so that he was looking straight up at Jeska and said, “The result is the complete loss of an entire nation. My nation.”

Doubt flickered across Jeska’s face. “What are you saying?”

Teferi’s voice rose higher, angrier and more strident. “Three hundred years ago I removed Zhalfir from its rightful position in time and space. The magic I used helped to create the rift you just closed. Our goal here was not simply to seal that rift but to seal it in concert with Zhalfir’s return. The timing was critical. Now the rift is gone and my nation with it. Zhalfir is lost. It cannot be unphased.”

Jeska’s eyes narrowed. “What does that mean?”

“It means you have cast Zhalfir into oblivion, never to return. Phasing is my magic, conceived and developed by me alone. I understand it, I feel it as I do my own body.” He straightened his spine and gathered as much of his dignity as his grief allowed. “I do not feel Zhalfir any longer. It is not here. It is no longer where I left it. It is gone, and without my planeswalking spark there is no chance of recovering it.” His face twisted in anger. “Come, Jeska. Boast to us how you can repair this as easily as your Keldon victim.”

Jeska’s eyes darted between Teferi and Jhoira. “I…I…”

Jhoira seized on the Pardic woman’s hesitation, trying to work out what to do before she left them behind. She had declared her intent to continue, to repeat this action elsewhere, and they must not allow her to do so.

Send her to me.

Jhoira started. Multani? she thought. The avatar’s voice was faint, but he sounded stronger and more clearheaded than he had.

Send Jeska to me. I shall be ready for her.

Jhoira nodded. Conferring with Teferi and Venser was possible, but it simply wasn’t worth the risk. “Jeska,” she said, “stop what you’re doing and think. Listen to us.”

The Pardic warrior drifted lower until Radha’s fingers scraped the ground. “There’s too much to do,” she said. “I have to keep moving.”

“Where? Where will you go?”

“I don’t know.” She stared out over the Kukemessa Sea, half-ignoring the others. “Madara, I suppose, or Yavimaya.” She looked back at Jhoira. “I’ve seen Otaria.”

“We want you to stay here,” Jhoira said. “But we know we can’t stop you. If you must go, let it be to Madara.”

Jeska regarded her suspiciously. “Why?”

“Because Radha has interacted with the Madaran rift before. It may simplify things for you, perhaps even limit the unintended consequences for her and the land.”

Jeska considered. “I know Radha will continue to resist me. When you say ‘interacted’ with the Madaran rift I presume you mean she drew strength or mana from it?”

Jhoira allowed herself to look guilty, uncomfortable. “Not exactly.”

Jeska smiled and nodded to herself. “You are wily, Ghitu. I will not give this beast any more chances to distract me. A new source of power will only let her aggravate me further.”

“Please, Jeska. Don’t do this. Let us help you, or at the very least let us offer our counsel—”

Jeska shook her head. She rose higher and rotated so that she was facing Teferi. “I regret the loss I caused you,” she said. “But a greater good has been served.”

Teferi had regained his composure, but his voice was still dull and distant. “A million Zhalfirins would disagree.”

Jeska nodded gently. “I will add that to a long list of regrets,” she said, staring at the trio as she shot up into the sky with Radha in tow, “after I have perfected my methods in Yavimaya.” The two women flickered out of sight high over the empty shoreline.

Teferi slumped and settled back onto the ground. He let his staff fall forgotten as he stared at the ground and spoke silently to himself.

“Come on,” Jhoira said. She waved Venser closer and stepped over to Teferi.

“Back to Yavimaya?” the artificer said.

Jhoira nodded. “Did Multani speak to you too?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Whatever he has planned, we should be there. Even if we can’t help, we should bear witness.”

Venser swallowed hard. “In case we can’t stop her there, either?”

Jhoira didn’t answer. Instead she nudged Teferi and said, “Clear your mind, old friend. We need you now.”

“Gone,” Teferi muttered. “Gone forever.”

“But Dominaria remains,” Jhoira said, “as do the rifts. Come on,” she said again, offering her hand. “We’re not beaten yet.”

Teferi stared dully at her hand. He tentatively raised his own, allowing Jhoira to take it. “Is this how it always feels when planeswalkers meddle?”

“Yes,” she said. “But I’m starting to understand exactly how you get yourselves into these situations. Remember this frustrating sensation of helplessness if and when your full power is restored.”

“I will never forget it,” Teferi said.

“And I will remember this terrible onus of making decisions for the whole world. Venser,” she said, “we need to go now.”

The artificer slid his palm into hers, took hold of Teferi, and squeezed. They left Jamuraa as it was, safe from danger yet irrevocably changed.
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Jeska appeared over a wide clearing at the center of the sprawling Yavimayan forest. Yavimaya was one of the places Karn often spoke of when recounting his personal history, but to Jeska it was just another name, a place she had not visited with Karn or bothered to seek out on her own.

Radha was still mercifully unconscious, and Jeska set her down on the forest floor to study her surroundings. Yavimaya was at least as grand and sprawling as the Krosan forest had been at its peak. It would have taken her days to scout the location of the rift if she had to search on foot. Thankfully, she was able to sense the phenomenon and hone in directly on it.

The ground shifted, and Jeska stepped back. She had seen no creatures in the forest, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. She prepared to greet whatever was coming up from the dirt with an appropriate response—cordial but firm dismissal or swift and sudden death.

The man-shape emerging from the soil did not seem hostile, however. If anything, he seemed indifferent, his arrival so close to Jeska’s a complete coincidence. He was an odd-looking thing, broad and hunched, with a wide, horned, wooden mask over his face. The vines and reeds and nettles that gathered to form his body continued to curl around each other, solidifying and filling him out, pressing his feet into the ground as his weight increased. A sapling grew up into his outstretched hand, and when he clasped the slender tree it popped out of the ground and shook the dirt from its own roots. The green man held this freshly grown staff to one side as penetrating brown-green eyes rolled down into the hollow sockets of his mask.

“Greetings, Jeska of Otaria. I am Multani.”

“Greetings,” she said. Multani’s name was familiar to her as one of the heroes of the Invasion. Karn had described him at length, but he was otherwise a stranger to her. Karn had said Multani was Yavimaya’s emissary to the human world, a nature spirit with powerful magic behind him. He was also a sometime ally of Jhoira and Teferi, so Jeska remained on guard.

“Why have you come to Yavimaya?”

“To examine the time rift.” Jeska pointed up at the withered deadfall hanging in the trees overhead. It glowed pale green from within. “To seal it, if I can.”

Multani nodded. He glanced past Jeska to where Radha lay unconscious. “And the Keldon?”

“She is my instrument,” Jeska said. “She has the potential to tap into the rifts themselves. Together we have already sealed the phenomenon in Zhalfir.”

“Congratulations. Is she still up to the task?”

“She will be.”

Multani stared blankly for a few moments. He started to nod, but he caught himself and said, “Excuse me. I have just emerged from a long…hibernation. My faculties are neither as sharp nor as crisp as I would like.”

“Don’t concern yourself,” Jeska said. “I will set about my work.”

“A moment, please. How familiar are you with this phenomenon?” He waved his staff at the deadfall.

“I just told you: I closed the one in Zhalfir.”

“I see. And you are confident your strategy will be effective here?”

“I am.”

“Because I have been observing this rift for some time now. I am less informed about the others, but I know this one intimately. It is unique, to say the least.”

“It feels the same to me,” Jeska said. She turned her face toward the deadfall and closed her eyes. Like Zhalfir and Otaria, this disruption simultaneously drew the local mana in and returned only chaos.

“It would. To you, this would seem like a related phenomenon, but my perspective is also unique. As it infects and infiltrates Yavimaya, so does the forest infect and infiltrate it. Through me.”

“You don’t seem infected or infiltrated.”

“I assure you I am. What you see is one small aspect of myself, of the forest. An important aspect to be sure, but the largest part of me is still elsewhere, bound up in Yavimaya herself.” He paused, then added, “As well as the rift.”

“You’re up there?” Jeska said. “Even as you’re talking to me here?”

“The forest is vast and complicated,” Multani said. “I am its caretaker as well as its voice. I must be everywhere, always.”

“Well, you might want to withdraw from here,” Jeska said. “What I have planned will not be gentle.”

“Regrettably, I cannot. It would be like asking you to walk away from your skin, your bones, your heart.” Multani caught himself and bowed. “Apologies for a bad example. Such a journey is obviously within your power.”

“You are delaying me, Multani.” Jeska set her jaw. “That makes me suspicious.”

“Then I shall delay no longer. Let me share my knowledge with you. It will help you in your work.”

“No, thank you. All I require is that you stand aside.”

The wooden face creaked as its expression became concerned. “Surely you would not refuse a potential advantage.”

“I would. I don’t need it. In fact, I don’t even require you to stand aside.” Her skin began to shine, and her hair curled and writhed like a nest of snakes.

“Very well. But understand my role. I exist to serve the forest, and of late I have been lax in my duties. I am eager to protect my home now that I am once again able.”

Jeska waved, bringing Radha to her side. “I would not choose to fight you, Multani, but if that is your preference…”

“Not at all. I merely seek to learn the extent of your experience. What do you know of Nature’s ways?”

“I know enough,” she said. She thought of her brother, who had abandoned the Pardic way to become a forest-dwelling druid. “I am originally a mountain dweller, but since then I have gleaned some knowledge of all types of magic.”

“I do not doubt you. But Yavimaya is a forest like no other.”

“Not from what I’ve seen,” Jeska said.

“Then you have not seen enough. Let me show you more.”

“I don’t—” Jeska never finished her thought, as a sudden plume of greenish yellow dust emitted from Multani and surrounded them both. She made her body immune to poison, rendered it physically inert, but the dust was mystical, magical, and affected her nonetheless.

She swooned as set of minstrel pipes begin to play softly. She lost sight of Radha. She lost all feeling in her arms and legs. She lost the ability to concentrate on anything but the strange green man and the soothing, hypnotic sound.

“Be at ease, Warrior. Be patient. There is no rush, no urgency. Let the knowledge I have for you take root. Let it blossom and grow. Tend it, that you might reap the harvest you seek.”

Jeska tried to speak, to warn or threaten Multani away, but her tongue was heavy. Her limbs were leaden, her eyelids drooping. She felt something like sleep taking hold of her, surrounding her, engulfing her. The sky-high trees and exposed roots of Yavimaya faded, and she found herself in the Krosan forest of Otaria, lush and alive and familiar as it had been when she was human.

This is what you know, Multani’s voice said. You do not know Yavimaya.

Jeska said nothing. She allowed her mind to drift through the comforting forest landscape of her youth. The music she heard grew slightly louder. As Multani spoke, his words fell into the cadence with the melody.

Nature is vast and diverse. The world-goddess decreed long ago that life would expand and adapt to fill whatever home it could find. You know about the rifts. You know about Krosa. You must apply what you know to what you do not yet understand. Imagine such a rift in the forests of Otaria. Would you risk destroying a whole world just to save a single part?

Jeska fought to disagree, not with Multani’s question but with the growing distance between her mind and the real world. She was most comfortable in action, and now that she had begun to act she didn’t want to lose her momentum.

Krosa called out to her, luring her with warm and comforting memories. She had been too long from home, too long away from a healthy and vibrant Otaria. There was much she wanted to see and experience in the forest-that-was. This place had been part of her life once. Where was it now? Where was the life she had?

A Krosan hawk screeched as it stooped down on its prey. Jeska smiled at the sound. The last of her reservations vanished, and she plunged deep into a place that only existed in her dreams and memories.



—

Awaken, daughter of Keld.

Radha came to slowly. The voice in her head was not Jeska’s, which she took as an encouraging sign.

She opened her eyes and took in the largest trees she had ever seen. She tried to sit up, but pain and lethargy kept her flat on her back. Her muscles barely responded, and she felt as if all her joints had been packed with slivered glass. Her ears were ringing, and her head was three times heavier than she remembered.

She struggled on for a moment before giving up. She would have to lie still until at least some of her strength returned. As she waited, she heard a heavy tread crunching toward her across dead vines and broken sticks.

A mulch-man with a wooden face peered down at her. “Welcome,” he said.

She half-snorted at him. “What are you supposed to be?”

“I am Multani,” the man said. He offered his ivy-encrusted arm. “Take my hand, Keldon. You are most welcome here.”

Multani did not reach all the way down. Radha instinctively tried to latch on to him, but her arms were still numb. Multani stood as he was, waiting for her to move, and Radha growled.

Swallowing the pain, forcing her aching mind to concentrate and her slack muscles to tighten, she stretched up her arm and touched Multani’s hand. A shock ran through her, and Radha’s eyes opened wide.

All of her injuries vanished at the mulch-man’s touch. She felt limber, clear-headed, and strong, stronger than she had been for quite some time. Still clinging to Multani’s hand, Radha sat up and jumped to her feet.

“Where are we?”

“Yavimaya. Gaea’s stronghold.”

Radha sneered. She started to crush the leaves and sticks of Multani’s hand, and she stared hard into his wooden face. “You’re one of those forest types,” she said. “Any second now you’ll start spouting off poetry about Nature this and Green Lady that.” She squeezed harder, and more stick cracked in her grasp.

Multani watched her impassively for a moment. He angled his face down toward their hands and said, “That doesn’t hurt, you know.”

“Oh.” Radha released Multani’s hand. “Just as well. As long as you don’t start preaching about Nature’s bounty, we’ll get along just fine. Thanks for fixing me.” She scanned the clearing, and her face soured when she saw Jeska.

“What’s she doing here?” The Pardic planeswalker was standing rock still, her eyes unfocused and her mouth hanging open. A thin curtain of red and black flowers had crawled up her legs and covered her up to the waist.

“She came too close the rift.” Multani gestured with the small tree he carried, indicating the wretched tangle of plant life overhead. “Her method would have damaged my home beyond repair and brutalized you. I have lulled her for now so that we may consider how to proceed.”

“Thanks again,” Radha said. She slipped the broken broadsword from her belt and advanced on Jeska.

“What are you doing?”

“You can consider all you want,” Radha said. “I’m cutting her head off.”

“That won’t help,” Multani said. “In fact, it will almost certainly rouse her from the spell I’ve cast. She will awaken, become enraged, kill me, and then retake you as her prisoner. She might not even put her head back on first.”

Radha paused in midstep, her blade still ready. “What do you suggest?”

“I suggest we wait. We have some powerful friends in common, and they are on their way here.”

“Hellfire,” Radha said. “You mean Teferi and Jhoira and that slab of fish belly from Urborg, don’t you? They’re no help at all.”

“I must disagree. They have already been extremely helpful to me.”

“That makes one of us.” Radha sheathed the sword. “All I ever get from them is ‘Follow me’ and ‘Do what I say’ and ‘Don’t kill that one.’ But you’ve done me a good turn…and I don’t have any other ideas, so I guess I’ll stick it out with you until they arrive.”

“Splendid. Let me say again how glad I am to have you here.”

Radha arched her brow. “Why is that?”

“A Keldon elf is a rare treasure,” Multani said. “The elves of Yavimaya are scattered across the island. They’ve fallen into barbarism and intertribal conflict because I have not been the shepherd I was meant to be.”

“Barbarism’s not so bad,” Radha said.

“It is not as desirable here as it is in Keld. Which brings me to another small pleasure. You are the first Keldon warlord to ever set foot in this place.”

“Hmm. And that’s desirable how?”

“For all that we have in common. I’ve met Keldons before, of course, but none have ever come here. I am keenly interested in your battle magic, in the collective effort a warhost makes. You and your followers are very much like a single entity, aren’t you? One leader who combines the strength and resources of all.”

“Close enough.” Radha shrugged. “But only if I’m the leader.”

Multani’s face creaked into a smile. “We are alike in that respect, Radha. Yavimaya is a huge collective of disparate living things, but it also works as a single whole. I am its voice, its face, its eyes and ears. I am its hands. The entire forest acts and reacts as individuals, but it allows me to set the course.”

“No one allows me anything,” Radha said.

“I misspoke.” Multani nodded gracefully. “What’s important is that you are already in tune with Nature. Yavimaya’s healing magic worked far better on you than I had expected.”

“I was raised in Skyshroud. Freyalise wanted me to be one of hers, but I chose to be a Keldon.”

“Yet you still possess the longing for Nature’s power. As well as the facility for it. I can see it in you, a hollow space hungry to be filled.”

“Skyshroud is gone,” Radha said.

“But Yavimaya isn’t. Your natural inclinations have left you but a half step from forging a real link to my home. I can help you complete the process. You can replace what was lost.”

Radha sharpened her eyes and ears. There was much she didn’t like about Multani, his elevated tone, his presence in her head, his rhapsodic orations on Nature. He had helped her, however, and she could not deny the forest’s might, swirling around her. If it was available for the taking, she could see plenty of ways to put it to good use.

“Show me,” she said.

Multani stretched out a woody hand and gently caressed Radha’s cheek. She felt another jolt and another wave of restorative force surge through her. It was still novel, but now it was also familiar, a recognizable echo of the magic imbued in Skyshroud by Freyalise.

“You know this path,” Multani intoned. “All you need do is take the first step.”

Radha hesitated, but the lure of vibrant green was too strong. With a last glance at Multani, Radha opened herself to Yavimaya. The mass-mind and all its strength rushed through her, gorging her, filling her lungs and stomach and head with the potency of Nature. It was not Freyalise’s power filtered through Skyshroud, nor derived from the rift Freyalise sealed. This was pure green mana, intense and unrefined, straight from the land.

Fat, green flames bloomed around Radha’s head, and her face split into a wide, savage grin. In the past few weeks she had healed herself and been healed by Jeska and Multani, but nothing restored her as completely as the power of Multani’s forest. It went beyond healing, actually increasing Radha’s strength, making her feel whole again. This was a good place.

“Ha!” she cried. “Who needs Freyalise anyway?”

“Freyalise was an honored and respected ally,” Multani said gently. “We would benefit from her power and experience. She fell before her time, protecting her home to the end.”

“That’s Nature’s way, isn’t it?” Radha smiled cruelly. “Things are born, they live, then they die. One less planeswalker doesn’t stop the world from turning.”

“No,” Multani said. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t honor deserving heroes.”

“Hmm. As you say.” She looked around the clearing again. “I changed my mind…or Yavimaya changed it for me. I want to put this new power to work for Keld, for my ’host. Right now all I can do with it is heal, but I know there’s a lot more. Rest assured I’ll spend the next few weeks discovering. But right now I think I want to leave, Multani. Are you a planeswalker?”

“No,” Multani said. “Though you might have asked before you wished for fewer of them in the world.”

“I might have, but I didn’t. How far am I from Keld?”

“Almost as far as you can be,” Multani said. “On the other side of the world. But do you really want to walk away before this is finished?”

“I’m finished,” she said. “If I can’t kill Jeska I might as well go home. I’ve things to do. People to kill.” Her face creased as she remembered the armored dog who struck down Skive and the boy.

“Stay a while longer,” Multani said. “Please.”

Radha sighed. “How long?”

“Until now.” Multani turned toward the root wall surrounding them as three figures materialized in a golden glow.

“Oh, good,” Radha said dryly. “More planeswalkers.”

“Please restrain yourself. Teferi has suffered a great loss.”

“What happened? Someone punch him in the throat so he can’t talk?”

Multani shook his head. “Teferi has lost his transcendent power, and now he has also lost his home.”

“So have I,” Radha said. “Along with the Skyshroud elves and a third of my ’host. What makes him so special?”

The green man shushed her, but he was not annoying about it, so Radha let it pass. Together they turned to face the new arrivals.

Teferi did seem dazed and distracted. The bald wizard hung back behind Jhoira and Venser, bearing the desperately mournful air of someone who has lost everything. “Multani,” Jhoira said. “It’s good to see you.” She kept glancing over to Jeska, immobile as a trellis under her ever-growing gown of flowers.

“And you, Jhoira. Also, my thanks, Venser. It is good to be mobile.”

“You’re welcome.” Venser was staring nervously at Radha. “Hello again.”

“Pasty.” Radha nodded. “Ghitu.” She stretched tall to look down at Teferi over Venser’s head. “Gasbag.”

Jhoira stepped past them, closer to Jeska. “What have you done with her?”

“I have calmed her. Right now she is wandering deep within her own mind.”

“How long can you keep her this way?”

“That I cannot say. Jeska is extraordinary even for a planeswalker, and there is something else at work here, something hidden that is affecting her. I am not yet fully restored enough to isolate or identify it.”

“Hold her as long as you can.” Teferi’s voice was cold and much harder than Radha recalled. He must have had more to loose than she realized. “We must have a strategy ready when she emerges.”

“Can she hear us?” Venser asked.

“No, I should think not.”

“Are you talking to her the way you talked to me?”

“No. When I snared her she was starting to view me as an enemy…or at least an obstruction. For now I think it’s better to let her drift than to engage her.”

“Don’t cut her head off, either,” Radha said. “Won’t do any good.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” Jhoira said. “Multani. Of us all, only you and Venser have touched Jeska’s mind. I think you should try to reach her, try to make her see the damage she’s done and the damage she will do. If we can’t divert her we have to treat her as an enemy.”

“Way ahead of you there,” Radha said.

“I am willing,” Multani said. “But I cannot say that I am able.”

“What else can we do?” Venser looked from face to face. “I mean that literally. If we can’t hold Jeska and can’t influence her, we should have a plan ready for when she gets loose.”

“A salient point,” Multani said. “Perhaps we should take Radha away from here. Jeska cannot act without her.”

Radha scoffed. “Not unless she comes after me. And she will.”

“She also threatened Venser,” Jhoira said. “Maybe it would be best for him to take Radha back to Keld. If Jeska comes looking, the two of you can stay out of her way until we determine how to stop her.”

“I’ll go to Keld,” Radha said. “But I won’t hide. If that tiny, redheaded scarecrow wants me—”

“She’ll come and take you like she did before,” Jhoira said. “You can’t just go away and leave this behind, Radha. You’re too important to too many people.”

The Keldon ran a finger over the edge of the tear-shaped blade on her hip. “Well, then,” she said. “We can’t run, and we can’t fight. We’d better let the plant-man do his thing.”

Jhoira nodded. Multani and Venser both agreed, albeit hesitantly. The Ghitu turned back to Teferi. “Multani is going to try to commune with Jeska,” she said. The wizard’s dull expression did not change, but his eyes flickered. “Do you object?”

Slowly, Teferi shook his head. “We need her,” he said, and Radha could see how much those words burned his throat.

Jhoira turned back and said to Multani, “Do it.”

The green man nodded. He turned and shambled toward the immobile form of Jeska. By now only her face and hair were visible above the flowers. Multani placed his staff on the ground, and its roots quickly squirmed into the dirt.

“Stand ready,” he told them.

Radha drew her broken sword. “If she looks at me funny,” she said, “I’m cutting her head off.”

Multani nodded patiently. “Let’s hope it does not come to that.”

Radha looked to the others, to Venser and Jhoira and Teferi. They were simultaneously expectant and anxious, both determined and fearful.

“You hope how you like,” Radha said. She viciously swiped the air in front of her with her blade. “And I’ll do the same.”

Muscles tensed, blade ready, Radha stood waiting as Multani settled in and fell silent.
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Jeska floated freely through the Krosan forest, more comfortable and relaxed than she had been in centuries. No wonder her brother Kamahl had wound up here in the end. Why hadn’t she come here more often? She loved it here.

