LYNN ABBEY
" PLANESWALKER"

(Magic: the Gathering. Artifact cycle. Book I1.)

CHAPTER 1

A man descended.

Hi s journey had begun in the clouds, riding the w nds
in search of a place remenbered but no | onger known. He'd
found the place, as he'd found it before, by follow ng the
anci ent gl yphs an ancient folk had carved into the |and,
gl yphs that had endured mllennia of neglect and the
cataclysmic finale of the Brothers' War five years ago.

Much of Terisiare had vani shed in the catacl ysm
reduced to dust by fratricidal hatred. That dust stil
swirl ed overhead. Everyone coughed and harvests were
sparse, but the sunsets and sunrises were magnificent
| um nous streaks of anber reaching across the sky, seeking
escape froma ruined world.

The brothers in whose nanes the war had been fought had
been reduced to curses: By Uza's whimand M shra's m ght,
may you rot forever beneath the forests of sunken Argoth.

Runors said that Urza had caused the catacl ysm when he
used Lat Nam sorcery to fuel his final, nobst destructive
artifact. Ohers said that the cataclysmwas Mshra's curse
as he died with Uza's hands clasped around his throat. A
few insisted that U za had survived his crines. Wthin a
year of the cataclysm all the runors had nmerged in an
i ncreasingly comon curse: If | net Uza on the road, 1'd
cripple himwith nmy own two hands, as he and his brother
crippled us, then 1'd leave himfor the rats and vultures
as he left M shra.

Urza had survived. He'd heard the curse inits infinite
variations. After nearly five years in self-chosen exile,
the erstwhile Lord Protector of the Real mhad spent anot her
year wal ki ng anongst the folk of blasted Terisiare: the
dregs of Yotia, the survivors of Argive, the tattered, the
fam shed, the | ame, the disheartened. No one had recognized
him Few had known him even in the glory days. Urza had
never been one to harangue his troops with rhetoric. He'd
been an inventor, a scholar, an artificer such as the world
had not seen since the Thran, and all he'd ever wanted was
to study in peace. He'd had that peace once, near the
begi nning, and lost it, as he'd lost everything, to the
man-t he abomi nation-his brother had becone.

A handful of Urza's students had survived the
cataclysm They'd denounced their naster, and Urza hadn't
troubled themwith a visit. Uza's wife, Kayla Bin-Kroog
had survived, too. She now dwelt in austere solitude with
her grandson, witing an epic she called The Antiquity
Wars. Urza hadn't visited her either. Kayla al one m ght
have recogni zed him and he had no words for her. As for
her grandson, Jarsyl, bl ack-haired and stocky, charning
am abl e and quick-witted . . . Urza had glinpsed the young
man just once, and that had been one tinme too many. Hi s



descent conti nued.

Urza had not wanted to return to this place where the
war had, in a very real sense, begun nearly fifty years
earlier. He wasn't ashaned of what he'd done to end the
war. Filling the bow -shaped sylex with his nenories had
been an act of desperation; the sylex itself had been a
sudden, suspect gift, and until that day he'd neither
studi ed nor practiced sorcery. He hadn't known what using
the sylex would do, but the war had had to be stopped. The
thing his brother had become had to be stopped, else
Terisiare's fate woul d have been worse. Mich worse

No, Urza woul d not apol ogi ze, but he was not pleased by
hi s own survival

Urza shoul d have di ed when the sylex enptied. He
suspected that he had died, but the powerstones over which
he and his brother had contended had preserved him Wen
Urza had awakened, the two Thran jewel s had becone his
eyes. Al Thran devices had been powered by such faceted
stones, but his Mght-stone and M shra's Wakstone had been
as different fromordinary powerstones as a candle to the
sun.

Once rejoined within Uza's skull, the Thran jewels had
restored himto his prime. He had no need for food or rest,
t hough he continued to sl eep because a nman needed dreans
even when he no | onger needed rest. And his new eyes gave
hi m vi sion that reached around dark corners into countless
ot her worl ds.

Urza believed that in tine the battered real ns of
Terisiare would recover, even thrive, but he had not w shed
to watch that excruciatingly slow process, and so he'd
wal ked away. For five years after the syl ex-engendered
cataclysm Urza had explored the 'round-the-corner worlds
his faceted eyes reveal ed.

In one such world he'd met another traveler, a woman
naned Meshuvel who'd confirnmed what he'd al ready guessed:
He'd lost his nortality the day he destroyed M shra. The
bl ast had slain him and the Thran powerstones had brought
hi mback to |life because he was-had al ways been-a
pl aneswal ker, |ike Meshuvel herself.

Meshuvel explained to Uza that the worlds he'd visited
were nerely a handful of the infinite planes of the
mul tiverse, any of which could be explored and expl oited by
an immortal planeswal ker. She taught Urza to change his
shape at will and to conprehend thought w thout the
i nconveni ence of |anguage or translation. But even anong
pl aneswal kers Urza was uni que. For all her know edge,
Meshuvel couldn't see the nultiverse as U za saw it. Her
eyes were an ordi nary brown, and she'd never heard of the
Thran. Meshuvel could tell Urza nothing about his eyes,
except that she feared them and feared them so nuch that
she tried to snare himin a tine pit. Wen that failed, she
fled the pl ane where they' d been living.

Urza had thought about pursuing Meshuvel, nore from
curiosity than vengeance, but the plane she'd called
Dom nari a-the plane where he'd been born, the plane he'd
nearly destroyed- kept its claws in his mnd. Five years
after the cataclysm Dom naria had pulled himhone.