In the past she only ever entered the forest on her way to somewhere else or to take part in one of her tribe’s infrequent hunting trips. Seeing all this beauty and vibrant life as mere ground to be covered or prey to be killed seemed criminal now, almost blasphemous. There were no armies here, no tribal warriors or fighting pits. There were no politics, no war, no walled cities to be taken or besieged. There were no supreme wizards or generation-spanning gambits in Krosa. The gods and angels and devils that ruined Otaria were all outside, in the towns and in the countryside, but not here. Never here. Here it was simply better.

Krosa was famous for its creatures, from its iridescent-winged dragonflies to its massive, ground-shaking grendelkin. As she remembered this something large and sleek caught her eye. She turned and watched the tail end of a centaur disappearing into the woods, a huge dapple-gray hulk as swift as a bird in flight. Of all the tribes in Otaria, the centaurs were the most like her own Pardic people. They were formidable, yet they kept to themselves and their own terrain, content to better themselves and their neighbors through discipline and hard toil. There were no centaur kings who sought to subject the rest of the continent, no centaur agitators who stirred the people to rebellion in order to further their own drive for power. Her brother had befriended several centaurs over the years, sages and warriors alike, and they stood among his most valued and trusted allies.

A rattlesnake’s tail sounded, and she looked down. Krosa was also home to a multitude of serpents, pythons, cobras, and sleek, colorful adders. The rest of Otaria was overrun with hybrid snake-men, but the forest maintained a huge supply of the real thing. Her brother had been forced to fight the man who had created the snake-men, forced to destroy a one-time partner and friend. It would have been better if the snakes had remained snakes and stayed in the forest.

Jeska paused. Her thoughts kept returning to Kamahl, though she was not entirely sure why. He was her brother, one of Otaria’s greatest heroes, and before that, the Pardic fighting champion. She used to think of him often, but lately he had not crossed her mind at all. Perhaps all it took to unlock that flood of memory was a visit to the forest he loved so much, the forest that she was only now able to appreciate.

Jeska forged deeper into the woods. She tried to shake off the nameless, lingering doubt that nagged at the back of her mind without fully revealing itself. What was there to worry about? The forest was a place of robust life. While there were real dangers here, there was also solace and safety. Much like her brother, Krosa was rough, wild, and unforgiving, but it was also nurturing, sheltering, and joyfully alive.

She stopped then, overtaken by an uncanny sense of unreality. How had she come to Krosa in the first place? She couldn’t remember. Was Kamahl here, perhaps in danger? Had he sent for her, calling her to him via her instincts and Krosa’s powerful magic?

New purpose filled Jeska. She would scour the forest until she found her brother. If he was in trouble, she would help him. If he was not, she would sit with him and talk and laugh and tell stories as they had done when they were children. She missed Kamahl. She missed his maddening, stubborn ways and his reassuring strength. Things might have turned out better for her, for everyone, if she had only stayed closer to her brother’s side.



—

Jhoira stood with the others, watching Multani as they waited. She had grown distressingly used to standing by and waiting as powerful entities decided her fate, the fate of the entire world. She had been alive for over a thousand years, and it never got any easier.

The roots and leaves on the back of Multani’s skull rustled. Drawn by the sound, Jhoira and the others pressed in close behind the seated figure, though Radha and Teferi kept their eyes on Jeska.

As she stared, Jhoira saw new growth push through the back of Multani’s head. A single stick of flat wood sprouted and spread, eventually forming a small circle. The round object took on features, slowly becoming a miniature copy of the face on the other side of Multani’s skull. Fascinated and unnerved, Jhoira leaned in close.

“I can see her,” Multani said, his voice heavy with concern. “I can hear her and feel her, but I can’t reach her. Every time I start to connect something breaks her concentration and I have to start over. She’s resisting me on a deep and primal level.”

“Do you want to stop?”

“No,” Multani said. “But I might need your help. If I can’t break through to her she may lash out. She might free herself. You must be ready.”

“We’ve been ready since before you started,” Radha said.

“You can do me the most good, Keldon elf. You have tasted Yavimaya’s power. Gather it to you now and hold it in reserve. If I need it, I will call for it.”

“Great. Now I’m a stick-man’s water bearer.”

“Will you do this, Radha?”

“I will, I will.” The warlord raised her fist, and a cluster of green flames ignited around her. “Just say the word.”

“Thank you.” The small Multani face fell dormant. Jhoira exhaled and wondered what was going on and how much of it she would ever understand.



—

“Kamahl,” Jeska called. She felt her brother’s presence more strongly than ever, but there were no visible signs, so she was reduced to following the centaur’s tracks.

She was oddly excited, elated to be alive and active in the forest. She lost herself in the simplicity and purity of a clear goal that was within her power.

She heard the heavy tread of centaur’s feet up ahead and picked up the pace. She could never hope to outrun a centaur, or even catch up with one, but the closer she stayed the closer she’d be when it stopped. She fully expected to find Kamahl when she did, though she had no rational reason for doing so, and she drove herself even harder.

An animal roar echoed across the forest, and Jeska slowed. It might be the centaur’s prey, caught at last, or a chance encounter between dangerous beasts. Jeska strained to hear more, and when she succeeded she stopped entirely.

The different stripes of mana each had their own look and feel, but to Jeska each also had its own sound. Blue spells often sounded like wind, rain, or the tide; red like fire and the ground shaking apart; and green like muscles tensing, wood groaning, and the lush drip of a spring thaw. What Jeska heard ahead of her was decidedly black: a thin, low whisper backed by the high-pitched shriek of blade grating against bone. It was the sound of smoke rising, of poison coursing through veins, of the serpent’s hiss just before it struck.

There was black mana at work ahead, and it was being employed on a massive scale. Jeska was afraid. Swamp magic, Cabal magic, had no place here. The forest was wild and unrestrained, its secrets there for the finding; Cabal City was closed, focused, civilized, even elegant, but its secrets could only be bought with blood. Krosan magic bestowed life, health, and growth; the marsh city magic bestowed death, disease, and decay.

Jeska stood a moment more, then went on. Whatever was happening ahead, her brother was involved. She would never turn away from her own flesh and blood, never let the most important people in her life face danger alone. Jeska steeled herself, took a deep breath, and rushed out toward the sounds of magical combat.



—

Jhoira and the others were still watching and waiting when the smaller of Multani’s faces came alive again.

“Something is still fighting me,” Multani said.

“Jeska herself?”

“I cannot say. If it is not her then someone else has gained access to her mind. Someone very subtle and very strong.”

“What can we do?”

“Lend me your feelings. All of you focus on the pastoral, green memories in your past. To soothe Jeska’s troubled spirit we must share with her the warm and reassuring sensations of childhood. She is troubled and seeks comfort that we can provide. If you ever climbed a tree, dug a hole, or planted a garden, think upon it now. Relish it. And Radha?”

“I’m here.”

“Gather more mana, as much as you can hold. I will call for it soon.”

The Keldon nodded. The flames around her grew larger, fatter, and brighter.

“Good,” Multani said. “It will be over soon, one way or the other.”



—

Jeska climbed over a fallen log that was taller on its side than she was on her feet. She slid down to the ground, placed her hand on her sword, and stepped through the underbrush into a small, circular glade.

She had come searching for her brother, and though she had found him at last, she never imagined him like this.

Kamahl was as he had been before he left the tribe, huge and muscular, his close-cropped skull massive and lumpy enough to crack stone. He had his gigantic broadsword out and was swinging it in huge arcs. Each swipe decorated the trees and forest floor with blood. Her brother’s face was bent and twisted into the horrific rictus he always wore when fighting to the death.

Dozens of wild animals and monsters were crushing in on Kamahl, snapping and snarling and tearing at him. There were jungle cats and crocodile-sized lizards. There were squat, apelike creatures and two-headed wolves. There were long, limbed snakes with fangs exposed and venom dripping. Many more were already dead or dying in pieces at his feet, some hacked clean through and others burned black. The blood and carnage chilled Jeska, both because Kamahl was responsible for it and because she had not been by his side to help.

Kamahl turned in a full circle, sweeping his giant blade through the entire fellowship of monsters, cutting every last one of them down. Her brother laughed loudly as blood spattered across his face and viscera fouled his trim, red chin whiskers.

Kamahl raised his sword high overhead with both hands as fire licked from the edges of the blade. Bellowing in mad fury, he inverted the sword and slammed the tip down into the rich Krosan soil. Jeska shielded her eyes against the fireball that erupted and engulfed Kamahl, covering all but the outer edges of the glade in a withering firestorm. The denizens of Krosa screamed from within the inferno, but their death cries were nearly drowned out by her brother’s awful roar of delight.

“Stop,” she whispered. “Please make it stop.” The flames soon complied, but Kamahl’s laughter continued. She stood and stared until the last dying embers went out, until her brother stood alone in the center of a smoking, burned-out ring.

“Sister,” he said. His tone was buoyant, but he still wore the killing face, his teeth clenched, his nostrils flaring, and his eyes wild. Kamahl drew his sword from the ground, balanced it flat across his broad shoulders, and strolled toward her.

“What are you doing, Kamahl? What are you doing here?”

He stopped a short distance away from her. “I’m doing what I do,” he said, still dripping from the slaughter. “And I came here to do it.”

“But Krosa is your second home,” she said. “You left the path of the warrior for that of the druid.”

“People don’t change,” Kamahl said. “Oh, we may drift from one perspective to another, one magic to another, but in the end we are only what we are. I enjoyed being a druid. I enjoyed living in this place.” He grinned wide and brandished his gore-streaked sword. “But I like this better.”

Galloping hooves thundered from outside the clearing before Jeska could answer. She turned toward the sound, but Kamahl was far more alert and aggressive. The dapple gray centaur rode into view, armed with a bow and a long sword. Kamahl raised his blade and grinned, calling out, “You’ve picked a terrible time to be a hero.”

The centaur swerved as he approached Kamahl, drawing an arrow from his quiver and nocking it.

“Kamahl, wait. This doesn’t make any sense.”

“Nothing makes sense, Jeska. None of it matters.” From the far side of the clearing, the centaur fired. “This is the life for us. This is the way of the barbarian.” Kamahl tilted his wide sword so that the centaur’s arrow shattered against the flat. “Blood and battle, Little Sister. That’s our lot. Join me, if you still have the stomach for it.”

“But—”

The centaur let another arrow fly, but Kamahl was too quick, too hot. He sprang clear of the missile and laughed as he charged toward his foe. Realizing he did not have enough time to load another arrow, the centaur slipped his bow into a harness on his back and raised his long sword.

Tall and broad as Kamahl was, the centaur still dwarfed him. He reared and kicked at Kamahl with his forelegs and swiped at the barbarian with his blade, but Kamahl easily blocked and dodged. Her brother feinted left with his broadsword and kicked out to his right. Jeska heard a loud crack as Kamahl’s heavy boot connected with the centaur’s back leg. The creature keened a sharp, grating scream as his hind leg crumpled, and he sank heavily onto his haunches.

Kamahl immediately pounced on the centaur’s horse back, balancing on its spine. The majestic creature bucked and tried to shake him off. Kamahl weathered the storm and stomped down hard. The centaur keened again and dropped his sword, clutching behind him to lay hands on his tormentor.

Laughing, Kamahl stepped back from the centaur’s hands and raised his broadsword high. He twisted the flat perpendicular to the ground and brought the heavy steel blade down across the top of the centaur’s head.

Blood splashed from the centaur’s ears and nose. Blood ran down from his split scalp and cracked skull. Blood ran into his mouth and choked him. Blood sprayed from his lips as he coughed his lungs clear.

The centaur’s eyes rolled, and he toppled sideways to the ground. Kamahl smoothly stepped off the creature’s back and crossed in front of him, his boots crunching on ash and cinders. The centaur struggled and groaned, forcing himself up with his arms.

Kamahl turned and winked at Jeska. He turned and severed both the centaur’s arms at the elbow with one smooth, deliberate stroke. The dapple gray screamed but remained upright. Waving his grotesque stumps, he began to pray as he decorated the surrounding trees with red.

“Behold, the noble shaman-warriors of Krosa,” Kamahl said. Grinning, he spat on the maimed, dying creature. “A centaur is a waste of a good horse and a good man. They ought to be one or the other.” He turned. “Don’t you agree, Jeska?”

She could not speak. She knew what was about to happen, but she could not believe it. The centaurs of Krosa were like Kamahl’s brothers. They were his brothers by oath, ritual, and lifelong friendship. He could not do this.

Still smiling, Kamahl bent and slashed sideways, slicing clean through the centaur’s body at the waist. Kamahl spun so that he was facing Jeska with his back to the centaur. As the man’s torso slid and dropped off of the horse’s body, Kamahl sheathed his blade with a flourish.

“And now we’re done,” he said cheerfully. He sauntered back to Jeska, opening his arms wide to receive a brotherly hug.

“How could you?” Jeska said. “How could you kill him, kill all of them this way? What’s happened to you?”

Kamahl paused with his arms extended, a look of genuine confusion on his face. “Nothing,” he said. “I am as I always have been.”

“No. You have always been rough and brash and violent, but you’ve never been this cruel, this bloodthirsty. You never put so much stock in killing, nor took such pleasure from it.”

“Fiers’s teeth,” Kamahl said. “Do you have another brother named Kamahl I’ve never met?”

Horror gave way to anger. “Don’t mock me, Kamahl. I know you better than anyone.”

“You should,” he said. “And yet you seem shocked and appalled that I’m a killer. How is that possible, Jeska? How is it you don’t know your own brother?”

“You’re a warrior, not a killer,” Jeska said.

“Oh?” Kamahl’s face lit up with unholy glee. “That’s strange talk from you, Sister. After all, I killed you, didn’t I?” He slid his sword out, effortlessly holding it in one hand. “Twice.”

“Shut up. I won’t listen to this.”

“Ah, well. It’s true what they say. You can’t choose your family.” Kamahl’s joy grew dark and ominous. “Well, half-true, anyway.” The broadsword wavered and changed in his hand. Its tip expanded, and its base contracted as the blade molded and shaped itself into a huge, double-bladed axe. “You can’t choose who is in your family, but you can choose who remains.”

Jeska stared at the terrible weapon. She was rooted in place, unable to move, barely able to think. Harsh tears clouded her vision as her brother advanced on her with his axe raised for the kill.

“Good-bye, Jeska. You were always a disappointment.”

Kamahl swung the axe. Jeska didn’t scream, didn’t run, didn’t do anything but stand and grieve for the monster her brother had become, for the terrible things he had done to her and was now doing again.



—

Jhoira sat crouching next to Multani, waiting for him to speak, but it was Radha who reacted first. Even before Multani spoke, the Keldon started edging back from the forest avatar so that she was several yards away when his second face started to creak.

“I failed,” Multani said. “Run.” The look on his face swept aside Jhoira’s natural inclination to ask for more information, and she bolted to her feet. She was three paces away when Jeska exploded.

Multani’s body disintegrated in the blast. Jhoira was thrown through the air into the unyielding wall of roots so hard the impact doubled her vision. She slid down the wall onto the dirt as something warm and wet ran into her eyes and small bright bombs of pain exploded across her shoulders.

She could not see clearly, but she recognized the small, angry form of Jeska as it came toward her. The Pardic woman paused to kick something out of her way, and Jhoira saw that it was the larger of Multani’s recent faces.

Multani, she thought, her lips struggling to form the word. Teferi. Venser. She closed her eyes as her shoulders spasmed again. Anyone.

“It’s just you and me now, Little One.” Radha’s familiar voice sounded miles away, but the Keldon was as reckless and brazen as ever.

“I’m going to kill you, Warlord.” Jeska was terrible to behold, even to Jhoira’s skewed vision. The Pardic woman’s hair was darker, almost black, and her eyes glittered like stars. “But first I’m going to use you up.”

Radha’s smile was almost audible. “Come on then.”

Jhoira strained to clear her mind, to see clearly, to rise despite the pain in her shoulders. Time worked against them, as it always did, but on this occasion everything was at risk. All their lives, all they had done, all they had yet to do. Jhoira continued to struggle even though it was futile, unwilling to let Radha or the noble cause for which they all fought die alone.
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Their game quickly became clear to Jeska. The forest avatar had tricked her, ensorcelled her with his magic to not only make her believe she was in Krosa, but to make her accept without question that she could be in Krosa. She was furious at Multani, at Radha, at Jhoira and the others…but she was mostly furious with herself.

She had allowed herself to be fooled, allowed herself to be tortured and tormented. Worst of all, they had exposed a vision of her brother that she had never even shown herself. But now that she had seen it she could not deny that it had come from within. No one else knew the things that dream-Kamahl had said to her, no one else could have plumbed the depths of her own private horror so completely.

Now the Keldon was the only one standing, blustering as usual. Jeska realized she hated Radha, and not only because the Keldon was a shining example of the brutal, base, bloodthirsty animals that gave barbarians a bad name. They had merged in the Zhalfirin rift, viscerally shared their deepest and most private sensations. They did have much in common, but in every instance Radha showed none of the regret or guilt that dogged Jeska’s every step. Part of Jeska longed for that kind of certainty, for the obliviousness of bloodlust and the confidence of untrammeled ego.

She also respected Radha, or at least, respected her drive and her bravery. Most berserker bullies were cowards at heart, venting their petty anger on those who couldn’t or wouldn’t fight back, but Radha seemed to attack everyone regardless of how weak or strong they were. She had also felt the Keldon’s anguish as they closed the rift, experienced the protective concern she held for her warhost as well as her fanatical devotion to restoring the glory of Keld.

Respect and partial understanding would not be enough to spare Radha, however, nor were they enough to deter Jeska from her work.

The warlord was canny enough to keep backing away from Jeska and to circle when Jeska circled. It wasn’t an effective tactic, but it at least showed Radha was not completely mindless.

“You look different,” Jeska said. It was true, Radha’s omnipresent mantle of fire had grown more colorful, more vibrant.

“I’ve made new friends, Little One,” Radha said. She nodded at Jeska’s blackened tresses. “What’s your excuse?”

“New friends? How much did they cost? Or did you just threaten to cut their throats?”

“Nasty, nasty Little One.” Radha shook her head scoldingly. “You keep talking like that and no one will want to fight you for money anymore.”

Jeska stopped. She was still enraged and ready to lash out, but she was also tired. Radha had a gift for making her think and act like child, but that didn’t mean Jeska had to play along. “This fight is over, Warlord. It’s not even a fight.

Radha drew her broken sword and a tear-shaped blade. “It is now.”

Jeska clenched her jaw. “I can’t kill you yet. And you can’t kill me ever.”

“Let’s just see about that.”

Jeska sighed and waved her hand. Radha fought her, heaving and growling until the cords stood out on her neck, but in the end Jeska simply overpowered her. Radha’s hands opened, and her weapons dropped to the ground. Her arms pressed flat against her body, and her legs stiffened.

“You’re…consistent, Little One.” Radha sweated and strained. “But not very imaginative.”

“I like to stick with what works.”

“You’re a coward. Turn me loose and fight me.”

“No, Warlord. We still have much to do.”

“I will not be your toy.”

“You already are.” Jeska tossed her head, and Radha rose into the air. “You are, have been, and will be again. You are mine until I’m done with you.”

“Kill me or turn me loose.”

“I’ll do both,” Jeska said. “In time.” She willed herself up beside Radha and guided the Keldon close to the deadfall’s green glow. Radha began to curse her, and Jeska froze her jaws shut.

The Yavimayan rift was not like Zhalfir’s. It was elusive, hidden, peeking out from behind the overwhelming aura of forest magic. It was similar enough for Jeska, however, and she set about testing it before she brought Radha into play. There were powerful unseen forces at work here, a living energy that had infiltrated the rift as surely as the rift had infiltrated Yavimaya. She wondered if she could kill the rift without killing that vital force along with it. She wondered if that would matter when the time came.

“Tell me,” Jeska said. “Did you have anything to do with that?” She released Radha’s jaw so the Keldon could speak.

“Haughty cow. Drop dead and rot.”

Jeska squeezed Radha’s bones together until the Keldon snarled in pain. “Did you have anything to do with that?

“With what?”

“With the mind games. With me being tortured just now.”

“Didn’t look like torture to me,” Radha said. “The mulch-man said he was trying to calm you down, get you to listen. Then you blew him up.”

Jeska turned away. “He deserved worse.”

“Oh? Well, here’s your chance.”

“What—”

A massive branch swung down and swept Jeska aside. The limb crushed her into the trunk of a thousand-year-old magnigoth tree and folded itself around Jeska without snapping, pinning her in place. Stunned, Jeska felt her hold on Radha evaporate and watched the Keldon drop lightly to her feet.

“You didn’t think he was dead, did you?” Radha dashed over to the root wall and picked up the wooden form of Multani’s face. “This place is packed to the teeth with healing magic.”

Jeska strained against the wood holding her, but it was ancient and strong. It was also charged with mana that made it sturdy enough to resist Jeska’s strength and her magic.

Radha glanced down at Multani’s face and nodded. She flipped the wooden plate aside and loped over to Jhoira, who was still struggling to get to her feet. Over the Ghitu’s weak objections, Radha tossed Jhoira over her shoulder.

“What are you doing?”

“Repaying a favor. Multani wants them clear in case we all kill each other. Someone has to carry on.” She moved along the wall, bent at the knee, and scooped up the unconscious form of Venser.

Jeska.

Multani’s voice infuriated her. Don’t speak to me.

Listen to me. I did not create those images you saw.

No? You were the one inside my mind.

But not the only one. There was someone else, someone who twisted the messages I sent.

As they talked, Radha took Venser and Jhoira out of sight.

We are not your enemies, Jeska. We oppose what you’re doing, but we mean you no harm.

Radha returned and collected Teferi.

“Too bad,” Jeska said. “Until recently, I felt the same way about you.” She increased her physical strength and pushed against her wooden bonds with both arms and legs. The wood cracked and began to give until Multani strengthened it and cinched it tight once more.

Jeska teleported. She vanished out from under the thick branch and reappeared directly in front of Radha. The Keldon lashed out with her long right arm, but Jeska caught the blow and teleported herself and Radha to the outer edge of the clearing. Now behind the warlord, Jeska planted her palm between Radha’s shoulder blades and pinned her to the root wall. Radha’s arms and legs flailed as she struggled for purchase. Jeska slowly removed her hand, making sure to keep Radha firmly in place face-first against the wood.

The Pardic woman bent and retrieved Multani’s face. It felt oddly alive, warm and flexible. She stared at it until the eyes opened and the lips began to move.

Do not do this, Multani said. No sound came from the wooden face in her hands, but she heard him clearly all the same.

“I have to. There is no other way.”

There must be. Let us help you find it. Let us find it together.

“No,” Jeska said. “No, I think not. But I will grant you this.” She turned her head toward Teferi, who promptly vanished. “Venser and Jhoira are safe too. I’ve sent them all back to the shores where they arrived. Now there is nothing left for you to worry about. Except me.”

She soared into the air once more, Multani’s face in one hand and Radha trailing after the other. Jeska carried them both up to the deadfall, careful this time to protect herself from surprise attacks.

With Multani in her grasp, the Yavimayan rift was not so mysterious. He was attuned to the living part of the cancerous mass, the part he and his forest had sent to worm its way into the rift and co-opt it. Multani’s resonance would allow her access to the rift, and Radha’s untapped potential would let her seal it.

Before Multani could plead or Radha could threaten, Jeska tossed them both toward the rift. As soon as they left her hands, she threw her arms forward and reached through them, out to the phenomenon itself. It was a bit like battlefield surgery, a clumsy grope through a comrade’s innards to find and remove an arrowhead or broken sword tip.

In her mind’s eye, Jeska pushed aside the last of Yavimaya so that the sickly green rift shone clear and unimpeded. The phenomenon called to her, clutched at her, but it was as blocked by Radha’s inert spark as the Zhalfirin rift had been. Radha did not have the transcendent source of unlimited power the rifts hungered for, so hers was not a spark it could use. But Jeska could.

She focused her near-omnipotence on the Yavimayan rift, channeling it through Radha and Multani. The Keldon’s body arched, and her scream blistered Jeska’s ears as Multani’s anguished cry speared through her mind. The rift surged toward her, snapping at her like a hungry fish hunting a water strider…but the surface of this pool was beyond its reach, unbreakable.

Once more the boundaries between Radha and Jeska blurred, but this time there was an extra personality in the combination.

As a single combined entity, Radha, Jeska, and Multani led a Keldon warhost against a fifty-foot-tall giant whose body seemed to be made of solid ice and snow. The man-shaped creature’s face was a series of sharp, frozen points, from the jagged edges of its protruding brow to the tip of its icy beard. Elves and Keldons alike howled and roared as they dashed themselves against the giant, hacking at its ankles and swiping arms as their leader blasted the monster with Keldon fire.

The image filled Jeska with savage triumph, but beneath that was a solemn, melancholy ache. They had led the ’host into this battle under false pretenses, under the guise of battling the unnatural cold the time rifts had created in Keld. In truth they had come to Parma for the sole purpose of collecting this frost giant’s heart, of harvesting it and using it to empower the boy. War chiefs routinely decided which of their followers would live and die on the battlefield, but Radha had made this decision calmly and rationally: The boy would survive no matter what the future held and regardless of how many others died to secure his future.

Next the three gazed up at the Yavimayan rift, fully aware of the forest’s intent and dreading the task before them. The phenomenon would kill the forest if left unchecked, but Multani hesitated to act. Would Yavimaya survive if its avatar were consumed? He was not afraid to risk his own life, his entire sense of self, for the good of the collective, but either logic or self-interest caused him to doubt the wisdom and effectiveness of such a sacrifice. Who would shepherd the hive-mind and represent its interests if Multani were gone?

No answer came, and the three of them suddenly appeared atop a huge, stone dome. Kamahl was there, advancing on them with his great double-bladed axe at the ready.

Jeska’s stomach dropped in an odd, slow kind of panic. This memory was hers but not hers. She had never battled her brother atop Averru’s main citadel. Karona had. For the first time Jeska saw directly out from Karona’s eyes, her own mind active and alert within the composite deity. She was unable to act, to command her body’s muscles or magic, but she was able to observe and experience Karona’s actions from within the false goddess’s fractured psyche.

Nearly all of Jeska’s memories as Karona were flickering, half-glimpsed things, and with Radha and Multani along they were even harder to grasp. Now Jeska felt Karona’s monomania directly, experiencing her absolute conviction in her power, her divinity, and her right to rule. It was far more complicated and profound than the simple single-mindedness Jeska had recently admired in Radha. Where Radha simply didn’t consider anything outside her own immediate goals, Karona had considered every possible permutation and ramification of her actions and gone on in spite of them. Karona saw herself as the most wondrous and exalted creature that had ever lived, and as such the world’s future was hers to choose.

Jeska hardened her resolve and painfully twisted free of the vision, using the jarring presence of Radha and Multani as a tether to pull herself back to the task at hand. Her vision fogged, and her stomach lurched, but as her equilibrium returned, Jeska found herself once more in the rotting deadfall that had half-permeated the Yavimayan rift.

She had done this before. She knew the size and shape and scope of it. She had the will, the knowledge, and the power to do it, and with the Keldon firmly in hand, she also had the means. Straining through the resistance of Radha, Multani, and the rift, Jeska reached out, magically encircling the Yavimayan rift within the bounds of her own transcendent power.

Jeska drew off the largest portion of the rift’s arcane substance that Radha could contain, then flooded the Keldon’s body with her own limitless strength. Alone, Jeska versus the rift would have been an even contest. Working through Radha and Multani, the Pardic woman was able to completely overwhelm the rift, choking it, burying it, and forcing it back upon itself to consume its own substance until there was nothing left.

As in Zhalfir, a searing, white ring expanded from Radha’s body, stretching out beyond the edges of the deadfall and the clearing. The halo of arcane energy reached its limit and collapsed, squeezing every living thing within it into a fluid kaleidoscope of living tissue and vibrant color. The ring contracted, swiftly dragging its contents toward Radha until they disappeared into the warlord’s body.

Jeska exhaled, letting the stress and strain dissipate. Thus she was unprepared for the unexpected burst of green mana that rushed back out of Radha and scattered itself over the empty acreage like a winter cloudburst. Jeska was buffeted back and hurled across the clearing, landing with a thud just shy of the wooden wall. Dazed but uninjured, the planeswalker took some small pride in the fact that she had not released Multani or Radha—the wooden face was still in her hand, and the warlord had been carried along by the same explosive rush.

Radha was unconscious, or so drained that she appeared unconscious, but as long as the Keldon couldn’t talk it was an acceptable state of affairs. Multani was another story. The wooden face in her hands was now precisely that, a wooden face. There was no magic in it, no animation, and no sign of the green man. Jeska’s fingers creaked as she opened them and let the face slide to the ground.

Nearly exhausted, Jeska looked up and was gratified to see the Yavimayan rift gone, along with the diseased deadfall that had housed it. She had not lost an entire civilization this time but only a single forest avatar who should have known better than to abuse a visiting planeswalker. It was a lesson she was happy to teach, though the teaching rendered her pupil incapable of applying what he had learned.

She smiled to herself, both from the grim humor of her situation and her own lack of concern. The Pardic people were not forgiving, and Multani had offended her to her very core.

Jeska stood and dusted herself off. Progress, she thought. She had sealed two rifts in two days and was still fully capable of doing more. Teferi and Jhoira may have been at this longer than she, but she was better at it than they.

She paused to bow her head over Multani’s lifeless face. Jeska collected Radha’s limp form and teleported away.



—

Jhoira fought through the pain in her head and back and got to her feet. Teferi was awake but silent and motionless, and Venser was just starting to come around. The ambulator stood where they’d left it, safely nestled between the sea and the hedge of thorns.

A hateful, awful sound ripped through the forest and washed over Jhoira like a wave. She jerked her head back toward the center of Yavimaya, but an agonizing bolt of pain shot through her neck and shoulders.

The crippling sting paled in comparison to the despair she felt when she saw the dreadful, white halo expanding outward from the rift’s location.

“Multani,” she muttered, knowing that she might never learn the avatar’s fate. At the peak of his power, Multani was almost impossible to kill, especially here in Yavimaya. Multani was far from his peak, and Jhoira had no idea how much of his strength had been sapped by the rift.

“She did it.” Venser spoke from where he sat on the ground. “After all.”

“The Yavimayan rift is sealed,” Teferi said. “And we have failed again.”

Jhoira stood, listening intently. She was hoping for a glimmer, for the slightest trace of Multani to show.

“Venser,” she said, “are you able to teleport back to the clearing?”

“I think so. But what would be the point? Jeska didn’t stick around long after Zhalfir. She’s probably long gone, and Radha with her.” He paused. “If Radha’s still alive.”

“It won’t take long,” Jhoira said. “Please.” She extended her hand. Venser stood on wobbly legs, found his balance, and came forward. As the artificer took hold, Jhoira turned to Teferi. The double catastrophe in Zhalfir and Yavimaya had broken his spirit, and she decided to leave him where he was to collect himself. “Stay put,” she said. “We’ll return shortly.”

Venser squeezed her hand and teleported her back to the rift site. Jhoira heard the artificer gasp at the state of the place. She knew how he felt.

The root wall still stood, but everything else in sight had been leveled. The trees, the vines—all of the plant life that had surrounded the site was now gone. She took some comfort in the fact that the deadfall was also gone, along with the rift’s green glow.

“This is horrible,” Venser said. “Obscene. Why is she doing this?”

“She’s a planeswalker,” Jhoira said. “And a warrior. She will keep going in a straight line until she reaches her goal or destroys it.”

“Can we stop her?”

“We have to.” Jhoira found what she was looking for and stooped to pick it up. She held Multani’s face in her hands. It was no longer the avatar’s avatar, no longer a vibrant icon of Yavimaya’s collective will. It was just a piece of lifeless wood, inert and unchanging.

Tears welled up, and Jhoira stifled a small sob. Of all the transcendent beings she had encountered, only Karn could compare to Multani’s selfless nobility, and now both had fallen to the rifts. There was no sign of the hero who changed the course of Urza’s lifelong obsession, trained Dominaria’s heroes in maro-sorcery, and beaten back Phyrexian armies on two continents. Nature’s champion, the world’s most dedicated disciple of life and abundant growth, was no more.

Jhoira wiped her eyes. There was some hope, as Multani had returned from seemingly fatal circumstances before. That hope quickly faded in the still silence of the forest. Multani was very hard to kill, especially in Yavimaya…but there was no life here, not in the clearing or in her hands. If this noble, vibrant creature had survived, it would take decades or even centuries for him to return.

Venser kept a respectful silence as Jhoira knelt and scooped away the hard-packed dirt. Gently, she placed the wooden face in its shallow grave and covered it up. Dead or alive, Multani deserved to rest in the arms of his beloved Yavimaya.

Jhoira stood and said, “We can go now.”

Venser remained silent and respectful as he took her hand. She squeezed it reassuringly, and he squeezed back. When he relaxed his grip they were back on the shoreline.

Teferi stood waiting by the ambulator. “How bad is it?”

“The rift is sealed,” Jhoira said. “Jeska and Radha have moved on. Multani is…is…”

Teferi bowed his head. “First Zhalfir,” he said. “Now this.” He closed his eyes and said, “I can still see them, my people. Their faces. Their wide, hopeful faces.” He opened his eyes. “So many of them went willingly into phase. Some even celebrated.

“Do you think they knew? Did they see me at the end, as I saw them? Did they understand how horribly I had failed the entire nation?” He clenched his fists and pressed them into the sides of his head. “I am lost, Jhoira. These thoughts cause me physical pain, but I can’t stop thinking them. Being mortal, knowing what I know…it’s too much. I can manage the hunger, the fatigue, and the blisters. I can be mortal again. But I can’t stop seeing those doomed, hopeful faces.

“This is what I feared most, Jhoira, the path that I could see but could not bring myself to follow. For I started from a premise that you taught me, one that I hoped would stop me from becoming like Urza: No one, not even planeswalkers, can save a world by destroying it. I thought I knew what that meant, but I see things more clearly now, oddly enough. I daresay it’s impossible for a godlike planeswalker to truly understand.” Teferi looked up and met Jhoira’s eyes.

“I understand,” she said. “I understand that you are responsible for setting this in motion, not where others take it. You still see the world as a planeswalker would, in grand terms. Remember that even as a planeswalker you couldn’t control everyone and everything to make your plans work. Now you’re a mortal who trucks with the infinite. Trust me—you will learn to expect things to spiral out of control, to feel helpless when they do, and to drive yourself mad with regret and self-recrimination over what you could have done differently.

“It’s easy to despair at times like these. But I’ve never known you to surrender to that way of thinking, not as a mortal or as a planeswalker. This is not yet over, Teferi. We can go on….We have to go on. I’ve spent a lot of that time preventing these sorts of disasters, but I’ve spent far longer cleaning up after them. Given the choice, I will always pick the former. Even if we only lessen the havoc Jeska will wreak, it is well worth the effort. We owe it to those who have fallen. We owe it to ourselves.”

Teferi smiled gratefully, and Jhoira nodded. “There’s nothing left for us here,” she said. “Jeska has moved on. We can best honor Yavimaya and Zhalfir by following her.” Jhoira led Venser to the ambulator’s dais.

“Where to?” Venser said.

“The only rifts left are in Madara and Otaria,” Teferi said.

“It will be Madara,” Jhoira said. “She’s said she’s already been to Otaria and apparently did nothing. I believe she’s saving it for last.”

“I’m sorry, but I have to ask,” Venser said. “What will we do once we find her? We can’t fight her, and she won’t listen to reason.”

Jhoira scowled, her mind racing as she spoke. “Jeska is being driven by her own demons, but Multani said there was also someone else in her mind. We need to make her see that, to show her a real enemy she can conquer. If we can pry her will loose from whatever is influencing it, she may stop. She might even come around to our way of thinking. She will definitely want to punish whoever has been toying with her.” Jhoira smiled. “There’s still hope, Venser. There’s always hope.”

“I’m hopeful,” Venser said, “just not very confident.”

“You have been a great help to us already, and to all of Dominaria,” Jhoira said. “If you do not wish to go on, I understand. I only ask that you lend us your ambulator so that we can continue.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Venser said, “Not on my own. I want to see this through, too….I will see it through. I just don’t want anyone else to die so needlessly. Not Radha, or even Jeska. None of us.”

“I suggest we approach Jeska openly,” Jhoira said. “She hasn’t tried to harm us directly. Not yet. And she’s not afraid of us.”

Venser laughed nervously. “She has no reason to be.”

Teferi stepped up. “Jhoira’s right. If we’re not hostile and she’s not afraid, the worst that can happen is that she’ll continue to ignore us. She will try to seal the Madaran rift no matter what we do unless we open her eyes to whoever’s been manipulating her.” Teferi looked at Jhoira and smiled for the first time since Zhalfir. “That’s not much to go on, is it?”

“It’s a start,” Jhoira said. “If you’re ready, my friends…we should leave now.”

Venser stepped onto the machine. Teferi climbed aboard on the opposite side as Jhoira settled into the chair and slid the control rig over her shoulders. She spared one last glance for Yavimaya and said a silent prayer for Multani.

The Ghitu’s fingers tapped the ambulator’s controls, and the chair vanished under a nimbus of golden light.
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Jeska took Radha straight to the shores of Madara. She left the unconscious Keldon on the beach and stared out at the Talon Gates as they maintained their endless vigil a full mile out to sea. The Madaran rift hung between the great, curving spires, a small, narrow, and endlessly deep chasm.

She was still drained from Yavimaya, still angry and distracted. At least the Madaran rift was a simple affair. It was far more like the Zhalfirin rift, though it was different in size, shape, and scope than what she had seen of the coast of Jamuraa. Madara’s was the one rift whose cause no one seemed to know. Teferi and Jhoira had theorized that Nicol Bolas had something to do with it, but it predated any written history, so there were no reliable records and no living witnesses. The only obvious fact was that it was very old and very deep.

Jeska steeled herself and turned back to her captive. She was reluctant to wake the Keldon for a host of good reasons, but Radha’s previous dealings with this rift forced her hand. Jhoira said the warlord had interacted with this rift before, and Jeska could see the evidence on Radha’s nascent potential. There was no lasting connection between Radha and the rift, but she bore its mark the way a sand-blasted boulder shows the direction of the wind that sculpted it.

Jeska prepared another spell to revive the exhausted Keldon. Her magic flowed toward Radha but was shunted aside before it touched the warlord. Jeska felt the healing mana bump up against a similar force already within Radha, one that was already restoring the warlord’s vitality.

Jeska was impressed. In the short time they had been in Yavimaya, Radha had managed to tap into the forest’s rich green mana supply as surely as if she’d been born there.

Radha’s eyes fluttered, and Jeska prepared herself. She was growing weary of besting Radha, but the Keldon was as relentless as she was overmatched.

Radha sat up. She scanned the beach and the horizon, clearly recognizing the Talon Gates. She huffed angrily and rose to her feet, dusting the sand off her forearms.

“It’s time,” Jeska said. It was disconcerting to have Radha simply stand and stare. Her eyes burned, and she toyed with the handle of her broadsword, but the Keldon neither attacked nor threatened.

Radha held Jeska’s eyes and said, “Who was that brass-colored man with the axe?”

The words hit the planeswalker like a blow. She did not fully understand the strange union that she and Radha experienced when sealing the time rifts, so she had tried to put it out of her mind. Now Radha was confronting her with her own most privately guarded thoughts, and Jeska realized she was on more intimate terms with her hated enemy than with anyone else alive.

“He was my brother.”

“Kamahl,” Radha said. She continued to stare, making no moves toward or away from Jeska. “Why’d he cut us down?”

“He didn’t cut us down.”

“Why’d he cut you down?”

“He didn’t…I didn’t…” Jeska clenched her teeth. “Things went bad between us. Strong magic was involved.”

“I saw that,” Radha said. “It was hard to miss.”

Jeska shook her head. “You’re trying to get around me,” she said. “You want me confused so I’ll hesitate, so I’ll give you an opening.”

“No,” Radha said. “I want to know why he looked at you like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you were the one who was betraying him. Also, I don’t have a brother, but if I did and he came for me with an axe that big, I would wonder why.”

“I know why.”

Radha cocked her head. “No you don’t,” she said. “If you did, I would.”

“So you know everything then?” Jeska spit contemptuously to the side. “You must have gotten the better part of the bargain. For all the pieces of your life I saw, you still don’t make any damned sense to me.”

“Freyalise looked at me like that,” Radha said. “When I told her Keld was more important than Skyshroud. I just wonder what you did to earn that look from your brother.”

Jeska’s voice trembled. “You don’t know already?”

“I know less about you than I did, Little One. You’re not a planeswalker. You’re a nightmare.”

“I don’t know what I am.”

“Don’t you?”

“No, I don’t!” Jeska’s face twisted. “I’m supposed to appear however I want but I don’t even look like me. My skin is supposed to be brass, but it’s not. My hair is supposed to be red, but it’s not. I can choose to make them that way, but if I don’t concentrate…” She blinked away angry tears. “You’ve seen my life from my eyes, and you’ve always known what you are, so you tell me. What am I?”

“I’ve just known what I wanted to be,” Radha said. “And that I didn’t want anyone else to decide that for me.”

“I never had that luxury. Never.”

“You have it now,” Radha said. “In spite of that horse-faced harlequin with the red-hot crown.”

Jeska started. “What do you know about him? Can you tell what he’s done to me?”

“I know he’s working on you, trying to push you toward something. He sees you as an opportunity, a tool. That’s all either of us knows.”

“I know I don’t like it.”

“Really? How awful for you. I can only wonder what that’s like.” Radha’s voice dropped low, and she spoke softly, almost solemnly. “Let me go, Jeska. My ’host needs me, the elves and the boy….Keld needs me. And I need them. I’m tired of fighting you, and not only because I can’t win.”

Jeska shook her head. “I still need you.”

Fire crackled around Radha’s coarse, black mane. “I said I was tired of fighting you,” the warlord said, “not that I wouldn’t.”

But Radha’s eyelids suddenly drooped, and the flames around her flickered out. She groaned softly and fell hard onto her seat. Baffled, Jeska simply stared as Radha slumped back and fell into a deep sleep. An overpowering drowsiness took hold of her, and Jeska felt her own leg muscles failing. She felt herself floating aimlessly, and she strained to filter one clear thought through the fog in her brain. They had been talking about Leshrac….

“You are correct, Jeska,” said Leshrac’s voice. “I am here. I’m also pleased to see you. I hope I’m not interrupting this important barbarian chieftains’ summit?” The planeswalker appeared between Jeska and the ocean, his ashen, lilac skin oddly vivid under the evening sun and his crown of fire.

Jeska’s vision cleared. Her thoughts sharpened, and she regained control of her muscles. She regarded Leshrac coldly. “You’re reading my mind now too?”

“One does what one must when protecting one’s interests,” he said. “You followed my advice, but you refused my gift and my offer of help. I had to check in on you. Imagine my delight to find us both here, once again in the same place at the same time with the same overlapping goals.”

“Why are you here, Leshrac?”

“Same as you, my dear, to secure the future.”

Jeska nodded. “And why am I here?”

Leshrac cocked his head and thrust his jutting chin forward. “I don’t understand.”

“I think you do. But I’ll rephrase: What did you do to me?”

The gray-eyed planeswalker shrugged. “I don’t believe I’ve done anything.”

“You were in my head just now, and I didn’t notice. You’re obviously better at that sort of thing then I am.”

Leshrac smiled sharply. “Quite good at it, actually. Famous for it.”

Jeska felt her anger welling up, but she controlled herself. “How long have you been in my head without my noticing?”

“Not very long, or very often. Just enough to keep track and make sure you weren’t making things more difficult for me.”

“I sincerely hope that I have.”

“Now, now,” Leshrac said. “We’ve managed to be civil and cordial so far. Let’s not spoil it so close to the end.” His eyes took on a reddish sheen. “Point of fact, you’ve been very accommodating.”

“That ends now. I’m going to kill you, Leshrac.”

“Oh? Whatever for?”

“For what you did to me in Yavimaya. That wasn’t Multani’s vision of my brother. It was yours. I can hear your voice in Kamahl’s words, in the things he said to me. You arranged for me to attack Multani.”

“Nonsense.”

“Sending me after Radha was your idea in the first place.”

“Now that is true, but you should be thanking me for it. You’d never have come this far if I hadn’t pointed the way.”

Jeska closed her eyes and clenched her fists. It was all so base and banal, and she had fallen right into it. Leshrac had been manipulating her, and she had performed for him like a well-trained monkey.

“This ends now. Let us fight, Leshrac.”

“No.” The thin man spoke carelessly, unconcerned. “No, that won’t happen now. There are far more pleasant ways to pass the time.”

Jeska opened her eyes wide, and fire danced in her irises. “You don’t understand,” she said. “This is the Pardic way. You have harmed me. You have attacked me and insulted my family. I will have satisfaction.”

“A duel then?” Leshrac was clearly amused. “Is that what you propose?” Power began to swirl around him in the a purple-black ribbon. “How fitting.”

“Call it what you want.” Jeska gathered her own strength. “But this game between us, your game, is over.”

“Oh no,” Leshrac said. “Not yet. The best is yet to come.”

“You’ll get nothing more from me,” Jeska said. “I swear it.”

Leshrac raised a puzzled brow. “Whoever said I wanted something from you?”

“What?”

“Your problem, my dear, is that too many people keep telling you how special you are, how unique. ‘Thrice-touched by Infinity.’ Please. Everyone, yourself included, is so awed by your past that they believe you worthy of awe. You’re a lost child waiting for someone to tell her she’s a good little girl. Rejoice,” he said. “You’re about to earn my undying gratitude.”

“This is tedious, Leshrac.”

“I agree. There’s no reason to continue this charade.”

Jeska spread her arms and shaped the mana she had gathered into a ball of pure, concussive force. Leshrac’s face sharpened into a scowl, and he said, “Stand still, child.”

Black mana buffeted her, and Jeska’s arms dropped. The spell she had ready fizzled out, and her body refused to obey her commands. She couldn’t even planeswalk.

“Much better. You do realize I could have done this at any time? It’s amazing to me how someone so powerful can be so unaware. I’ve had my hooks in you since before we met, and if you hadn’t been so malleable you might have noticed. You might have even cared. As it is…you are mine.”

Jeska’s body became like rock, immobile and unyielding. There was no force holding her still, no spell that prevented her movements. She simply couldn’t summon the impetus to move.

“Now…we’re going to wait here for a short while. When the time comes, you will serve me with passion and without hesitation.”

Jeska’s mind and voice were still hers. “That will never happen.”

“It has happened. You’ve been my agent all along. I didn’t even have to push you very hard.” He strolled toward her and conjured the white, porcelain mask he’d shown her earlier. “I thought I’d have to make you wear this to bend you to my will, but you did nearly all that I desired without it, of your own volition.”

Leshrac’s lilting voice kept her immobile. Jeska tried to stop listening so she could focus her will and her strength.

The sallow-skinned planeswalker now stood directly in front of her. He extended his hand so that the white mask floated before Jeska’s face. “For your information,” he said, “and just to set the record straight: That vision of Kamahl didn’t come from me. It didn’t come from Multani either. It came from you, from your own deeply hidden fear and hatred of your dear brother.”

“Lies.” Jeska spat. “All lies.”

Leshrac nodded. “Perhaps. But I find it very rewarding that you’ll never know the truth.” The white mask drifted forward, and Jeska felt it sinking into her face, bonding to it like a second skin. She lost what little control she had left as body and mind both fell into a somnolent, near-comatose state.

The mask coaxed a darkness out from deep within Jeska. She felt the baleful, malignant force rise through her body and flow toward her head, toward her face. It was exquisite, the sensation of a thousand different pains and pleasures all happening at once, unbelievable delights and dalliances for her and her alone. She had tried so very hard to forget this sensation, to resist its lure, to contain or ignore it. It had never died, however, and now it was loose, running large and rampant within her.

Jeska struggled, anger and pride straining to overcome her hunger for that exotic darkness. As her resistance crumbled, Jeska’s mind went completely blank except for a small, somber shred of sorrow and shame. She had failed utterly, and not because the task was too great but because she was too weak.

The tang of salt in the air became sharper in her nostrils. The joys that tempted her drained away, leaving her strangely empty, hollow, and listless. Leshrac approached her, his crown spinning merrily. She would have flinched or cursed or spat if she had been able, but all she could do was stare as the jubilant monster took hold of the mask.

“Remember I told you I didn’t want Phage to return?” he said. “That’s only partially true. I don’t want Phage. I want Phage’s power.”

The mask came free. To Jeska it felt like Leshrac was pulling her entire head off, with her brain and spinal column trailing after it. She blacked out for a split second, and when she came to, the white, porcelain face was floating over Leshrac’s hands.

“There we are,” he said. The mask vanished. “I’m sure that will prove most useful.”

“The rift,” Jeska said. Her thoughts were fleeting and hard to grasp, but she tried to salvage what little she could from this disgraceful defeat. “Seal the rift.”

“Hm? Oh, certainly not. The fissures have had such a wonderful destabilizing effect on things. Random bits of the past bubbling up, mana diverted from its natural course. The fundamental order of the Multiverse is breaking down thousands of years before its time. I, for one, am curious to see how it ends up.” He smiled brightly. “Entropy on a grand scale is a passion of mine. I find it exhilarating.”

“You’re foaming mad,” Jeska said.

“So I’ve been called, and worse. But only I know if it’s true. And you, Jeska? Are you mad? Do you even know?”

“You’re in danger too. The Multiverse will end,” she said. “All of it. No safe place, not even for planeswalkers.”

“That’s what everyone says. I remain unconvinced. I think only Dominaria and a few other realms will be affected.”

“No. You’re wrong.”

“Maybe. Maybe the Walker of the Night is mistaken, blinded by ego, or stubbornly deluded. Maybe everything everywhere will collapse into itself as Teferi believes.” Leshrac leaned in so that his nose was almost touching Jeska’s. “Maybe I just don’t care.”

The sallow planeswalker straightened and turned his back to Jeska. “Your friends are here,” he said. “Rather, your friends who bear a terrible grudge for what you did to Zhalfir and Yavimaya are here. I’m tempted to let them watch. It will please me to see them helpless as all their efforts come to nothing.”

Leshrac turned back to Jeska, stroking his long chin. “Still,” he said. “I should send them a proper greeting, something to do while we wait. Teferi was ineffectual even when he had his spark, but ineffectual can still be disruptive.” He prodded Radha with his foot, smiling as she swatted at him and grumbled through half-closed eyes. “Wake up, Warlord. I have a game for you to play.”

Radha groaned loudly and began to stir. Leshrac glared at Jeska, and his magic robbed her of her voice. He strolled closer to the warlord and said, “Hello. I am Leshrac. I have absolutely no use for you beyond your value as entertainment. I need a minor distraction.”

Radha blinked and sat up. She looked at Jeska and held the Pardic woman’s eyes before turning her attention toward Leshrac. “You’re a planeswalker, aren’t you?” As she spoke Radha quickly ran her hands along her belt, counting the number of tear-shaped blades she had left.

“I am.”

“Are you trying to close the rifts?”

“No.”

She considered this. “So you’re not going to turn me inside out and throw me aside like a used towel?”

“No. Not in aid of closing the rifts anyway.”

She motioned to Jeska and said, “What about her? What did you do to her?”

“Nothing she wasn’t already doing to herself.”

“Well, stand aside then. She and I have unfinished business.”

“That won’t happen.” Leshrac shook his head. “For so many indisputable reasons it is not worth listing them.”

Radha showed Leshrac a square-toothed smile. “You’re in my way.”

“Yes I am.”

“Move, or I’ll move you.”

“I think not. I think you have even more important unfinished business with someone else. You remember Dinne il-Vec?”

Leshrac waved his arm, and black fog swirled up from the pebbled beach. A hazy figure formed within the column. A familiar armored figure stepped out into the evening sun, his white eyes fixed on Radha.

Jeska felt the Keldon’s reaction even in her addled state. Radha still loathed her, but that was nothing compared to the hate now coming off the warlord in waves.

“You’re right,” Radha told Leshrac. “This is more important.” She drew a tear-shaped blade and her broken sword.

“Not here, please. I’m expecting company.” Leshrac tilted his head, and Radha vanished. He turned to Dinne and said, “She’s on the cliffs above us. Kill her however you like. Take as long as you need. When you’re through, kill the other three who are already up there.

“This will be your last service to me, Dinne,” he said, and Jeska recognized the lilting tone of a lie. “Perform to my satisfaction and I will set you free.”

Dinne nodded. The fog swirled around him again, and he was gone.

“Servants must be motivated to perform properly.” Leshrac clapped his hands together and rubbed his palms against each other. “Even if you don’t mean it. Now then. I may not get the chance later, so let me say it now: Thank you, Jeska. It’s been a true pleasure meeting you.”

Knowing she couldn’t answer, Leshrac turned his back on her once more and stared out at the Talon Gates.



—

Jhoira, Venser, and Teferi stood on the cliffs overlooking the Madaran shore. The figures were small and indistinct from this great distance, but they had spotted Jeska, Radha, and one other on the beach below.

“It looks like he’s got Jeska,” Venser said, “the same way Jeska had Radha.”

“Who could manage that?” Teferi said. “She’s a planeswalker.”

“Another planeswalker,” Jhoira said.

“He’d have to be a formidable fellow.” Teferi peered harder.

Venser said, “Could it be Bolas in disguise?”

“Highly unlikely. He’s far too proud to hide himself.”

Jhoira continued to watch silently. She was familiar with almost all of the titans who had frequented Dominaria over the centuries. As the male figure’s head flared up, wreathing his skull in flames, she felt her heart sink.

“It’s Leshrac,” she said.

“The Walker of the Night?” Teferi sounded impressed and a little bit frightened. “He hasn’t been seen or heard from in almost a thousand years.”

“He’s back now.”

“Well, we can be sure he’s not here to help with the rifts.” Teferi drifted off, distracted. “Not willingly.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Jhoira said. “What are you getting at?”

“I’m not suggesting anything outrageous,” Teferi said. “But we still need planeswalkers.”

“Leshrac is one of the most dangerous and capricious planeswalkers ever. We have no chance of enlisting his help and no chance of forcing it.”

“Jeska does.”

“Except for the fact that she’s already helpless,” Venser said.

“Yes, but if we could free her, and if she could defeat Leshrac…”

Jhoira considered. Once again there were too many “ifs” involving too many planeswalkers. Once again she had to make a terrible choice based on gut instinct alone.

“Venser,” she said, “we talked earlier about your teleporting in and taking Radha so Jeska couldn’t use her. Could you do the same for Jeska? Bring her up here, or somewhere far away from Leshrac?”

“I think I can.” Venser shifted uncomfortably. “It’s risky, isn’t it?”

“Very. It’s not a good option, but it’s an option.”

Venser looked down again, uncertain. He blinked and leaned over the edge of the cliff. “Radha’s up. She’s arguing with Leshrac.

“That won’t go well for her.”

“He’s summoning something. It’s a man, a man in armor.” Venser went pale and his voice dropped. “Oh, Hells.”

“What’s wrong?” Teferi said. “Who is it?”

Radha appeared behind them before Venser could answer. The Keldon had two blades drawn, and she carried an aura of rage about her that was nearly palpable.

“He’s mine,” Radha said. “Anyone who comes between us gets their throat cut.”

Venser took Teferi by the shoulder and Jhoira by the hand. “He’s all yours.” He backed away as he spoke, pulling his friends with him.

Jhoira started to pull her hand out of Venser’s when a plume of black smoke sprouted from the rocky ground. The familiar figure of the Weaver King’s cutthroat stepped out of the smoke, deliberately eying all four of them from under his helmet.

Jhoira’s hand went involuntarily to her throat, and she saw Teferi touch his shoulder. They had met Dinne before, and it was only Venser’s defeat of the Weaver King that had prevented the Vec raider from murdering them both.

“Mine,” Radha said again.

“All yours,” Jhoira agreed. She pulled her hand free of Venser’s and continued to back away to allow the warriors plenty of room.

Radha and the Vec squared off as a peal of thunder rolled out from the Talon Gates. The air between the spires shifted, slowly changing color from blue to black to red.

Teferi shot Jhoira a nervous look. “I’m afraid that looks familiar to me. Was anyone just thinking how things could possibly be worse? Because I think we’re about to find out.”
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Leshrac savored the giddy excitement he felt as the Talon Gates came to life.

Nicol Bolas. The name had been spoken in terror or dread from the moment there were spoken languages in which to whisper. Bolas was the oldest and most powerful of the elder dragons, a planeswalker, and as ferocious and unstoppable as a primal force of Nature, with the keen and savage instincts of an apex predator. He had lived for twenty-five thousand years, and during those eons he had honed himself into an unmatchable combination of physical, spiritual, and magical power. He had traveled to all ends of the Multiverse, forging a trail of conquest and bloodshed and carving a vast empire, feasting on its choicest magical treasures. His victories were innumerable, and his defeats could be counted on a three-fingered hand.

Leshrac’s pale eyes gleamed. Defeating such a foe would be rewarding in and of itself, but besting Bolas and wresting his mantle from him would be Leshrac’s crowning achievement, the capstone to his long, storied life. He would be supreme, the greatest and most powerful entity that ever lived, both in reputation and in fact. Whatever the Multiverse became in the wake of the time rifts, Leshrac would be its king.

Leshrac. Jeska’s voice was distant and fatigued, but she spoke steadily and did not falter. You are a fool.

“Am I?” Leshrac spoke aloud without turning toward the Pardic woman. “Strange words from someone in your position. Isn’t a fool’s captive a bigger fool?”

A fool fights for gains he doesn’t need. Takes risks he ought not take.

“Then I am a foaming-mad fool. Thank you for showing me the light, my dear. I have no reason to be as confident as I am. It’s not as if I’ve already humbled an infinitely powerful planeswalker and bent her to my will. The careful preparations I’ve laid out have done me no good so far, have they?”

Jeska did not respond, but Leshrac could hear her fuming.

“There’s a good little vessel. We can continue this discussion while I make the last of my preparations. Does that suit you?” Leshrac glanced up and shot into the air. He spread his arms out so that his robe fluttered around him as he swooped and spiraled like a mad jay toward the Talon Gates.

This is where it all began for Bolas, he said, and where it will end. There’s a fascinating story behind this place, one that I don’t think you’ve heard. You are still thinking about sealing the rift, but you don’t even understand its import. Haven’t you been wondering how this rift was formed. Shall I tell you?

Go to Hell.

Which one? But to my point…Madara’s is not the largest rift, nor the most dangerous, but it is the oldest. Twenty thousand years ago this was the site of Dominaria’s first-ever duel between planeswalkers.

Leshrac’s voice became grand and sweeping. How I would have loved to have seen it for myself, but alas it predates even me. A mighty dragon on one side, a demonic leviathan on the other. They met and fought here, two powerful planeswalkers. Did you know Madara’s coastline used to stretch all the way to the outlying islands? The duelists shattered over a third of the continent in their struggle. In my more reflective moments, I think it’s no wonder Dominaria’s history is so violent and combative—one of the first things to ever happen here was a battle to the death between gods.

They fought for a full month, but in the end it wasn’t force that decided the outcome. The dragon attacked the leviathan’s mind with his magic, and shredded it like tissue paper. Overwhelming size and strength mean nothing without the will to employ them.

With his foe helpless, the dragon gathered his strength for a final blow. Tenacious to the end, the leviathan responded in kind, summoning up its ultimate effort in an instinctive bid to take its foe into oblivion with it. They struck as one, breaking the foundations of reality here and creating a fissure that stretched deep into the Multiverse.

The duel ended, but the victory had only just begun. He didn’t understand the full ramifications of the rift, and dragons are always hungry, so he set about consuming his conquered foe. Bolas was well on his way to setting a new standard for greed and self-indulgence, but this meal went beyond simple gluttony. The leviathan’s corpse lasted for almost a year. Its flesh and bones were still steeped in arcane power, and Bolas gorged himself for weeks at a time, pausing only to digest. His power increased as he dined in the shadow of the fresh rift, and even I cannot say how the dragon and the phenomenon affected each other during that time.

What I do know is that when the dragon was through, all that was left were a few scraps of blubber and two gigantic talons. Bolas made these into a monument, framing the rift that marked the site of this historic event. Then he left Dominaria, to prey on other realms, to prowl the wide, wild universe in search of sustenance and glory. He would always return to Madara to exercise his authority over his first and most cherished holding, and to gorge himself on the rich blend of Madaran mana.

Leshrac swooped back into view and settled onto the beach in front of Jeska. “The dragon is coming back here as he always does, as he is bound to do. He has grown ever more powerful than he was back then…But I am no leviathan. Nor am I a fool. I have studied this dragon. I know his history, his methods, his strengths and weaknesses—the weaknesses are very few, by the way—and I know how to turn his strength against him. Which, my dear, is where you come in.”

A braided stream of colorful energy leaped from the Talon Gates. Its forward end stopped halfway between the spires and the shore and swelled to enormous proportions as the rest of the beam flowed into it.

“Come, Jeska,” he said. Leshrac soared up into the sky, towing the Pardic woman behind him. “You’re about to become an important footnote to this fundamental shift in the Multiverse’s hierarchy.”

A giant dragon’s head emerged from the sphere of swirling color. The orb coalesced behind and below the head, taking on the shape of a winged monster large as the Talon Gates themselves. Lightning flashed out from its body, completing the journey from raw magical energy to flesh and bone. Broad, batlike wings spread wide, and the dragon floated freely, staring at the two human figures hovering nearby. The tide kicked up behind him, sending plumes of salt spray into the air, sizzling into steam as it wafted near the monster. His scales glittered, and waves of distortion scintillated around him, creating a blurred aura in the air around his giant form.

Leshrac drew closer, increasing his own size until he was Bolas’s equal. “Father of Dragons,” he said. He bowed but kept his eyes locked on the new arrival. “We meet at last.”

Nicol Bolas lashed the air with his sharp tongue. His tail curled and whipped behind him. His yellow eyes narrowed, but he snorted a half chuckle through his long muzzle.

“Walker of the Night,” he said, “I shall assume that your presence is no coincidence.”

“Hardly, O Bolas. I have come a great distance and taken great troubles to meet you here. We have been waiting most expectantly.”

“We? Oh, I see.” He nodded toward Jeska, who was floating motionless behind Leshrac. “You’ve come out in force, have you?” Bolas looked past Leshrac and Jeska to the cliffs above the shore. “Curious,” he said. “What are you doing with my Keldon?”

“Your Keldon? I was not aware you had a claim on her.”

“Of course I do. She was in a position to do me a service,” the dragon said. “She provided that service not long ago, on this very shore. Willingly or not, she served me. She is mine.”

“I meant no offense,” Leshrac said. “Let me make amends: If my servant doesn’t kill yours, you may have her. After we are through, of course.”

Bolas grinned hungrily. “Dictating terms, Leshrac? You’ve grown far bolder during your long absence.”

“ ‘Bold’ is too small a word,” Leshrac said. “I prefer ‘audacious.’ ”

“I’ve filled several graveyards with audacious beings. One more is hardly a bother.”

“You would kill me so carelessly, Dragon? We are among the last of the great planeswalkers. Our contest should be as grand as our stature.”

“Grand it shall be. Your defeat will be as glorious as possible.”

“My thanks for that. Sadly, I cannot make the same promise. I am going to strip you of your power, Nicol Bolas, and then Jeska is going to kill you.”

“Oh?” The huge reptilian eyes glittered. “And why would this pale shadow of Karona try to kill me?”

“Because I shall tell her to.”

“You may not get the chance,” Bolas said. “You have blundered badly, Leshrac. I am eternal, endless. I cannot be defeated. I saw this world born, and I will see it die. I am the last of the elder dragons, the only one who endured, as the only beings I’ve ever acknowledged as peers turned and destroyed each other. I returned from the edge of death itself more powerful than ever. Gods cannot kill me. Planeswalkers cannot kill me.”

“But mortals can,” Leshrac said. The spikes along the dragon’s spine straightened, and Bolas growled darkly. “That’s who sent you to the edge of death in the first place, wasn’t it? One of your own minions, a servant who forgot his place.”

Bolas tightened his jaw and spoke in strained, angry tones. “If you knew the price that cursed servant and his ilk have paid for that victory,” he said, “you would not be so merry.”

“I meant no offense,” Leshrac said. “I only wanted to be sporting. You see, I intend to follow the example of that cursed servant. I will rely on my sound strategy and your own overconfidence. I know you, O Bolas, but you’ve never seen the likes of me before. That I will destroy you is a given. How badly I humiliate you in the process remains to be seen.” He leered. “My hopes are high.”

“Then let us begin,” Bolas said. “I think we’re both eager to see how well your hopes are realized.”

“A formal duel, then? In accordance with our stature?”

“Indeed. As a courtesy to you and in keeping with the exalted nature of this contest, I shall observe the proper decorum.” He flapped his massive wings and spiraled high over the shore. “Leshrac, Walker of the Night. I challenge you to a duel.”

“I accept, Nicol Bolas, Father of Dragons. And now that we are formally declared…” He opened his hand, revealing the now-miniscule porcelain mask hovering over his palm. “Behold, the face of Night’s Reach.” He watched as Bolas’s ears flattened and heard the dragon’s angry hiss. “You are familiar with the spirit in question?”

“Quite.”

“I used this token to strip Jeska of her most potent weapon. As Phage, she could kill with a single touch. Her caress corrupted flesh and sent it dripping off the bone.”

“Most impressive.”

“Much as your touch shatters the mind and sends all thoughts screaming from the thinker. How many duels has that touch won for you, O Bolas? How many titans have you buried with it?”

“Thousands. Countless thousands.”

“To be sure. And your touch is even more formidable as Phage’s. But as Night’s face has stripped Phage of her greatest asset, it shall strip you of yours.”

The mask flashed in Leshrac’s hand. While Bolas was distracted, Leshrac triggered the spells he had woven into the spires of the Talon Gates. A wormlike tendril of dull brown curled toward the dragon’s back. It meandered for a moment then shot straight out, slamming between Bolas’s wings.

The elder dragon let out a startled half roar. Leshrac moved quickly, sending Night’s mask shooting toward Bolas’s face, guiding its path and controlling its purpose.

The dragon resisted, but Leshrac’s trap was well laid and perfectly executed. Bolas hung pinned between the paralyzing spell housed in the Talon Gates and the magic-absorbing properties of the mask. Bolas’s scales darkened from mottled green to mold black, his muscles locked, and his teeth clenched, but the dragon did not thrash or roar. Leshrac’s disabling spell held him fast as the mask robbed him of a titanic amount of black mana, as well as the ability to use it.

Night’s face grew heavy as the last of Bolas’s dark power surged into it. Leshrac’s crown flared, bright and hot as the morning sun, and he called the mask back to him. He dwindled back down to human size, towing Jeska behind him as they floated to the ground. He made no effort to restrain his laughter, both as a true expression of his joy and for the irritation it caused Nicol Bolas.

Leshrac brought the mask up to his own face, peering through the eye holes, one for Bolas and the other for Jeska. He readied himself and raised the artifact high, seizing it with the transcendent power of his mind. He held it there for a moment, then called forth the incalculable power it had already absorbed, drawing it in like a long sip of air.

There was pain first, incredible pain, but it quickly diminished and was replaced by a surge of invincibility. Leshrac had never considered himself a warrior, but if he routinely commanded martial force of this magnitude, he certainly would have gone out looking for ways to test it. He had the full black-mana force of Phage and Bolas at the peak of their powers. He was untouchable now, unbeatable. The slightest brush of his finger would instantly destroy any opponent, body and mind.

Leshrac willed the mask away, safely concealed from Bolas but close enough to maintain its energizing effect. He turned back to Jeska, supremely confident in the rush of his newfound strength, but he was taking no chances, sticking to his scheme. He was not about to underestimate his wily opponent or engage in direct combat until he had finished setting the stage. There would be a prequel to their duel, a sounding out of the enemy before Leshrac himself joined in. Let Bolas and Jeska tear each other to bits while he stood apart, biding his time. He would descend on the diminished survivor of that contest and harvest whatever dark energies they still possessed. Before Leshrac was done both planeswalkers would be dead and he would reign supreme across the entire Multiverse, free to go where and do whatever he liked.

Bolas was already shaking off the effects of the paralyzing spell. Leshrac called out, “Jeska? Rouse yourself and kill that dragon, please.”

The Pardic woman’s motions were slow and mechanical. She turned toward Leshrac, and her lip curled up over her teeth. “No,” she said.

Leshrac’s brain moved faster than the muscles in his face, so he was still smiling in triumph as cold doubt flooded his mind. “What did you say?”

“I refuse.”

“You cannot refuse. I am your master. You owe me obedience.”

Jeska shook her head. She was not yet strong enough to attack him, but her will was unshakable.

“She is no longer yours,” Bolas said. “If indeed she ever was.”

Leshrac shoved his doubt aside. He could not keep the impressed tone from his voice as he said, “What have you done?”

“It seems overconfidence is not the sole province of dragons,” Bolas said. “Your hold on Jeska was effective but limited. Did you really believe you could contain part of Karona’s spirit through subtlety?”

“I did, O Bolas, but only because it worked so well. If anything, Karona’s spirit made my task easier.” He cocked his head. “I suspect you’ve had a hand in her sudden independence.”

“She is not free to choose,” The dragon swooped down toward Leshrac on the shore and hovered over him. “Only unable to act. I have prevented her from taking any active part in our duel. We shall fight in single combat, Leshrac, according to the ancient ritual. To that end I have hobbled her and made her unable to obey your wishes. She would have to exert a supreme effort of will to obey you, an effort that she cannot make and you cannot force. When her strength returns, you may command her again. If you’re still able.”

Leshrac’s crown cooled to a deeper and angrier red. His eyes reflected the light, giving them a ghastly crimson-gray sheen.

“Yours was a successful gambit, Walker of the Night.” Bolas said. “You may take solace in that. No one has harmed me so, not ever. I will sorely miss the power you stole in the coming conflict.

“But the duel shall continue. I am not so limited as you. I draw on the strength of the tide and the mountains as well as the fen. Come, Leshrac. Let us decide who will rule after the coming conflagration.”

A hot, unfamiliar feeling swept through Leshrac. He realized he was angry, truly angry for the first time in a very long time. He regained control of his temper and stared defiantly up at the dragon.

“Such are the vicissitudes of scheming,” he said calmly. “One can always be outschemed.” He changed size, becoming Bolas’s equal once more. “I suppose I shall have to destroy you myself now, using your own power against you. Does that surprise you, Dragon? That I am no coward?”

“It will take more than boasts to impress me, Leshrac. Words do not win wars.”

“But impress you I shall. And after I have, after you are lying beaten and helpless, I will enchant Jeska again and force her to kneel as my footstool for all eternity.” He flicked an eye toward the Pardic woman, and Jeska’s eyes rolled back as clutching streams of midnight black rose and surrounded her. They wrapped around her entire body, engulfed her, and hardened into a rock-hard mound that left only her head visible. If Jeska were no longer his to control, he had to make sure that she didn’t play any role in the coming trial.

He smiled darkly at her. “Hear this, Jeska. Your only choice from this day forward will be ‘Do I weep or wail?’ ”

Limitless dark mana coursed through him, surrounding him with a nimbus of glittering, purple fire. His giant body rippled and wavered like smoke. “Come, Dragon. I am ready. Let us begin in earnest.”

Bolas chuckled. The laughter became a roar, and the elder dragon hurled himself forward.










[image: Chapter 18]





Radha circled the armored man Leshrac had called Dinne. Jhoira and the others were still backing away, though they were well clear as far as Radha was concerned. Dinne had not spared them a second glance, wisely focusing his attention on her.

She sprang at him to test his defenses. As she expected, he faded like a ghost as her tear sliced through him. She deflected his return stroke with the broken broadsword and backpedaled before squaring off again.

“You’ve got to turn solid sometime,” she taunted. “Unless you’re planning to bore me to death.”

Dinne remained silent. He flickered in and out, alternating between solid flesh and wraithlike intangibility. Radha faced him as he slowly worked his way toward her, her blades ready. He remained solid as he came within range of her throwing knives, daring her to waste them. She only had four of the razor-sharp tears left, however, and she was determined to be stingy with them.

Two steps outside her long-armed reach, Dinne vanished completely. Radha dashed forward, then pivoted and threw herself to the left. She would not make the mistake of standing still and waiting for Dinne to surprise her.

The armored cutthroat appeared a few paces from where he had been and threw one of his spikes. Radha dropped low and let it slip by, but Dinne vanished again before she could reach him. She lunged forward to the spot he had just occupied but stopped short and rolled to her right.

Dinne materialized even farther to Radha’s right and threw another spike. He was fast but not fast enough to seriously injure her. The spike’s sharp tip tore a shallow, bleeding line across her cheek, but it missed her eyes.

Drawing first blood energized the cutthroat. He started covering more ground between flickers, appearing ten or even twenty feet from where he started. Radha’s eyes darted as she tried to track him and anticipate his next position, but a steady stream of throwing spikes kept her from pressing the advantage when she guessed correctly. Unlike her, Dinne had an endless supply of weapons to hurl.

She fell into his rhythm, dodging and ducking and rolling when he threw. She began to understand his pattern, or at least his limits. He was not a teleporter like Venser—he couldn’t will himself across great distances but instead moved only as fast and as far as a well-trained foot soldier. His phantom abilities and his fighting style helped conceal this fact, as it often seemed as though he was everywhere at once. As long as she kept moving and didn’t make herself easy prey, she could keep Dinne at bay.

Her foe vanished and did not reappear. Radha stopped, hesitating as if she couldn’t decide which way to jump. Apparently rooted in indecision, Radha counted steps and calculated direction. Dinne’s offense was extremely fluid and unpredictable, but if she was alert and just a little lucky…

Radha ducked and spun, swinging the broadsword in a wide arc. She felt something hard and sharp bite into her shoulder, but she also heard the rewarding sound of metal slicing through metal.

“Got you, skulker,” she said. She somersaulted back and reached around to pull the spike from her shoulder, but the weapon had already returned to its owner.

Dinne slowly faded into view several yards from Radha. He spread his arms to show her the cut she had made across his chest plate. He vanished and reappeared in the same spot, holding the position he had struck. The armor on his torso was smooth and undamaged once more, and as Radha snarled in frustration Dinne cast four spikes at her in rapid succession.

Two of the spikes hit her. Stupid, Radha thought, as one glanced off her bicep, taking a chunk of meat with it, and the other sank deep into her stomach. She had been too eager to see him wounded, and he had almost caught her flat-footed.

Radha choked back the pain from her wounds. She straightened and sheathed the broadsword, then staunched the flow of blood from her belly with her hand. She couldn’t keep trading cuts with him if he simply healed every time he disappeared. She was bleeding and he was not, and the longer this went on the weaker and more vulnerable she’d become.

Dinne seemed to sense this as well. He eased back, slowing the pace of his attacks, giving Radha more time to bleed out. He kept her on the defensive so she couldn’t catch her breath or cast a spell, but his strikes were slower now, almost lazy compared to what had come before.

Fresh hate for the cutthroat sizzled in her brain. This was how he had bested Skive, who could normally eat his weight in armored brigands before breakfast. This was how he almost killed the boy, sneaking and striking from concealment. He was going to force her to keep moving and inflict small injuries whenever he could. He would continue to wear her down until she made a costly mistake. It was inevitable.

She knew she could heal herself to stop the bleeding, but doing so would leave her wide open. Worse, the Keldon healing spells she knew were more painful than any wound she had so far received. If she employed them she’d be limping and stiff enough for Dinne to deliver a lethal series of blows.

Dinne appeared behind Radha and slashed her across the back. He vanished immediately, and for once Radha was glad. If he had stayed to follow up he might have been able to finish her off, but he was too well trained, too good a soldier to abandon a winning tactic.

Radha’s heart began to race. She needed to disrupt Dinne’s attacks, but how could she when she couldn’t touch or see her enemy? The Vec was vulnerable to magic, but her spells were as hampered as her blades in this case. She couldn’t burn him or break him if she couldn’t land a blow.

The boy had been able to see Dinne….Actually, he had no eyes and couldn’t see anything, but he had been able to use the spells Dassene taught him and the frost giant’s heart to track the armored killer. Radha regretted not learning more of the boy’s methods when she had the chance.

Dinne pounced again with a spike in his hand, but Radha fended him off. This was becoming ridiculous. He was striking at will, and she had to find a way to retaliate. With her offense stymied, she was reduced to relying on the pure defense of speed and agility. Defense rarely won the day in Keld, and it wouldn’t defeat Dinne here. What else did she have?

Realization hit, and Radha bared her teeth in a wolfish smile. Was that the answer? Aggressive Keldon magic wasn’t serving her well. Would forest magic make any difference? She rarely acknowledged her elf side, but Multani had reminded her of the power of forest magic. The healing spells she had adapted to Yavimayan mana provided real strength beyond their restorative effect.

Dinne’s advantage was based in black mana, in his shadowy half existence. He recovered almost instantly every time he shifted in and out of the physical world, but his durability was entirely unnatural. Nature abhorred the unnatural, reputed it, and she could sense Dinne against the backdrop of forest mana as clearly as a single chunk of coal on a linen sheet. She hated the Vec for what he had done to her ’host and to her nation, but Nature hated him for simply existing when he should not.

Radha concentrated, raising a swarm of fiery, green leaves around her head and shoulders. The verdant force sought out her wounds, eager to fill and repair them, but she held it in check without shaping a spell. As feints go, this would be a risky one.

Slowly, Radha took her hand away from her stomach. Blood still dripped freely from the wound, but she lowered her head and stared at it. Under her fierce gaze and the slightest wisp of Yavimayan mana, the bleeding stopped and the flesh began to knit itself together.

Dinne was too disciplined to let such an opportunity pass. He lunged forward. Radha kept her head down until he was almost on top of her, looking up just in time to catch a throwing spike in the chest.

The force of the metal dart knocked Radha off her feet and laid her flat out on her back. It hurt, but she had been able to twist so that the weapon lodged in her breastbone rather than her heart. Leaves of green flame swirled and eddied over her as she struggled to breathe and clawed at the ground with one hand and her latest wound with the other. A long shadow fell across her upper body, and her flames became brighter in the gloom.

Dinne stood just out of reach, staring silently. His spike vanished from her body, and Radha jammed her clenched fist against the open wound. She coughed blood and groaned, then forced herself up into a sitting position.

“Come on,” she rasped. She beckoned with her free hand. “Come on!”

Dinne was too shrewd to be drawn. He took a step back, drew a spike, and rolled it across his fingers and palm.

Radha’s breath hitched, and she pressed both fists into her chest. She rocked herself forward, trying to roll onto her knees, but she didn’t have the leverage or the breath.

Dinne nodded to her. He raised his spike and drew it back to throw.

“Got you,” Radha said. She threw both arms out toward the cutthroat, and the cloud of green flames surged along her arms and across the space between them. Dinne’s head and upper body became surrounded by a cloud of emerald fire.

Healing magic was probably the last thing Dinne expected his enemies to use. It didn’t hurt him, not at all, but it did stop him where he stood. Nature’s force surged through him, rooting him in place as it searched for damage to fix, for a body to restore and strength to renew.

Radha hurled herself forward, drawing the broken broadsword as she somersaulted toward her foe. The forest spell had made him real, anchored him to the physical world as it swept through his body. If he realized what she had done he didn’t react fast enough. He simply stood in the center of the fiery cloud in a bizarre, almost rapturous, posture as he watched Radha’s lunge through white, featureless eyes.

Radha rolled to her feet and thrust upward with the blade. The ragged, broken end plowed into Dinne’s throat and stuck fast. If the tip had been whole and come to a point she would have struck his head clean off his shoulders. Instead, the thick wedge of metal lodged in his neck, and he stood dumbfounded as Radha rose before him, her hands still on the sword’s hilt.

Dinne let out a wet, ragged cough, the first sound Radha heard him make. She opened her hands and released the sword, leaving it embedded in his neck. Dinne’s hands quickly replaced hers, but his legs were already starting to buckle, and he didn’t have the strength to pull it free.



—

Dinne staggered as he vainly fumbled for the sword’s handle. The hard, ragged feeling in his throat was so exquisite that he almost lost track of everything else. He wanted to savor it, to wallow in the pure sensation and revel in the undeniable fact of its existence.

He had been poised to deliver the killing blow when the world seemed to recognize him and call him to it. He suddenly smelled the sea and felt the sting of a salt breeze. Sand crunched beneath his boots, and the wind shifted, allowing him a glorious waft of freshly spilled blood. His muscles felt strong, limber, and the fog that had descended over his mind was entirely gone for the first time in decades.

In that initial rush of sensation Dinne thought Leshrac had delivered on his promise. Dinne could feel again. His half-remembered freedom was at hand. Then the Keldon’s green fire completely enveloped him, and he no longer cared who had provided the reward, only that it was his, that he was once more fully alive, fully aware.

He hadn’t even tried to avoid the Keldon’s thrust. He watched Radha roll toward him as if it had nothing to do with him, as if it were a curious thing that was happening to someone else. Then the blade struck home, and Dinne felt the full dolorous weight of live and active sensation.

Watery, black blood trickled down the blade, making the handle slippery and harder to grasp. Dinne tightened his grip and pulled, but his fingers never fully closed around the weapon. He noticed Radha watching him, crowing at him in frenzied triumph.

“That’s for Skive,” she said.

Dinne gurgled and locked eyes on the Keldon. She was a worthy opponent, a warrior worth testing in battle. He stopped clutching at the blade in his throat and extended his hands toward her. He was defeated, dying, but he still clutched at his enemy, yearning to bring her to him.

More than anything he had ever wanted, Dinne longed to latch on to Radha’s windpipe and crush the life from her while he could still feel.



—

Radha waited for Dinne’s body to realize it was dying. He soon fell to his knees, and she strode forward. She hooked her fingers under the edge of Dinne’s helmet and cast the gray metal aside with a disdainful flick. Dinne’s sunken, mummified features twisted as he stretched his skeletal fingers toward her, but his hands were clumsy, and he could not keep his arms extended without swooning.

Still bleeding from the chest, Radha drew a tear-shaped blade. She paused to ignite the weapon with the fires of Keld, then spun and drove the sharp tip of the blade deep between Dinne’s eyes.

“And this is for the boy.”

The cutthroat staggered back and fell flat on his back with her blades embedded in his throat and face. Radha stared as his wounds pumped a wash of thin, dark blood across the ground. Then Radha stumbled, found her footing, and stood to her full height. A new cloud of fiery, green leaves ignited around her, this time flowing down the length of her body and gathering in her wounds.

Recovering but not yet fully restored, Radha stepped closer to Dinne so her shadow fell across his face. He was blind, helpless, and choking on his own blood, but he was not dead yet. Radha nudged him with her foot, and his hand dropped down to the spikes in his belt.

“This is for me.” Radha spat into his ruined, desiccated face. She thought of the mountain, of the yawning chasm she had scoured deep into the bedrock of Keld. She gathered a store of seething red mana, holding it within, giving it form and purpose. With a snarl, Radha burned Dinne under a torrent of fire that reduced his bones to ash and his armor to slag.

Staggering slightly, Radha turned to the others in the distance. “All clear,” she said. Then she dropped to her knees and cradled her chest and stomach while the healing green fires of Yavimaya finished their work.










[image: Chapter 19]





Leshrac felt Dinne’s demise but had no time to mourn. There were far more important matters to address.

He was eager to punish Bolas, to hammer the dragon with his fists and cripple him with a single blow. He restrained himself, knowing how many duels he had won against opponents who relied on physical means.

Instead, he sent a caustic wave of black magic toward his foe. He wondered what Bolas would do in the face of a spell that he himself might cast. He was sorely disappointed when Bolas simply teleported out of the way.

Bolas appeared behind Leshrac and exhaled a wide stream of bright red flames. Leshrac laughed and waved the blast aside so that it curved and splattered the cliffs with clinging, liquid fire.

The dragon’s wings spread wide, and Bolas used them to whip up a driving wind. A cloud of sand and pebbles surged toward Leshrac, and as Bolas’s eyes sparkled, each individual piece of windblown grit transformed into a drop of rich, cobalt blue liquid. Now Leshrac teleported out of danger but not without taking several of the drops across his left arm and shoulder. As he reappeared over the ocean, the drops flattened and expanded, spreading a bitter rush of cold across his left side and forming a thick crust of ice that immobilized his arm.

Leshrac took hold of his stricken arm and wrenched it off at the shoulder. The brittle limb cracked as it pulled free, and Leshrac showed it to the dragon, waggling it like a schoolmarm’s finger. Then Leshrac hurled his arm at Bolas.

Greasy smoke huffed from Bolas’s nostrils, and he spat a thin stream of hot, black soot at the arm that stopped its flight and immolated it in midair. The dragon was too canny to allow himself to be touched by Leshrac, even in this indirect manner.

A new arm sprouted from Leshrac’s shoulder, and he used it to produce a thin, slow, mocking round of applause.

“You’re quite adept at running and hiding,” he said. “Who’d have guessed?”

Bolas growled. Leshrac could see him holding back, ever mindful that Leshrac’s slightest touch could harm him. What would the dragon do next? How would he rise to Leshrac’s challenge?

Bolas spread his wings again and soared higher into the air. He stretched his arms and legs and tail out from his body as lightning sizzled along his diamond-shaped scales. Each of the barrel-sized scales had razor-sharp edges, and Bolas flexed his long, ropy muscles so that all of the scales on his arms and legs stood on end. Leshrac saw the dragon’s mouth moving as the upright scales detached from his body and circled him like hornets around a hive.

Still crawling with sparks, the loose scales oriented their sharp tips on Leshrac and streaked toward him. There were too many in too wide an array to simply dodge, so Leshrac conjured a swirling vortex between himself and the deadly missiles. Those scales that would have struck him were swept up in the whirlwind. The rest simply passed by.

Leshrac dropped his vortex shield and was caught off guard by Bolas’s headlong rush toward him. The dragon’s mouth was open wide as he dived for Leshrac’s head. The Walker of the Night was tempted to let the dragon decapitate him this way, just to see if his new tactile abilities worked from the inside, but he quickly dismissed this as a passing fancy. He concentrated as Bolas soared at him, crafting a pure-mana creature from his memories.

It was an ugly, bat-shaped thing that hadn’t been seen on Dominaria since the great Ice Age, but it was large enough to fill the whole of Bolas’s hungry jaws. The dragon chomped down on the minion and pressed on, trying to crush Leshrac against the cliffs with his closed mouth. Leshrac lunged forward with his hands extended, grasping for the dragon’s head, and Bolas was forced to veer off.

The dragon regrouped and floated for a few moments, merely watching Leshrac as his tail sliced through the salty spray. “Thirsty work, isn’t it? Possessing power and wielding it are as far apart as night and day. Don’t worry, though. You’ll soon get used to it. If I allow you to.”

Bolas coughed and spat a blue-white ball of vapor, a casting that Leshrac recognized even as he took flight. It was an unmaking spell, not enough to kill a planeswalker but more than sufficient to disrupt his thinking and scatter his body like dust in a summer gale. The spell followed when he moved, but it was nowhere near fast enough to catch him.

Two massive waves surged up on each side of Leshrac and slammed together with him in between. The seawater fused into a lopsided pyramid of solid, murky glass that was harder than steel. Leshrac stared out from his translucent prison, momentarily trapped as the dragon came for him. He gathered his strength and shattered the pyramid into building-sized shards of crystal that stopped the dragon’s advance and floated when they hit the water.

“You’ll have to do much better than that,” Leshrac said.

Circling like a bird of prey, Bolas huffed out another disdainful cloud of smoke. He swooped down low over the ocean, and once again the waves rose up, this time engulfing their caster instead of his enemy. The water hardened and crystallized as it had before.

Bemused, Leshrac watched carefully as Bolas stared at him through the hazy, crazed crystal. The dragon didn’t seem confused, yet he had foolishly trapped himself in his own magic. Perhaps it was a ruse. If Leshrac could shatter the crystalline substance, Bolas should have no trouble.

Nicol Bolas did not break free. Rather, he rippled within the rock-hard shape and appeared beside it, still slick and shining from the water. He rolled and banked as he flew toward Leshrac, and this time he did not veer off when the sallow-skinned planeswalker welcomed him with outstretched hands.

Bolas roared by Leshrac, and the Walker of the Night curled under him, his body bending like a serpent’s. Leshrac planted both palms flat against the dragon’s slick belly. As he touched Bolas’s hide Leshrac thought, At last.

Bolas stopped rigid where he was. Leshrac pressed harder. The dragon shuddered and folded his wings but remained suspended in midair. Leshrac curled his fingers and drove all ten digits into the surface of Bolas’s glistening wet scales.

The dragon’s face lunged down on his long neck until he was eye to eye with Leshrac. “Physical assets,” he said, “are only effective if you make physical contact.” He spun away from Leshrac and cracked his tail across the planeswalker’s face like a whip, splitting Leshrac’s skull and driving him hard into the pebbled beach below.

Dazed, Leshrac teleported away as the dragon pounced to finish the job. Madara’s western coast trembled, and great sharp slabs of rock separated from the cliffs. Leshrac fled the avalanche, reappearing near the Talon Gates. He easily repaired the damage to his body, but he was momentarily baffled. Had his new powers failed him already?

Bolas surged free of the falling rocks and spiraled up into the air. His body still glistened from the sea.

Leshrac smiled. Of course. Bolas had encased himself in the same crystalline substance he had used against Leshrac. Neither Phage’s corruption nor Bolas’s mind-ripping embrace had actually reached the dragon’s body.

“Marvelous,” he called. “A brilliant stratagem.”

Bolas nodded graciously. “One that has been used against me in the past. Its effectiveness decreases as soon as it’s discovered, however.”

“Yet you’ve maintained it.”

“For now. Your physical fighting skills are a joke, Leshrac, and I find I like hitting you. I plan to make a habit of it.”

“If I allow it. And that ship has sailed, O Bolas.” The dragon’s insult had stung, however, because it was so patently true. Bolas was a far more capable and ferocious fighter. Leshrac decided to play to his strengths, to the spells and eldritch assaults that had served him so well in the past. He would be sure to have Bolas at a disadvantage before he tried to touch the dragon again.

Leshrac created a whole squadron of batlike minions to attack from above and more of the stonelike dark matter that still held Jeska to bedevil Bolas from below. The dragon burned the minions out of the sky with his flaming breath, but he was unable to prevent the dusky tendrils from latching on to his tail and legs. Bolas tore several out of the ground and sundered several more with a vicious claw swipe, but there were enough of the tentacles to hamper him and make him an easier target.

Leshrac moved in, creating a thick swarm of stinging insects and sending them at the dragon. Each of the venomous bugs was as large as a horse, and their stingers could punch through plate steel. Bolas ignored them and stared unwavering at Leshrac. The insects reached him and settled over him, but as they stung him they each promptly fell dead.

Leshrac nodded to himself. This was another aspect of blue magic, the ability to reflect attacks back on their originator. It was not a reliable strategy against a full-fledged ’walker, but it was more than adequate for the summonings Leshrac sent.

The Walker of the Night began to grow impatient. He had to find a way around Bolas’s defenses quickly or he would be forced to abandon this duel, perhaps even to surrender the prize he was so close to claiming.

Bolas’s greatest strength was his pride, but it was also his greatest weakness. He took attacks on his dignity and his property as seriously as ones upon his person. Leshrac could use that sentimental romanticism to his advantage.

He backed away from the dragon as he collected a massive store of black mana. From this safe distance, he funneled the mystic energy into the sand and rocks of Madara’s shore. Dry beach transformed into bubbling, steaming swampland as Leshrac’s corrosive spell spread sulfurous rot and necrotic decay across the dragon’s beloved home.

Still dealing with the last of Leshrac’s grasping hands, Bolas noted the change to the landscape. He paused, allowing the clutching fingers to find new purchase on his feet and tail, and he hissed loudly. “Is that supposed to upset me? Madara is already famous for her swamps. This one of yours doesn’t even bear comparison.”

“It was worth a try.” Leshrac reached out with his mind, taking hold of the Talon Gates behind him. When Bolas turned his attention back to the grasping hands, Leshrac ripped both spires from their moorings and sent them hurtling toward his foe, one straight on like a spear and the other whirling end over end.

Bolas’s eyes widened, and he roared in outraged fury. His body shimmered from the top of his round skull to the barbed tip of his tail. Frigid air cascaded down to the hands still clutching at him, and they instantly froze, shattered, and fell apart. Bolas stretched his body wide and snared the spinning Talon Gate spire with his hand as his tail curled around the other, catching each before they shattered against the cliffs. He gathered both spires in one hand as he turned to vent his fury on Leshrac.

Leshrac teleported. He appeared directly below the dragon and raised his right hand. His fingers and forearm twisted like a wet rag being wrung out until his arm ended in a needle-sharp point, which Leshrac promptly drove through the dragon’s thick scales, up into the meat and muscle.

Bolas roared in pain. The Talon Gates fell from his clawed fingers, and Leshrac heard the sweet hiss of corruption spreading across the dragon’s chest. Bolas shuddered and convulsed, for once on the receiving end of his own greatest weapon. If Leshrac’s stolen power was half as potent as it had been for the dragon, Bolas would not be able to sustain a single coherent thought. No thoughts meant no strategy, no mana, no spells, and no chance of survival.

Leshrac sharpened his other hand and plunged that into the dragon’s body as well. Bolas shivered and thrashed in the throes of a full-blown seizure, sending vast ripples out into the sea and more pieces of the cliffs splattering down into the newly created swamp. Leshrac pulled Bolas around so that the dragon was beneath him and forced them both down, crushing Bolas against the ground and driving his spike-arms in up to the elbow.

The damage done, Leshrac teleported to the edge of the shore and watched Bolas suffer. The scales on his chest and stomach were melting away, dripping down his body and falling to the ground below like filthy snow. The dragon’s paroxysm continued, diminished but still strong enough to lock all his muscles and send his eyes up into their sockets.

Leshrac converted his spikes back into human hands. He gathered an immense killing jolt of pure black mana and held it between his flexed fingers. He appeared in the air directly over the stricken dragon.

Bolas shimmered and vanished before Leshrac could strike. Leshrac paused just long enough to get a fix on the dragon’s flight, then planeswalked in pursuit.

No respite, he taunted. No quarter, no mercy. Run while you can, Nicol Bolas. I will always catch you.

A furious snarl was the only reply, but Leshrac heard weakness behind that hissing anger. He strove on after the dragon, slicing through plane after plane like a cold, reaping wind. Bolas was running very far indeed to escape him, all the way to the farthest reaches of the Multiverse.

The kaleidoscopic blur of colors and sounds resolved into a curtain of tawny clouds. The world below them was a vast field of stone buildings, a near-endless megalopolis of disparate architecture. It covered the entire visible surface of the globe so that the only part of the landscape that wasn’t paved or covered in masonry was the huge, miles-wide river that split the landscape in two, and even that was tied down by a complicated network of crisscrossing bridges.

The dragon floundered below Leshrac, several miles above the surface of the river. The Walker of the Night plunged down toward his enemy, unhurried but also unwilling to let him draw upon the river’s flow. Dark glee flickered across his face as he saw the dragon’s belly. Virtually all of his scales and much of the underlying flesh had already rotted away, and the corruption was still spreading.

The dragon’s eye flashed as Leshrac descended. Bolas swept his arm outward, hurling an crescent arc of his own blood at his enemy. Leshrac broke off, knowing all too well the volatile dangers in that steaming, red crescent, and before he could reassert himself Bolas planeswalked away.

Leshrac followed, his brain tingling from the scent of the dragon’s blood. He would drink deep of this rare beverage when the day was won, but for now he would have to be satisfied with its heady bouquet.

Planeswalking blind was always disorienting, but the uncertainty only lent flavor to Leshrac’s excitement. The dragon was dying on his feet and would keep running until those feet dissolved out from under him. When they did, Leshrac would be there.

He materialized over a broad, blue sea. Leshrac immediately dived down, unwilling to let Bolas get to the ocean. He would get a full sense of this new arena only after he had located the dragon.

He darted across the surface of the sea like a mad water strider, hovering in one place just long enough to verify there was no trace of his enemy. “Come out, O Bolas,” he whispered. Leshrac suddenly stopped. He extended his arms, and a waterspout rose up around him, churning the seas below. “Here I am,” he said, “mocking you.”

Leshrac gazed out from his hollow tower of seawater and scanned the nearby landmass. A huge, blue, stone castle stood on the shoreline, its glass and metal spires glittering in the afternoon sun. The fortress had been constructed to double as a port, its fortifications extending out past a large marina that was laden with light, fast ships. A bizarre, inverted mountain loomed on the horizon, its flat, wide base precipitously balanced on its single peak.

The open end at the top of his waterspout suddenly cinched tight. Leshrac smiled in the darkness as seawater roiled around him. He teleported just as a cobalt blue whip of light sliced through the column, so he avoided being cut in half. He also avoided the deluge that fell when the top half of the spout collapsed.

Leshrac appeared below the water’s surface, face-to-face with Bolas. He smiled. There you are. The dragon roared and slashed with his front claws, but Leshrac didn’t try to evade the blow. As he expected, Bolas planeswalked away before his claws came anywhere near.

Leshrac’s crown flared, throwing huge, steaming bubbled out into the ocean. He struggled to keep himself from losing sight of his goal, but the chase had become such sport that he half-hesitated to continue, yearning instead to savor the joys of victory as they came.

Before him in the water floated the lower half of Nicol Bolas’s left leg. Phage’s corrosion had eaten away its foundations on the dragon’s body. It was continuing to consume the leg itself, dissolving the tough, meaty morsel into a cascade of oily, black streams that floated down to the ocean bottom.

Delicious, he thought, and pressed himself back into action.

He followed Bolas to a strange plane, or rather to the void just outside of a strange plane. The realm hung like equal halves of the same exotic fruit, two tear-shaped bodies that together formed a perfect sphere. The sphere was cloudy, opaque as a bowl of ice water, and he could see no details beyond its component shapes.

The dragon had been here, briefly, but now he was gone. Leshrac searched for his quarry, delighting in the amorphous gobs of rotting flesh the dragon had left behind during his short stay. Bolas was growing weaker and easier to find by the second. Leshrac concentrated on locating the dragon but realized he was not alone.

Two fierce women appeared between him and the realm, armed with spears and long, powerful bows. They were almost twins, identical in nearly all ways beneath their resplendent armor. The one to his left had the aspect of a serpent, sharp and quick and deadly, while the other bore herself with the solemn dignity of a queen.

They crossed their spears between them and spoke in unison. “We are the guardians of this place. You are not welcome here. Begone.”

“Of course. I pause only to thank you for simplifying my hunt.” Leshrac once more restrained his natural desires. This hidden world fascinated him, as did its protectors, but these too would have to wait. “I’ll see you soon,” he said, departing with a wink and a sinister smile.

This time Bolas had ’walked nearly as far as he had at the start of this mad chase, but Leshrac could tell he was weakening. His progress was slow, and the blood trail was increasingly strong. Eventually he would not be able to run away, so all Leshrac had to do was follow him until he found the nerve to stand and fight.

He appeared over a dusky, green world that seemed permanently wreathed in twilight. There were no rivers or oceans here for Bolas to exploit. There was a small range of short, sturdy mountains and a vibrant forest, but the predominant power in the land below was black.

The moon emerged, and Leshrac saw a massive, black castle looming over the broad valley below. He looked more closely and saw thousands of people standing in organized ranks. They were sallow-skinned, feral-looking, and dressed mostly in rags. They looked up, directly at Leshrac, and he saw the moon glinting off their dull, yellow eyes and their sharp, pointed fangs.

The army of vampires did nothing but slaver and stare. They made no move to attack, did not react to the planeswalker at all, but many of them mewed and whined as they turned toward their leader. Leshrac did not recognize the huge giant in gleaming, black armor, but he was very familiar with the warrior’s demeanor. His heart may have been noble once, and whatever remained of that heart broke every time he led his verminous legions into the field.

Leshrac grinned. Here was another distraction for him, another plane whose very nature might amuse and delay him. Bolas was becoming truly desperate, and he was even starting to repeat himself. If the pattern held, Leshrac could count on the dragon’s ambushing him any moment now.

True to form, Bolas appeared in midlunge, his wide-open jaws rocketing toward Leshrac on his thick, sinuous neck. Leshrac laughed as he allowed himself to be snatched up in the dragon’s jaws. Bolas bit down, crushing Leshrac’s body to paste, but the Walker of Night simply held his mangled form together and let it slide back and forth across the dragon’s palate.

Bolas coughed and spat Leshrac out, ejecting a ghastly torrent of dissolving flesh along with his enemy.

Leshrac reformed himself, clean and pristine among the cloud of gore. He looked upon Nicol Bolas and laughed. “This is pathetic, O Bolas. And disgusting.”

The dragon hovered on shaking wings. His lower legs and stomach were gone, eaten away by Phage’s caress. His chest cavity hung open, hollowed out and smoking, though his spine, wings, and tail were still intact. His right arm hung from its socket by a thin cluster of nerves and tendons that were quickly bubbling away.

The dragon’s face was terrible to behold. If hate were strength, if ego were power, there would be no way Bolas could ever be defeated. Alas for him, survival was rarely a simple matter of strength and power. Leshrac had both in abundance, but he had always done perfectly well with guile and preparation. “Now it ends,” he said, and he lunged at Bolas’s remaining limb.

Bolas pulled back, but Leshrac’s fingers dug deep into his hide. The dragon hissed fire and thrashed his maimed body. Smoke and black ooze poured out from under Leshrac’s fingers. The Walker of Night strained, clenched his teeth, strained again, and pulled the dragon’s arm from his body.

Bolas bellowed, and the ground below them shook. Leshrac bore the brunt of the storm and carelessly tossed the dragon’s arm over his shoulder. The now-limbless monster slithered like a snake through the night sky, frantically beating his wings for altitude. Leshrac watched him disappear, an unholy twinkle in his eyes as he tracked the dragon’s escape.

“Of course,” he said. “It’s only fitting.”

He ’walked back to Dominaria, to the shores of Madara overlooking the Talon Gates. The false swamp he had created still bubbled and spat, still struggled to finish sucking down the largest pieces of the shattered cliffs from above. The seas were white-capped and rough, the sky a muted, rusty red.

Bolas was here…or at least most of him was. He was still dissolving from the belly up, now reduced to a head, a spine, and a tail. The swamp sludge coated him, fouling his already-festering wounds and accelerating his painful liquefaction.

Leshrac conjured a solid bolt of pure black magic. He hefted it in his hand like a javelin as he settled onto the sodden ground, raising it to his shoulder as he proudly marched forward. He had done it. He had broken Nicol Bolas and had done so in such a way that he could still harvest most of the dragon’s immeasurable power. The mana bolt would kill his mind and shatter his consciousness so that Leshrac could sift through the remains at his leisure.

“So as you once did,” he said to Bolas, “I shall now do to you. You will die here, worthy adversary, and your essence will feed me for a long time to come.”

Bolas’s eyes twitched and rolled. One of the massive, yellow orbs oriented on Leshrac as the other independently flickered up to the death spear in his hand.

“Is that…for me?”

Leshrac nodded. Later he would think of something witty and cutting and claim he had said it to Bolas before he ended the dragon’s long life, but right now he was wholly focused on killing him.

The dragon’s other eye slid into place, perfectly in synch with its twin. Bolas smiled. “Foolish insect.”

Leshrac felt a terrible, ripping shock of pain through his chest. Bolas’s tail had curled up behind him and skewered him clean through so that its barbed tip protruded from his chest. The dragon didn’t suffer the effects Phage’s power or his own. The dragon’s body and mind were both unchanged by this latest direct contact with his foe. In fact, as Leshrac struggled to reassemble his mind, Bolas gave him a pitying smile.

“How—” Leshrac said, but the thought remained unfinished amid the sickening rush of pain that exploded through his body, blinding him and rendering him entirely incapable of conscious thought.

Bolas yanked his tail loose. He shimmered, and his body became whole again. He stretched his wings wide, flexed his thick fingers, and impaled Leshrac on the end of his tail once more.

With Leshrac helpless and twitching on the end of his tail, Bolas beat his wings and headed out to sea toward the broken spires of the Talon Gates.

“That relic you used to steal my power,” he said, speaking casually as if to a guest over dinner, “the mask of Night’s Reach. Quite a formidable tool.” He flexed his tail and swung Leshrac around to face him as they soared on. “You employed it expertly. You made a serious mistake, however. You used it against me.”

Bolas extended his hand with the palm facing up. Through red-tinged double vision, Leshrac saw another white, porcelain mask appear.

“Yours is a copy, you see. Whereas I have the original.”

Leshrac saw the mask clearly, the same one the dark spirit had worn when it hailed him on this very beach. The porcelain face was cracked down the middle and singed along one side. The upper-right quarter of the mask was missing, empty space stretching from the right eye all the way up to the mask’s outer edge.

“Part of her eluded me, as you can see. But I claimed this trophy and all the power it contains before she escaped.” His voice lowered and became a menacing growl. “You thought you could steal my power? That you could use it against me with an artifact subordinate to one I claimed by rite of combat? You’re almost amusing.

“I must give you credit though. You did separate me from my most treasured ability. But in using that mask to do so, you gave it right back to me. Your mask gave you my power, but my mask is greater than yours. Well played, Leshrac. But you have lost.”

Bolas’s tail lifted Leshrac higher so that he was face-to-face with the dragon. He slowly extended his hand, and the broken mask of Night’s Reach spun around so that its interior was pointed at Leshrac.

“Good-bye, Walker of the Night. We shall not meet again.” With that, the dragon thrust Leshrac and the mask together.

Leshrac screamed as the mask consumed him, drawing in his very essence. He felt his mind and his power contracting, compressing inside the artifact. He struggled against that terrible, undeniable pull. He fought to keep himself from being absorbed and contained, but he did not have the strength and could not muster the will.

The shores of Madara disappeared from his view. Then Leshrac saw and felt nothing beyond a endless field of pure, silent white.
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Jhoira sat beside Radha on the carved-stone stairs that connected the cliff top to the beach. The warlord was whole again, and while that usually meant Radha was ready to start trouble, this time the spectacle of a planeswalker duel had been enough to keep her quiet.

Bolas had won, but that was far from a positive result. Venser stood at the top of the stairs. He had been ready to teleport them all inland if the duel became any more destructive. Now he kept watch with Teferi as Jhoira sat with Radha.

The titans had gone, but something grand was still happening in the skies over Madara. Jhoira saw vividly colored storm clouds roll in, accompanied by lightning and thunder. The clouds butted against each other, then separated, then flickered out of sight entirely. She caught glimpses of the dragon, his eye or mouth, or a flash of scaly tail, then at last the entire beast, whole and complete, large enough to fill the horizon. Bolas was performing magic on a massive scale, planeswalking in and out so quickly that he seemed everywhere at once. It went on for several minutes, and Jhoira wondered what the dragon was doing now that the duel had ended, where he needed to go now that he had returned to Dominaria.

The spectacle ended abruptly, and the storm clouds blew away. “He’s coming,” Venser said. Jhoira stood and stepped back onto the cliff surface as the others rose and followed her.

Nicol Bolas’s great, horned head ascended over the edge of the cliff. His body rose until the tips of his feet were clear, then floated toward them. Both fists were clenched around hidden items that he carried gingerly.

“Greetings.” Bolas’s voice boomed, but his tone was calm and relaxed. “I trust the custodians of Dominaria’s future are all well?”

“We are,” Jhoira said.

“Better now,” Radha said. She gestured to Dinne’s remains for emphasis and nodded up at the dragon. “Nice work.”

“Thank you. You did well yourself. Now. I had some business to attend to on this plane, but I am nearly through. I will complete what I have begun before I depart.”

Radha shrugged. “Don’t let us stop you.”

“I never considered it. First,” he said, extending his left hand, “I return this one to your company.” He opened his fist to reveal Jeska, still mired in a mound of hard, black mud. The Pardic woman’s eyes were open, but she made no effort to move or free herself. “She amuses me on many levels, but there is no place for her in my world.” He flashed them a smile and gestured so that the white mask Leshrac had used appeared before him and dropped faceup on the sand. “That belongs to her, if she’ll have it. With or without it, she might yet be of use to you. Or she might be a threat. I shall let her decide.”

Jeska floated down from Bolas’s hand and settled on the cliff top. Jhoira saw the dark looks from Teferi and Radha, but even the Keldon seemed to know this was not the time to reopen their grudges against the red-haired planeswalker.

“As for Leshrac,” Bolas said, opening his other hand to reveal the broken mask of Night’s Reach, “you may leave him, and Madara, to me. I made this rift. I dwelled in and alongside it for centuries after I died, and it opened the way for my return. It is mine. And I shall be the one to engineer its closure.”

“Thank you, O Bolas.” Jhoira bowed. “But I must ask why.”

“For my own reasons,” Bolas said. “I have traveled far since we last met. I have been across the length and breadth of the Multiverse. I have peeled back its flesh to gaze upon the intricate mechanisms beneath. The evidence is unmistakable.

“The Multiverse is cracked, but a great mending is ready to begin. Your efforts helped bring this about, but you have not yet achieved it. From here, the fissures will spread and the Multiverse will crumble, or the fissures will be sealed and the Multiverse will adjust to their absence. Either way, nothing will be the same. Those who wield magic will find its very nature altered. Those who wield the transcendent power of the Multiverse will be forced to surrender it back to its source. Dominaria may yet be destroyed and with it countless other planes,” he said. “But I have prepared a suitable place for myself in that eventuality.”

“Will you donate your power to close this rift?” Teferi asked.

“Certainly not. I am power. Even without a planeswalker’s status, I am still a dragon-god, still supreme. Besides,” Bolas continued. “There is no need for me to make that sacrifice. Not when Leshrac has so graciously volunteered.” He brought the mask forward, and Jhoira almost heard the faint, plaintive cries from within.

Teferi shook his head. “He will do no good if he does not act willingly.”

“Wrong,” Bolas said. “He is my creature now. This mask binds him to my will even more thoroughly than the one Jeska wore bound her to him. The Walker of the Night has always forced others to do his bidding and relished their unwillingness to do so. Now he will experience that unique joy for himself.” The dragon scanned the group, fixing his huge yellow eyes on Teferi, Jhoira, and Venser. “And you? Will you continue to save the world?”

“We will,” Jhoira said. “We must.”

“And Madara was to be your penultimate chore, was it not? The only other major rift is in Otaria.”

“That is correct.”

“Then let me leave you with a sobering fact. You insects cannot seal the Otarian rift. The disruption there is too widespread, too fractured, too prevalent. It has no form you can study, no substance to seize. It is as unlike the others you have seen as a planeswalker is to a hedge-wizard. Those who are able should get out while they can.” He glanced at Venser, and the artificer shuddered.

“Thank you, O Bolas,” Venser managed, “but I am going to remain here.”

“Then your new life will be a short one,” Bolas said. “Live to its fullest in the meantime, Little Planeswalker.”

“I’ll try.”

The dragon’s huge head swiveled. “And you, Keldon? My new home will offer combat aplenty for the fierce and the bold. I will not name a champion—such political concerns have turned out badly in the past—but I would hold you among my favorites in the endless battle I shall arrange.”

Radha shook her head. “I’m not done here.”

Bolas’s eyes flashed, and he showed them a sharp, white-toothed grin. “Perhaps you will change your mind one day. Or perhaps I shall grow bored and return for you.” He grinned, his forked tongue flickering across his sharp teeth. “We shall see.

“But now I bid farewell to you all. Soon this will be no place at all, and to those who survive or escape, I also bid you good journey. I doubt we shall see each other again. But the Multiverse is wide and full of endless possibility. I have learned not to underestimate the tenacity of mortals with strong magic.”

Bolas flew straight toward the ruined Talon Gates. As he drew close, the spires Leshrac had torn down reappeared, ivory white and gleaming as they had for twenty-five millennia. Bolas drew up shy of the gateway and hovered there, bobbing up and down like a cork on a gently turning tide.

He raised the mask overhead. Blue-black light glistened along its edges, and it floated in place even after the dragon withdrew his hands. He seemed to be speaking silently, coaxing the porcelain face, guiding it inexorably toward the invisible rift. Even at this distance Jhoira could feel the mask resisting, straining to burst free of the dragon’s power, and she once more heard the faint ghost of Leshrac’s anguished wails.

Bolas suddenly lunged forward, driving the mask before him. He roughly jammed the artifact between the gates, into the rift. The dragon withdrew his arm but continued to hover there, staring fixedly at the phenomenon, whispering and cajoling the mask to do his will in spite of its own or its occupant’s.

Now Jhoira did hear the Walker of the Night’s screams. They didn’t last long, however, and as Bolas spread his wings and rose higher the awful sound stopped.

She turned to Teferi, who nodded. “Madara’s rift is sealed,” he said.

She nodded. “And whatever happens here, whatever happens to us”—she gestured toward Nicol Bolas— “we can be sure he’ll survive. Dominaria will never be forgotten as long as he lives.”

“Small comfort,” Teferi said.

“No comfort at all,” Jhoira replied.

Bolas folded his wings and dived down toward the waves. He banked sharply and slipped between the spires of the Talon Gates. The air between them responded, shifting once more from black to red to blue.

Then oldest and most powerful planeswalker in Dominaria’s history departed, perhaps never to return.
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Jeska remained immobile until the dragon had completely disappeared. She felt her power return once Bolas was through the restored Talon Gates. She shattered the rocky mound that imprisoned her and stood facing the others as flakes of debris fluttered around them.

Radha drew one of her blades and eyed Jeska angrily. Teferi stood with a somber expression, his arms folded. No one moved or spoke.

Jeska glanced down at the white mask Bolas had left for her. She could feel her power humming inside, calling out for her to reclaim it. Her hand involuntarily stretched out, but she clenched it into a fist and planted it on her hip.

“I’m sorry,” Jeska said, knowing how inadequate the words were. “For Zhalfir and Yavimaya. For Multani.”

Radha’s eyes gleamed. “Not so much fun when you’re the toy, is it?”

“No,” Jeska said.

“We saw what happened, Jeska,” Jhoira said. “Leshrac had a hold over you. It wasn’t your fault.”

Jeska felt her throat constrict and her insides wither. “Yes it is,” she said. “Leshrac only took advantage of what I was, what I am. He pushed me, but I was weak. I let myself be pushed.” She closed her eyes. “Fiers take me, I liked it. It was comfortable, familiar. Much better than being alone. I was a willing tool, complicit. What happened was my fault.” She raised her head. “And again, I apologize.”

Teferi’s face was stern, but his eyes were soft and clear. “I forgive you,” he said, and he slapped her stingingly across the face. Jeska’s hair reddened, and sparks danced in her eyes. Her jaw clenched, but she maintained her composure.

“Why did you do that?” she said.

“Because you deserve it. These terrible outcomes you regret so deeply were entirely avoidable.” He turned back to Jhoira, smiled thinly, and deliberately slapped himself. “I deserve it too,” he said. “As does Urza. And Freyalise. And the rest of us planeswalkers who destroyed something to save something else. Someone should have been there to slap us every day of our lives.”

Jhoira stepped up and took Teferi by the shoulder. “I’ll hold you to that, old friend. But we must put that behind us now. There is but one rift remaining, and we still need to fix it.”

“Bolas said we couldn’t,” Venser said.

“Bolas is powerful,” Jhoira said, “but not omniscient. He’s been wrong before, and he’s wrong now.” She spread her hands to include the entire group. “We are some of the most unique individuals ever to exist on this plane. I believe we can do what has to be done but only if we work together.”

Jeska’s hands unclenched. “I’d prefer to handle this on my own.”

“Why?” Radha said. “That hasn’t worked out so well for you.”

“The Otarian phenomenon is more of a field than a fissure,” Jeska said. “I have seen it and felt its essential nature. Have you?”

“We have not been to Otaria,” Teferi said. “Not in a practical sense. But I can confirm what you say. The rift there isn’t isolated and discrete like the others. Even Yavimaya’s had clearer boundaries. This one is more diffuse, a blanket of stars instead of a single sun.”

“That’s because of Karona,” Jeska said. “Because of me. When I was…when I merged with those others we became the focal point for all of Dominaria’s magic. Mana currents and ley lines that had been functioning forever suddenly shifted. Karona’s creation was explosive, but the mana drain developed slowly over time.”

Teferi nodded. “Karona characterized the rift, in a manner of speaking. Her voracious nature infected the entire rift network and turned each of the phenomena into mana sinks like her.”

“It wasn’t Karona’s voracious nature,” Jeska said quietly. “It was mine.”

“Composite beings are often quite different from their component parts.”

“Thank you for saying so, but that doesn’t change the reality. Otaria’s rift is mine, my responsibility, just as Madara’s rift was the dragon’s.”

“That may be,” Jhoira said. “But it doesn’t have to be yours alone.”

Jeska tossed her head. “Just let me do what I have to do,” she said. “I am not afraid to die.”

Jhoira made a scolding, maternal sound. “Are you willing to die for no gain? Because I don’t believe our method of directly sacrificing your spark will work.” She looked to Teferi, who nodded in silent assent. “Neither is your indirect method. Not by itself.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know more than you, young lady, because I pay attention. Each rift we’ve sealed has strengthened and changed the ones that remain. Otaria is the final rift. It will contain elements and characteristics of all the previous ones. It’s not a job for a single individual no matter how exceptional.

“Think this through before you act, Jeska. You are tied to Otaria, tied to the rift, and you are a planeswalker. Your participation will be crucial to a successful outcome. But don’t discount the rest of us. Teferi was a planeswalker and still retains much of his knowledge and experience. Venser is a teleporter and a planeswalker, and he’s tied to the rift network.”

“And I,” Radha said, “have a big knife.”

Jhoira sighed. “Radha’s contributions should be evident to you most of all. She is equally bound to Dominaria and the rift phenomenon.”

“But don’t toy with her,” Radha said. She drew her broadsword and waved it teasingly, almost playfully. “Big knife.”

Jeska glanced around the group. “And you, Ghitu?”

“I used to think my job was to keep the rest of you on track,” she said. “We all tend to forget that this world belongs to the mortals who have to live in it. They’re the ones who are most affected by what we do.” Jhoira glanced at Teferi quickly, then back to Jeska. “Now I see things differently. The events swirling around us are larger than life. There is no perfect solution. There isn’t even a way to predict exactly how our actions will affect things.”

Jeska closed her eyes, trying to sort through it all. “But if we do nothing…”

“I’m not saying do nothing,” Jhoira said. “I’m saying do the right thing…or as close to the right thing as we can get.”

“But what is that? What is the right thing?”

“I don’t know,” Jhoira said. “But I know we can find out together.”

“I won’t involve anyone else in my mess,” Jeska said. “I’ve done enough damage.”

“This mess belongs to us all,” Jhoira said. “And you can’t fix it by yourself.”

“I have to. I need to.”

“But you can’t and you won’t. Do you really believe you act alone even if you leave us behind? This will be the last link in a long chain, a chain forged by Teferi, Karn, Freyalise, Windgrace, and Multani. They will all be with you. And so will we.”

Jeska shook her head. “I can’t allow it. Everyone who has ever relied on me winds up dead, utterly destroyed. If I take you with me this time, there will be no one left. I’m sorry, Jhoira, but you don’t know more than me, not about this. Karona’s presence and personality are the source of this problem, and I am Karona.”

“You were Karona. You are Jeska.”

“And who is that? I haven’t been Jeska for a long, long time,” she said. “I was Kamahl’s sister until he tried to kill me. I became Phage. Then he did kill me and I became Karona. Karona fell and I returned not as Jeska but as Jeska Planeswalker. I was Karn’s pupil for a time. That was all right. But as soon as he left me, I became a monster again.”

“Karn left us all,” Jhoira said. “To save us.”

“But he said good-bye to you. I heard it.” Her shoulders slumped. “I’m so very tired. I just want it all to end.”

“It never ends,” Teferi said gently. “Not for planeswalkers, not for anyone. The things we did or didn’t do have consequences and rewards that continue even after we’re dead.”

Jeska looked from Teferi to Jhoira. They were both far older than she was. Both had seen and done amazing, world-changing things. “How do you stand it?” she said.

Teferi’s eyes were wise and sad. “I had help.”

“We can help you, too,” Jhoira said. “You’re free of Leshrac’s influence now, free of the darkness that made you Phage. You can do this if you’re wholly dedicated, if you’re not distracted by self-doubt.”

Jeska scanned all of their faces, searching their expressions of hope and fear, of determination and sadness. She wrestled with Jhoira’s logic, so unlike her own, but she saw its value even if she didn’t agree with it. “You’re all mad,” she said at last. “But if you insist on helping me, I’m grateful for the company. Dying alone gets harder each time I do it.”

She gestured, and the discarded mask of Night’s Reach rose to her hand.

“What are you doing?” Venser said.

“Following good advice,” Jeska replied. She held the mask out with its face toward the others. “This is who I was, who I am. But it’s not all I am. I can’t do what needs to be done, can’t do anything, unless I am whole and in control.” She turned the mask to face herself. “I have been shattered and rebuilt too many times to be confident. I can’t decide on something this important without being sure that it’s me making the decision. All of me, not just part. If I don’t consume this doubt here and now, it will consume me when it matters most.”

She concentrated on the mask before anyone could object. It was still steeped in Phage’s corrosive magic, and Jeska could feel the power squirming within the half-inch-thick piece of polished porcelain. The dark, arcane energies yearned for release.

Jeska was determined to oblige. She focused her power, and the mask shattered into dust. Venser let out a yelp as a near-invisible plume of force billowed out of the sundered artifact and settled around Jeska like a shroud. She felt her body reclaiming the power, absorbing it. Her hair shifted from bright red to dusty crimson to coal black. She felt the almost overwhelming urge to lay her hands on everyone and everything around her, to spread corruption and decay, but she swallowed it down and held it fast within her.

The hungerlike pangs slowly diminished. Jeska watched the ends of her black tresses shift back to their vibrant, Pardic red, and only then did she exhale. She could not fully relax, not as long as the seductive lure of black magic was alive within her, but she allowed herself a moment of relief. She was whole again and more clearheaded than she had been since Karn disappeared. The hunger was still there, calling her, urging her toward darkness, but it was muted now. She could keep it contained, even use it to her advantage in the short term. But the short term was all any of them had left.

“Is everything all right?” Jhoira asked.

“Not everything,” Jeska said. She smiled. “But it’ll do. I’m ready now.”

“That’s good.” Jhoira looked relieved. She turned to Radha and said, “Warlord, we will need your help in Otaria. Will you join us?”

“I need to get back to Keld.”

“Warlord,” Jeska said, “remember how Freyalise reacted when you told her Keld was more important than Skyshroud. Put yourself in her place and prepare for an uncomfortable truth: Dominaria is more important than Keld.”

“Not to me.”

“Then look harder. You’re not just a Keldon. You’re connected to Yavimaya now, the last link to Multani. If you turn away you will negate every noble, selfless thing he did for you and for Dominaria. If you’re truly determined to preserve your home and your people, this is your only real chance. Otherwise you’re just another Freyalise, doomed to exhaust your power against the inevitable decline and ruin of the entire world.”

Jhoira felt a surge of renewed hope. “Multani is still alive?”

“I don’t know,” Jeska said. “But he imbued Radha with the power of Yavimaya, and she is able to employ it. The forest is still alive.”

“Then Multani could be as well,” Jhoira said. “He could return someday.” She turned to Radha. “It would be fitting if there was a world for him to return to. Will you honor him? Will you repay the gift he gave you, the one that allowed you to defeat the shadow cutthroat?”

Jeska stepped up to Radha. “We know each other better than either of us would like to admit. We both know you don’t owe me anything,” she said. “I used you and abused you, and you have no reason to help me now. But your help is what I’m asking, what I’m begging you for.” Jeska held Radha’s eyes, then dropped them, bowing her head. “I’m afraid to do this alone. I’m afraid of the consequences. I don’t think you’ve ever been afraid of anything. That’s as important as your connection to the rifts—at least to me. Lend me your strength, Radha, and your bravery. My power alone isn’t enough.” She raised her head and locked eyes with Radha again. “Help us.”

Jhoira watched Radha’s expression, as the Keldon’s mind worked through what she’d heard.

“All right.” Radha sheathed her blade. “I’m not about to let this little one show me up. If she’s in, I’m in.”

“Me too,” Venser said.

Teferi crossed his arms. “And me. I started this fiasco, and nothing will keep me from seeing its conclusion.”

Jhoira turned to Teferi and Venser, smiling in spite of the danger. “Thank you. If what I have in mind is ever going to work, we need both of you too.”

For a moment Teferi recaptured his old manner, curious, engaged, almost playful. “And what do you have in mind?” he said. “I’m told it’s not always a good idea to keep your plans hidden from those who are helping you enact them.”

“It’s very simple, really,” Jhoira said. “But let me see Otaria before I explain.”

“Mysterious but confident,” Teferi said. “I like it.”

“That makes one of us,” Radha said. “Somehow I expect this will wind up with me being hung out to dry like I was in Zhalfir.”

“Not just you,” Jhoira said. “All of us. So far we’ve relied on single efforts by transcendent beings, but this will be different. No one will face this challenge alone.”

One by one, her friends and allies nodded in agreement. No one spoke, but only because there was nothing left to say.

“Are we ready?” Jhoira said. Another round of nods confirmed the group’s resolve. “Then let’s go.”
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Jeska and Venser went ahead under their own power. Jhoira climbed into the ambulator’s chair and bid Teferi and Radha to climb onto its supporting platform.

“What is this thing?” the Keldon said.

“Venser’s machine.”

“Why does it look so different?” Radha caught herself, then shrugged. “Never mind. I don’t really care.”

“Does that mean you’re not coming?”

“I don’t know,” Radha said. “The last time we used this thing we wound up bouncing through history like a boulder down a mountainside.”

“We jumped from rift to rift back then,” Teferi said. “Now there’s only one left.”

Radha mulled this over. “Fair enough.” She climbed aboard.

Jhoira manipulated the controls. The ambulator buzzed and crackled, and when the golden sheet of energy retreated they were in Otaria.

They landed in the central thoroughfare of a deserted mountain village. Jeska and Venser were close by, gazing up at a wall that was crowded with carved icons and symbols. Radha hopped down while Jhoira was still removing the control rig from her shoulders.

“Is this Otaria?” she said. She knelt down and placed her palm flat against the well-worn footpath in the rocks. “That explains a lot.”

Teferi stared blankly up into the sky. “It’s here,” he said. “It’s everywhere.” He swiveled his head toward Jhoira. “This isn’t good.”

Jhoira dropped the rig onto the ambulator’s seat. “How long?”

“Less than a day. Maybe hours.”

“How long until what?” Radha called. Jeska and Venser turned at the sound of her voice, both clearly eager to hear Jhoira’s answer.

“Until things radically change,” she said. “It’s up to us to determine how.”

Bored, Radha went over to the others by the story wall. She shared a curt nod with Venser and Jeska and looked up at the images. “Nice rocks,” she said.

“Thank you,” Jeska replied.

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

“I know.”

Teferi and Jhoira stepped onto the path. “How should we proceed?” Teferi said.

“Carefully,” Jhoira said. “Jeska,” she called, “can you make the rift visible to the rest of us?”

The planeswalker nodded. She glared up at the sky and raised her clenched fist. Dusty, red light bloomed from the clouds, and in this crimson tint the rift stood revealed.

It was like a vast ocean in the sky, a huge, sprawling, wind-tossed sea. There were currents and eddies, but there were also dead zones where nothing moved. The rest of the rift flowed around these obstructions until it wore them away or they were subsumed into the larger body.

“You were right,” Teferi said. “It does contain elements of the other rifts.”

“Is familiar good in this case, or bad?”

“A little of both. The main problem is that it’s so diffuse. The rest of us plunged into our rifts and forced them to close, but I think you’d need a dozen planeswalkers acting in unison just to get a handle on this one.”

Jhoira stepped closer, and her voice dropped. “And Jeska’s method?”

“Same problem. She could start the process of drawing the rift into Radha’s body, but she’d never get it all. And Radha would die long before that happened.

“I see.”

“I love it when you say, ‘I see.’ It means you’ve thought of something I haven’t.”

“Don’t celebrate yet,” Jhoira said. “I’m still thinking it through. What if she also used Venser as a secondary filter? Would that help?”

“It would, but not enough. Jeska’s still the only one who could pull off such a feat, and even her spark won’t be enough by itself.

“And we have no one else.” Jhoira started walking toward the others. “Come on.”

When they arrived, Jeska was explaining the large, central mural on the story wall. Venser had quickly grasped the basics of Pardic runework, but Radha was still lost.

“So that’s you,” she pointed to a pictogram. “But that’s you too?”

“It’s complicated,” Jeska said. “As befits my life.”

“Imagine they made one of these for you,” Venser said. “There’d be one picture for Radha the Keldon elf and another for Radha the Keldon Warlord.”

Radha squinted. “Why not just use the same picture for both? It’s the same person.”

Jeska smiled enigmatically. She said, “Let it go, Radha. It’s like poetry.”

“Oh. Never mind then.” She noticed Teferi and Jhoira were approaching. “Hoy, you two. What are we doing?”

“Preparing to act,” Jhoira said.

“Well, you let me know when the preparing stops and the action begins.” Radha sat and, to Jeska’s obvious amusement, struggled to draw red mana from the fallow ground. “This place is a dump,” she muttered, and Jeska’s amusement hardened into irritation.

“Jeska,” Jhoira said. “What do you see up there?”

The Pardic warrior looked up. “A second sky,” she said.

“Blanketing the whole of Otaria.”

“Yes.”

“Does it remind you of anything?”

“No. Should it?”

“It reminds me of Karona. She was a single entity, but her influence spread out across the globe and on into the larger Multiverse. This rift is a single phenomenon, but it ranges far wider than the others. As far as Otaria is concerned, the rift is omnipresent.”

She glanced at Teferi and felt an inappropriate rush of giddiness. “Godlike planeswalkers are nearly omnipotent, aren’t they?”

Teferi nodded. “And almost omniscient. I’ve often said so.”

“And we have three planeswalkers here,” Jhoira said. “Though Venser is not immortal or transcendent, and Radha’s spark is still dormant. My plan is this: Venser can ’walk. Radha is permanently tied to Dominaria. And Jeska is intimately connected to this final rift. Together they represent the entire Multiverse: a physical world with its own magic, the potential to go from one world to another by stepping outside the physical world, and the inexhaustible supply of mana that permeates both the planes and the voids in between, the abstract power that connects it all. The Otarian rift can’t be greater than the sum of these parts.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” Jeska said.

“I do,” Venser said. “We three must act in concert. Radha is the base. I provide the structure, the moving parts that produce the effect. And Jeska is the force that makes the whole machine work.”

Jeska shook her head, unconvinced. “Karona made that rift,” she said. “She proved time and again that nothing magical could stand against her. It would be like trying to stop a flood with a bucket of water.”

“But if you could become the flood,” Jhoira said. “If you were on the inside of it, one with it, you could exert control that someone outside would never achieve. Not even if they were a planeswalker.”

“That is how I handled the rift in Shiv,” Teferi said, “merging with it, then neutralizing it. Freyalise and Karn and Windgrace did the same. It has proven effective.”

“Against the other rifts,” Jeska said.

“And Jhoira’s plan allows for the difference. I think she’s right. The three of you together can match whatever power lies inside the rift. If you meet it head-on you can overcome it.”

“Head-on works for me,” Radha said.

“I thought it would,” Teferi replied.

Venser said, “So the rift can’t be sealed from the outside. You’re saying we have to go in.”

Jhoira said, “Yes.”

“All of us?” Venser said.

“Just you three. But Teferi and I will stay in contact with Jeska’s help.”

“Easily done,” Jeska said. “But what happens if we fail? If we three aren’t enough to get the job done?”

Teferi answered. “The distortion will deepen and spread. A new network will form. Maybe not in the same places, maybe not in the same way. But Dominaria will still be at risk. If this plane collapses, the rifts will spread out across the Multiverse.”

Jhoira nodded sadly. “And it will all have been for nothing.”

“All right,” Jeska said. “I can’t truly say that I’m capable, or reliable, but I’m willing to try. Should I?”

“Yes,” Jhoira said earnestly.

Jeska grumbled. She muttered, “That’s that then. The longer we take to decide, the less time we have to act.” She nodded to Radha and Venser and said, “Win or lose, it’s time to try. Let’s go.”

Radha signaled Venser. “We’re doomed, Pasty. You and me both. See you in the Hells.”

“I’m not doomed,” the artificer replied. “And I’m not going to the Hells. But I will light a candle for you.”

The Keldon glared at Venser, who quickly looked away. Jhoira spotted a thin smile on Radha’s lips, however.

“Thank you, all,” Jhoira said. To Venser she added, “I think you should leave the ambulator here. If something goes wrong—or even if it goes right—Teferi and I may need a way out in a hurry.”

Venser nodded. “And if we fail, maybe you can use the ambulator to try again.”

Jhoira relished Venser’s cautious optimism even if she didn’t share it. This was hardly the time to gainsay what might happen later, however. If they failed now, “later” was not likely to come about.



—

Jeska took Radha and Venser into the heart of the sprawling Otarian rift. At first she thought something had gone wrong. The inside of the rift wasn’t a tempest-tossed sea of energy as it appeared from without, nor was it the hungry, chaotic void she had experienced in Zhalfir or Yavimaya.

Being inside the Otarian rift was like walking through a dream, vast and endlessly empty but also crowded with ephemeral sights and sounds. Visions of people, places and events she had seen and lived through flickered like shadows and rustled like leaves all around her. She saw Karn battling metallic Phyrexian horrors alongside a scene of Pardic children playing at the foot of the story wall. She heard the roar of crowds watching a battle to the death in one of the Cabal’s fighting pits as well as the screams and curses of armies on the battlefield. She smelled the rich soil of Krosa and the bitter, acrid stench from Leshrac’s crown of fire. She stood among a great assembly of all of Otaria’s tribes, dwarves, and aquatic cephalids, and the mysterious nantuko mantises.

“What is all this?” Radha’s voice was not sharp or annoyed but amazed.

“I don’t know,” Jeska said. “What do you see?”

“Things from home,” Radha answered. “Elves. Slivers. Gathans. Are we in the right place?”

Jhoira, Jeska called. We have arrived, but we’re not sure where. She described what they were seeing.

Teferi answered. This rift has far more of a personality than the others. It’s not sentient by any means, but it does seem to be keying off the three of you. You’re all seeing different things that matter to you. Your thoughts give form to the substance of this place. Think of it as a huge mass of magic potentiality, which your powers have turned into a kind of psychic storehouse or graveyard. The residue of all the time and space distortions you’ve experienced has settled here, and your thoughts give it form, perhaps even substance.

Jeska spoke. Does that help us, or hurt?

I think it helps. Provided you don’t let yourselves be distracted.

“Well, what should I do? Jhoira?”

What do you feel? the Ghitu replied. We’ve been relying on hunches and instinct for a long time now, and here yours are crucial.

I feel like I should hide my face. Like I should run before this place shows me something I can’t handle.

You can handle it, Jhoira said. Be calm and don’t think so much. Focus on what you’re doing now, what you want to be doing, then do it.

Jeska paused, but Jhoira reminded her, Don’t think. Act.

I want to be fixing this. I want to be tearing down these memories and wadding them up. I want to hit something.

That’s a start, Jhoira said. Go ahead then. Hit something.

Jeska focused on the image of Karn in battle. He was doing well for himself, but he was no warrior. She should have been there with him. A ray blast blackened a patch on the sliver golem’s shoulder, and Jeska could not restrain her reaction. She lashed out with her fist, and though her hand passed through her mentor and the image, the scene dissolved into a cascade of glittering dust.

Radha let out a happy sound, but Jeska ignored her. Is that good, Jhoira?

So far. Teferi, any insights?

It’s progress, Teferi said. But it will take years to visit each of these visions one by one. You have to be more efficient.

Will destroying these images seal the rift?

Doubtful, but it will clear away the dross so we can see what we’re working with.

Jeska set her jaw. Clear away the visions. That I can do.

“I’m with you,” Radha said. She no longer seemed amazed by their predicament and had already drawn her blades.

Jeska concentrated, gathering force behind her eyes. She drew her gladius and let out a terrific war cry as she swung it hard.

An arc of pure ruby red stretched out from the tip of her sword. The images it touched sparkled into dust. Jeska smoothly reversed her swing, bringing the sword back across her body, and the arc lashed like an infinitely long whip, stretching all the way to the dreamscape’s horizon.

Jeska moved, sweeping herself around the others as she dragged the red arc back and forth. It was easy at first. There was no shortage of targets. The longer she kept at it, the harder she had to aim, but hacking and slashing were a fundamental part of the Pardic way. She had been doing it since she was a small girl, and she knew she could keep it up for days.

The whiplike line of red mana was everywhere, coiling and curling to every corner of the rift. A chain reaction started as one collapsing image disrupted its neighbor, which then unmade the next, and so on. Jeska roared and danced until the scene became so confused and cluttered that she couldn’t even aim any more, and yet she kept on.

Stop, Teferi said. I think that’s enough.

Jeska lowered her sword and watched as the fading red arc fluttered and rolled. There were no more scenes, no images or memories to attack. The dreamscape was now empty, hollow, and deathly silent.

The three of them stood floating freely in the stillness. The void was stifling, more like the presence of nothing rather than the absence of something, despite its empty, cavernous expanse.

Well? Jeska said, panting slightly from her exertion. How’s that?

Wait, Teferi said. Jeska looked around and saw some of the vision-particles rising up. They arranged themselves into an irregular square shape, forming a new picture that contained a single, large image with only one recognizable figure inside.

“That’s me,” Radha said.

Venser’s voice was filled with wonder. “I see myself too.”

Jeska was silent, and Teferi prodded her. What do you see?

The same, she said, but it was a lie. The portraitlike shape displayed to her a tall, proud goddess-figure in golden armor. The lower edge of her wide, winged helmet covered her eyes and nose.

Seeing yourself, Jeska said. What does it mean?

I think it means we’re on the right track.

Jeska fell silent. Seeing Karona was definitely not the right track but rather more evidence of Jeska’s own fractured psyche. Radha and Venser saw themselves because their lives had not been lived in fits and starts with a new face and new outlook at every new beginning. Jeska raised her sword again, eager to shatter and dismiss this latest vision.

Teferi stopped her. Don’t strike, Jeska. Let’s see what develops.

“I know what will develop,” she muttered, but she stayed her hand. Sure enough, the Karona image drew closer, drawn to Jeska by some unseen force.

Teferi, she said, things are starting to go wrong.



—

Teferi stood next to Jhoira as Jeska’s thoughts fell silent. Overhead, the rift bubbled and boiled as if someone had lit a great fire under it.

He waited for a few moments. “Here we are,” he said.

Distracted, Jhoira did not look down from the rift. “Mmm,” she said.

Teferi poked the tip of his staff into the hard dirt and worked it back and forth, digging the thin end into the soil. “Is this what it’s always like?” he said.

“Mm.” Jhoira blinked and looked to her friend. “Wait. What do you mean?”

“I mean the waiting. The watching. The standing. The helplessness and frustration. It’s maddening. You’ve been doing this for a thousand years, haven’t you? Is this how it always feels when mortal beings leave the fate of the world to godlike planeswalkers.”

Jhoira thought for a moment. “No,” she said. “It’s usually much worse.”

“Oh.” Teferi twisted his staff back and forth, working it deeper into the dirt. “I had no idea,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

Jhoira smiled at him, shaking her head in either amusement or exasperation. She looked back up into the rift and extended her hand to her friend.

“I forgive you,” she said. “Now be quiet. I’m trying to watch.”

Teferi said nothing, but he extended his hand and felt Jhoira’s warm fingers squeeze around his palm. Together, they watched and waited as the fate of the world was decided without them.
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The huge portrait of Karona grew larger and more vivid. Jeska drifted back from the Karona image’s outstretched hand, ashamed and relieved to see Radha slide in front of her. The false god’s fingers broke through the two-dimensional surface and extended toward Jeska, and the Pardic woman shuddered.

“This is it, isn’t it?” Radha spoke in sharp, pragmatic tones. “That’s the enemy. What are we waiting for? Let’s go kill her.”

“Together.” Venser’s eyes were locked on the ever-growing figure of Karona. “Jhoira said we must work together.”

But Jeska felt paralyzed, overwhelmed by the danger her former self posed. The fact that they were all seeing Karona instead of their own visions worried her. The interior of the rift was Karona’s, and here Karona was as she had been outside, the sum and total of all life and all magic.

“I can’t,” she said. “She’s too much.”

“What are you talking about?” Radha said. “We hit her and she falls apart. She’s not even the real thing. She’s just an echo, a ghost.”

“No, she’s not. She’s me, she’s…everything.”

“She’s not me. She’s not Venser. She’s not you either. I’ve been you, remember? This is something else, something definitely not you.”

“You haven’t been me. You’ve only been in my mind.”

“So have I,” Venser said. “Maybe not as completely, but we have shared of ourselves. I look at you and I see Karn’s partner. I look at her and I see mindless primal magic. You can do this, Jeska.” He moved closer. “We can do this. Take my hand. Whatever happens to you happens to me. I could not help Karn, but I swear I will help you. Wherever you go, whatever you become when this is over, I will find you. I will bring you back.” He extended his hand.

Jeska stared at the pale young man as if she had never seen him before. “Why would you do all that? Why are you doing any of this?”

“Because I can. Because I want to.” Venser smiled. “It’s the Urborg way.”

He was so earnest and guileless that Jeska almost laughed. The image of Karona was very close now. The entire upper half of her body had broken through the rectangular portal, and she was almost touching Radha.

Jeska’s fear evaporated. Jhoira and Teferi were right. This was the way things had to be. She seized Venser’s hand and thrust the other forward to touch Radha’s. She focused every last iota of her power, all of her will, everything she was on these two unlikely heroes and the dreadful advancing form.

Radha turned back. She nodded at Venser and then Jeska before she turned her back and faced the Karona image, stretching her long arm out behind her. “Do it,” Radha said.

Amazed, Jeska stared at their hands. These two insignificant mortals were willing to throw their lives away on the slight chance Jeska would do the same, and all for some vague, desperate half-victory…if they could even claim that.

“Hurry up,” Radha said. “You get to have all the fun, and I have to stand here and take it. You make me wait much longer and I’m going to change my mind and start stabbing things.”

Jeska reached out. She took hold of Venser and Radha’s hands, inhaled, and her face snapped up toward Karona, the Pardic woman’s eyes sharp and her expression defiant.

Venser and Radha seemed to flow up her arms, their minds and their magical essence flowing into her like twin forks of a river. It took a moment to sort through the rush of information and experience, but Jeska held tight as their thoughts buffeted her. She was Venser on the edge of the Blind Eternities, facing off against the mad Weaver King. She was Radha at the foot of the mountain, rushing out to meet the warlord Greht in single combat as thousands of brutal voices howled and jeered. She was herself in the Cabal pits, Phage battling Akroma, and Karona herself battling Kamahl. Their shared history was full of lost causes, outclassed by the opposition in one hopeless trial after another.

Yet they were still here, all three of them, united in their purpose, giving all they had to give to see it through. Jeska’s mind stopped cycling through the different thoughts and personas she held and felt them all at once, whole and complete. Jhoira and Teferi were right: Together she and her two allies were far stronger, their shared abilities and attitudes far more intense, than they ever were alone, or even in pairs.

Fire flared in Jeska’s heart, and the last of her doubts shriveled in the blaze. Phage, Akroma, and Zagorka had combined to form the original Karona, united by magics incalculably vast and profound. The false goddess had been born into Dominaria as a result of a clash of conflicting magics and personalities, born from the combination of three uniquely powerful beings: an ally, an enemy, and Jeska herself. She stood now alongside a willing ally and an erstwhile enemy, uniquely powerful beings all.

Jeska allowed herself to join with Venser and Radha amid arcane energies that equaled those at Karona’s creation. Their three minds stood in perfect opposition to the composite creature inside the rift, and rather than fighting each other they were all focused on the same goal.

Rife with purpose, Jeska rushed forward. She was not Karona, or Phage, or even Jeska, but Jeska Planeswalker. She had possessed a dormant spark before she helped create Karona. Karona took power from the world, from all the mana on Dominaria, but Jeska’s was the transcendent force that gave the false goddess life. Now Jeska’s power, her infinite planeswalking spark, would be what banished Karona forever, along with the time rifts and the mana-leeching distortion her presence created.

She began to do as she had done before, working through Radha to encompass the entire rift. This time, instead of drawing the image of Karona into Radha, Jeska herself plunged into the Keldon and pulled Venser along with her. Their bodies vanished, and Jeska became a thing of pure will and pure magical force. She was not a being but an action, a direction, a planeswalker’s power made manifest and driven by her own mortal desires. She and no one else would choose what she would be next.

She still felt Venser’s hand on hers, coaxing her forward. She still felt Radha’s fierce heart beating in synch with her own, grounding her, allowing her a firm foundation from which to strike. She still felt her own strength, her own titanic force of will, and in that moment of pure, cohesive purpose, Jeska made a choice.

Karona finally reached Radha, pressing her fingers through the Keldon warlord and, at long last, touched Jeska. The Pardic woman’s thoughts reeled. Now there were too many minds combined, too many spirits occupying the same space. Karona was the rift. Jeska was Phage. Radha and Venser were Jeska. They were the rift and the vibrant new force that opposed it.

A single wave rose above the tempest, reaching higher and taller than the rest. This was her now, her alone. She was Jeska and the rift and Karona. She was Kamahl’s sister and Phage and Jeska Planeswalker all at once. She was all the things she had been, and if she ever wanted to have a say in what she would become she knew she would have to speak now. No one else could do it for her even if she allowed it, and she had already decided she would not.

They all screamed. Then Jeska surged free, tearing away from her allies. The connection between them broke, but Jeska felt no loss of strength or determination. She was undiminished as the avatar of the strange, new power the three had combined to form. She felt a fierce, Pardic war cry forming in her chest, but before she released it she reached back to Venser and Radha.

Good-bye, she said. And thank you.

Two voices started to speak, to object to Jeska’s sudden gambit, but the Pardic woman sent Venser and Radha back to the real world with a thought, almost the last thought she had to spare before reaching the now-giant figure of Karona.

That place of honor was reserved for another. Karona regarded Jeska’s approach through her golden visor, alien and aloof and entirely unconcerned. This echo of the false goddess lacked the original’s threadbare appreciation for lesser beings. She was completely inhuman.

Jeska slammed into the false goddess like a lightning bolt. She bore the weightless image back, feeling it dissolve against her, feeling it soak into her being like water on sand.

And then, silence. Merging with the heart of the rift was distressingly familiar, evoking memories of Karona’s universal sway. Everything and everyone came to her, drawn as starving, shivering masses to a well-heated banquet house. Her journeys across the Multiverse had left her with a comprehensive picture of all the myriad planes she had visited. If she concentrated she could see them lined up in the actual positions they held in this grand, cosmic array.

Jeska drifted as she adjusted to her situation. Her eyes and ears and voice were all functioning, but there was nothing to see or hear or say. Her body felt vast and diffuse, shapeless and without structure. The strongest sensation she had was of the boundary where she ended and the rest of the Multiverse began.

The endless array of planes and void spoke to her, not in words, but as a fresh trail speaks to a seasoned tracker. She saw the impact planeswalkers had, the great, disruptive fissures that were caused by transcendent magic and the tiny, hairline cracks that each conscious planeswalk created. Teferi and Venser would probably describe what she saw as a system taxed beyond its capacity, a machine whose structural integrity was failing each time it was employed.

Jeska saw it otherwise. The Multiverse was both playground and power source for these godlike beings, yet they injured it every time they exercised their unique abilities. These rifts in time and space were the Multiverse’s ire, its pain and rage manifest. It had been wronged, injured by the same primal forces it had granted to the tiniest fraction of its sentient beings. It did not literally desire to punish, but it was seeking to correct the imbalance as water cuts through a cave rock to clear its path to the ground.

She summoned her strength once more. Jhoira had sent her here to fix the Otarian rift, to give Dominaria a chance to restore itself, but Jeska had chosen a grander course. She was in the Otarian rift, connected to all the myriad others as Karona had been connected to all mana. The universe didn’t need to shatter and fall to restore the balance. It merely needed to reclaim the infinite power that had been taken from it time and again.

Soft voices carried up from below her. She had no head to crane, but she focused her attention on the sound. Venser was there, and Radha, and Jhoira, and Teferi. They were miniscule, tiny as grains of sand. But they were alive.

Beyond these mortals, Jeska felt Teferi Planeswalker looking on. Multani was with him, and Freyalise, and Windgrace. Behind them all stood Karn, wise and patient and proud. They were all in here with her, all ready to support her in this last, noble act.

Outside her perceptions, the Blind Eternities churned and drifted. All of their troubles could be laid at the feet of finite beings wielding infinite power. She was Jeska, Thrice Touched by Infinity, and no one understood this better than she. She felt the eyes watching her, the heroes and villains and titans who had brought her this far. She hoped they would agree with her decision, but in the end it was hers alone to make.

A glittering wave of force rolled out from her, rippling across the Blind Eternities. The void and all its endless realms swirled and melted. The rifts that remained inside and outside Dominaria were washed away or plowed under as Jeska expanded herself and her power expanded across the entire Multiverse.

Good-bye, Karn, she thought. Any good I have ever done was because of you.

Then Jeska forced the last vestiges of herself outward, straining until she reached the very edge of existence. The void bled away, replaced by a haze of gossamer white, and Jeska smiled.



—

Jeska floated. Incorporeal, surrounded by darkness that was somehow warm and comforting, she felt spent, exhausted, unable to muster the slightest interest in where she was.

You did it, a deep voice said. Well done, Sister.

Trembling with fear, Jeska oriented on the sound. Kamahl strode forward from the void, big and brawny as ever. He was dressed in his druid greens and carried a long, wooden staff instead of a sword.

“Where have you been?” Her soundless voice was choked with weariness and sorrow. “I missed you. I need you.”

I’ve gone where everyone goes, sooner or later. I’m sorry we couldn’t be together. Kamahl smiled warmly. But I waited for you. I’ve been waiting for a long time because I knew you’d come. I wanted to be here to greet you.

Joy lifted Jeska up, though she felt her own bitter tears on her cheek. Kamahl opened his arms wide, and Jeska closed her eyes, rushing forward to embrace her brother once more, and to cling to him forever after.
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Venser stood on the shores of Zhalfir, peering out at the Kukemessa Sea. Storm season was coming, and he watched the thick, dark clouds roll in, heralded by jags of lightning.

“Venser?” Jhoira said. “It’s time.”

The artificer turned away from the ocean and faced his companions. Jhoira looked the same as ever, young and intelligent and beautiful in her red Ghitu garb. Teferi had traded his wizard’s finery for a common traveler’s robe, but he still carried his spine-shaped staff.

“My friends,” the bald man said, “I have been back and forth across the globe in my time, to the very edges of the Multiverse. I will not miss it. I am glad to be home.

“The rifts are all sealed,” Teferi continued. “Mana has begun to flow normally again. Our time together has ended, but a new life begins for all of us.” He looked deep into Jhoira’s eyes. She smiled at him. “And I still have much to answer for from my previous one.”

Jhoira said, “How will you be received in the subcontinent?”

Teferi shook his head. “No idea. Much has changed. There are small clusters of civilization. Suq’Ata and Femeref are the dominant nations, but there is much to be done before this region can be called peaceful and strong.”

“What will you do?” Venser asked.

“I will walk,” Teferi said. He smiled and added, “On my feet, of course. I used to cover twenty or thirty miles a day when I was a boy. I plan to hike across the desert until I find a place with lots of people. I thought I might look for work as a loreweaver…or maybe a court mage.” He winked at Jhoira to show he wasn’t serious, and she laughed, shaking her head.

“Anything that lets you talk too much,” she said, “would be perfect fit.”

Teferi stepped forward and embraced his oldest friend. “Thank you,” he said, his lips at her ear, “for everything we shared over the past thousand years.”

Jhoira pulled back. “Everything?”

“Let’s say almost everything. The next time we meet, we can make a list of the stupid things I shouldn’t have said to you.”

“I look forward to it.”

“Leave yourself at least a month,” Teferi said. “It’s going to be a long list.” He smiled mischievously. “And that will probably be the first item on it.”

He stepped back from Jhoira, turned to Venser, and offered his hand. “I am glad to have known you, Venser. The era of planeswalkers like me is coming to a close. The future belongs to you and yours.” He pulled Venser in close and draped an arm around his shoulder. “I have a favor to ask.”

“I’m listening.”

Teferi stepped away from Jhoira, steering Venser beside him. He didn’t go so far that she couldn’t hear them, but it seemed important that this part of their farewell was man-to-man. “You have learned so much,” he said. “I like to think that I helped you master some small part of it.”

“You have,” Venser said. “Much more than a small part.”

“Good. I’ve always been an academic…a student, a researcher, an experimenter. Even as a wizard and a planeswalker, I always had pupils. Knowledge is priceless, Venser. Far more valuable than power.

“My favor is this: Share what you have learned with others. There have to be more beings like you and Radha out there. They will be as diverse and as different as you are from Radha, but they will have the same potential. If you meet them, if it’s possible, encourage them to develop their skills. Help them to be planeswalkers, but also help them be what they can be, what they want to be. Most importantly, help them be what they ought to be.”

“I will,” Venser said. “I’ll try, in any case. My plans never seem to come out the way I mean them to.”

“Then you are indeed a planeswalker,” Teferi said. He stepped back from Venser and bowed. “Farewell, Venser of Urborg. Good-bye, Jhoira of the Ghitu. I will pray daily for the chance to see you both again.” Without waiting for a reply, Teferi turned and started down the incline toward a sprawling expanse of white sand that seemed to have no end.

Venser and Jhoira watched silently until Teferi slipped out of sight behind a dune.

Jhoira took Venser’s hand. “I also have a favor to ask.”

“Name it. I am at your service.”

Jhoira smiled. “There’s some place I have to go. Something I have to do alone. Now that your ambulator is redundant—for you, that is—I was hoping you might lend it to me for an extended time.”

“Of course,” Venser said. “It’s as much yours now as mine since the Ghitu rebuilt it. Take it with my blessing. When do you leave?”

Jhoira squeezed his hand. “Now.”



—

Radha strode up to the camp sentries without a word. She was glad to see Dassene had not moved the ’host while she was gone.

The sentries nudged each other as she approached, straightening to rigid attention, but they were savvy enough not to meet her eyes or question her.

“Boys,” she said. She took one more step and stopped directly in between them. She kept her face pointed into the camp.

“Keep up the good work,” she said.

“Understood,” they said in unison.

Radha marched on. She heard the whispers spreading as she crossed the compound, felt the excitement and anticipation as her warriors prepared to welcome her home. The look on her face and the determination in her stride kept them away for now, but she knew a raucous celebration was coming. She looked forward to outdrinking and outswearing the lot of them before she kicked them back into shape and took them out on another campaign.

The command tent was open and unguarded at the center of the camp. She would smack someone for that tomorrow. She loped up to the open flap and prepared to holler inside.

“You’re back.” Dassene emerged from the tent’s gloomy interior and met Radha at the doorway. “We’ve been waiting.”

“Good. Things are looking sharp, mostly. We’ll talk about that later.” She thumped Dassene on the shoulder. “Thank you for keeping things running while I was away.”

Dassene’s eyes shifted uncomfortably. “Uh…you’re welcome?”

“Where’s Skive?”

“Inside. With the boy.”

Radha nodded and strode past. Dassene called after her, “What happened to the planeswalker?”

“Dead,” Radha said. “She did herself proud though. She went out like a warrior.”

Skive was slouching casually just inside the tent as if he’d been standing there all day. He eyed Radha lazily. “Warlord,” he said.

“Skive. How are your wounds?”

“Tolerable.” He stretched his arm over and behind his head. “A little stiff in the shoulders.”

“Come see me later. I’ve learned a few new tricks that should set that to rights.”

Skive grinned, and his tongue flickered between his sharp teeth. “Done.”

“How’s the boy?”

“Better than me,” Skive said. “He’s physically fine, but he’s been in a mood since we had to get rid of the frost giant’s heart.”

“He’s a dark one,” Radha said. “At least he comes by it honestly.” She frowned. “Why did you get rid of the heart?”

“It was rotting,” Skive said. “It wasn’t even cold any more. It wasn’t any use to anyone. It just sat there and stank.”

“Then we’ll have to get another,” Radha said.

Skive hissed. “Can’t we just wait a few weeks for winter to set in? It’ll be cold enough then.”

“The boy needs training now. I might even join him for his next lessons to see if I can’t learn anything while I’m at it.”

Skive hissed again. “Understood.”

“Go on now,” she said. “I want you and Dassene to collect Llanach and those whining elf leaders. I’ll meet with them later too. When spring comes, we’ll see about finding a better home for them than that port town.”

“Done.” Skive turned, but before he left he said, “It’s good to have you back, Warlord.”

Radha waited until Skive’s tail followed him out. She turned, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the gloom, and stepped into the deeper recesses of the tent.

A soft, sharp voice said, “Who’s there?”

“Radha.” She saw the boy sitting at the far corner, where he used to sit as he drew on the power of the frost giant’s heart. “Radha’s gone.”

“And now I’m back.”

The boy thrust his hand out, brandishing the tear-shaped blade she had given him. “Prove it.”

Radha pondered for a moment. “If you don’t point that somewhere else,” she said, “I’m going to make you eat it.”

The blade clattered on the hard, frozen ground. The boy crossed his arms and hunched over. “Welcome back, Warlord.”

Radha stalked across the room and scooped the boy up in her long arms. She tossed him over her head so that he landed on her shoulders and folded her arms over his legs. He was big, but she was bigger, and she carried his weight easily.

“Come on,” she said. “I’m going to address the ’host in a minute, and I want to show you off.”

“Me? What did I do?”

“You cut that phantom bastard’s throat,” she said. “Not even ten years old and you outdid your warlord.”

The boy stiffened. “Did you find him?” he said.

“You know I did.” She dragged her thumb across her windpipe and made a wet, ripping sound in the back of her throat.

The boy relaxed. “Good.”

A rough cheer sounded from the other side of the canvas walls. “Word is out,” she said. “Let’s go.”

She crouched so that the boy’s head would clear the top of the doorway and stepped out into the cold Keldon sun.



—

Jhoira found the cabin without too much trouble. Its resident was not a gregarious person and had not built it to accommodate travelers or guests.

She was nervous. She had been scared and anxious and panicked more times than she could remember, but she hadn’t been this nervous since she was actually nineteen.

She climbed two wooden stairs and went across the creaking porch. There was freshly chopped firewood in the yard and smoke coming from the chimney so she knew someone was home.

She knocked. Several seconds went by without reply, so she knocked again.

“Who is it?”

Jhoira didn’t answer. She backed away from the door a step and straightened her robe.

The door opened and a tall, dark-haired man with a broad forehead and an angry expression appeared.

“Who is it…oh.”

“Archmage,” Jhoira said.

Jodah’s face brightened. “Jhoira,” he said.

“I’m taking an extended break from adventuring, world-saving, and planeswalker-sitting. I thought I might come by for a visit.”

Jodah smiled. He stepped back and opened the door wide. “Come in,” he said. “You’re always welcome here.”

Jhoira nodded. “Thank you. But before I do, I need to ask a question.”

“Fire away.”

“Jodah the Archmage Eternal,” she said musingly. “Appears in many different texts from many different eras. I know because I checked. The brash mage who overthrew a magical tyrant. The wise wizard-warrior who helped shape nations. Confidant and lover of planeswalkers.”

Jodah’s smile grew strained as doubt crept across his face. “History is not always true.”

“No. But I was struck by how much the Jodah I met differed from the portrayal of him in the archives. They don’t do you justice. They show only a reflection of Jodah, one facet of his personality.” Jhoira reached into her sleeve and pulled out a small silver mirror. She held Jodah’s eyes as she tilted the mirror until his face was centered in its glass.

“Or,” she said gently, “you are the reflection.”

Jodah paled slightly, but he continued to smile.

“This is not the mirror that the texts associate so closely with Jodah.”

“No,” he said. “I made that one myself.”

“Perhaps in the wake of Jaya Ballard’s death?”

Jodah’s eyes fell. “Yes,” he said.

“But Jaya never died,” Jhoira said. “Or at least, there is no mention of her death in my archives.” She extended the mirror to Jodah. “Yet I take one look at you and I can tell your grief is genuine. Which means your history is not exactly the same as the history recorded for Jodah. You are Jodah…but you are not that Jodah. Are you?”

“I never was,” Jodah said. He took the mirror and let it drop to his side. “And I doubt he ever was, either.”

Jhoira’s eyes were bright and sharp, her expression eager. “Whoever you are,” she said, “You’re a good man. I may not know the true Jodah, the historical hero of old, but I know you. And I’d like to know more.”

Jodah’s face relaxed and his cheeks flushed. He stood back from the open doorway and beckoned Jhoira in with his arm. “We can start right now,” he said.

Smiling, Jhoira went inside. A moment later, Jodah followed, closing the door firmly behind him.



—

Venser stood on the edge of the Madaran cliffs. The Talon Gates were as they had been, standing tall and proud.

This was risky, he knew. There was no real way to predict where he would end up or if he’d be welcome there. His mind was made up, however. He thought it fitting that his first-ever interplanar journey would start here, where Dominaria’s history began.

Eyes wide open, Venser concentrated. Golden energy surrounded him, and he felt himself slipping through the veil that separated Dominaria from every other plane.

He had spent his whole life preparing to travel, and now he had the means and the opportunity. There was an entire Multiverse out there, full of people he could teach and learn from. He wasn’t immortal, he wasn’t omnipotent, but he was a planeswalker.

It would be a good life.
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