Urza's descent ended on a wi nd-eroded pl ateau. C ouds
t hi ckened, turned gray. Cold wind, sharp with ice and dust,
pl astered | ong strands of ash-blond hair across Urza's



eyes. Wnter had come earlier than U za had expected,
anot her unwel cone gift fromthe sylex. A few nore days and
t he gl yphs woul d have been buried until spring.

Four mllennia ago, the Thran had transformed the
plateau into a fortress, an isolated stronghold wherein
they'd made their final stand. Presunably, it once had a
nane; perhaps the glyphs proclained it still, but no one
had cracked that enigmatic code, and no one cracked it that
afternoon. Urza's jewel ed eyes gave himno insight into
their nmakers' |anguage. Fifty years ago, in his natura
yout h, Urza and his brother had nanmed the great cavern
within the plateau Koilos, and Koilos it remained.

Koi |l os had been ruins then. Now the ruins were
t hensel ves ruined, but not merely by the sylex. The
brothers and their war had w ought this damage, plundering
the holl ow plateau for Thran secrets, Thran powerstones.

In truth, Urza had expected worse. Mshra had held this
part of Terisiare for nmost of the war, and it it pleased
Uza to believe that his brother's allies had been nore
destructive than his own allies had been. In a dusty corner
of his heart, Urza knew that had he been able to ravage
Koi | os, even the shadows woul d have been stripped fromthe
stones, but Mshra's minions had piled their rubble neatly,
al nrost reverently. Their shredded tents still flapped in
the rising wind. Looking closer, U za realized they' d |eft
suddenly and wi thout their bel ongi ngs, sunmoned, perhaps,
to Argoth, as Urza had summoned his followers for that
final battle five years earlier

Urza paused on the carefully excavated path. He cl osed
his eyes and shuddered as nenories fl ooded his m nd

He and M shra had fought fromthe beginning in a sunlit
Argive nursery. How could they not, when he was the el dest
by less than a year and M shra was the brother everyone
i ked better?

Yet they'd been inseparable, so keenly aware of their
di fferences that they'd cone to rely on the other's
strengths. Urza never |learned the arts of friendship or
affecti on because he'd had M shra between him and the rest
of the world.

And M shra? What had he given M shra? Wat had M shra
ever truly needed from hinf?

"How | ong?" Urza asked the wind in a whisper that was
both rage and pain. "Wen did you first turn away from ne?"

Urza reopened his eyes and resuned his trek. He left no
footprints in the dust and snow. Nothing distracted him
The desi ccated corpse propped agai nst one tent pole wasn't
worth a second gl ance, despite the netal plates rusting on
its brow or the brass pincers replacing its left arm Urza
had seen what his brother had becone; it wasn't surprising
to himthat Mshra's disciples were simlarly grotesque.

Hi s faceted eyes peered into darkness, seeing nothing.

Now, that was a surprise, and a di sappointment. Urza
had expected insight the way a child expects a present on
New Year's norning. Disappoint Mshra and you'd have gotten
a sunmmrer tantrum |oud, violent and quickly passed.

Di sappoint Urza and Urza got cold and quiet, like ice,
until he'd thawed through the problem

After four thousand years had they plundered the | ast
Thran power st one? Exposed the last artifact? Was there
nothing left for his eyes to see?



A dull blue glint caught Urza's attention. He w enched
a pal msized chunk of metal free fromthe rocks and rubble.
I mredi ately it noved in his hand, curving back on itself.

It was Thran, of course. An artificer of Uza's skil

didn't need jewel ed eyes to recogni ze that ancient
craftsmanship. Only the Thran had known how to forge a sort
of sentience between notes of netal

But Urza saw the blue-gray netal nore clearly than ever
before. Wth time, the right tools, the right reagents, and
a bit of luck, he nmight be able to decipher its secrets.
Then, acting w thout deliberate thought, as he very rarely
did, Urza drove his right thunbnail into the harder-than-
steel surface. He thought of a groove, a very specific
groove that matched his nail. Wen he lifted his thunb, the
groove was in the netal and rernai ned as he slowy counted
to ten.

"I seeit. Yes, | see it. So sinple, once it can be
seen. "

Urza thought of M shra, spoke to Mshra. No one el se
not even his naster-student, Tawnos, could have grasped the
shifting symmetries his thoughts had i nposed on the ancient
net al

"As if it had been your thumb,"” Urza conceded to the
wi nd. Inpul se, like friendship, had been Mshra's gift.

Urza coul d al nost see him standing there, brash and
brilliant and not a day over eighteen. An ice crystal died
in Uza's |lashes. He blinked and saw M shra's face, slashed
and tattered, hanging by flesh threads in the cogs of a
gl i steni ng engi ne.

"Phyrexial!" he swore and hurled the shard into the
storm

It bounced twice, ringing like a bell, then vani shed.

"Phyrexial"

He'd | earned that word five years ago, the very day of
t he catacl ysm when Tawnos had brought himthe syl ex.
Tawnos had gotten the bow from Ashnod and, for that reason
al one, Urza would have cast it aside. But he'd fought
M shra once already that fateful day. For the first tine,
Urza had poured hinself into his stone, the M ghtstone, and
if his brother had been a man, his brother would have died.
But M shra had no | onger been a man; he hadn't died, and
Urza needed whatever help fate offered.

In those chaotic nonents, as their massed war engi nes
turned on one another, there'd been no tinme to ask
guestions or consider inplications. Urza believed Mshra
had transformed hinself into a living artifact, and that
abomi nabl e act had justified the sylex. It was after, when
there was no one left to ask, that the questions had
sur f aced.

Tawnos had nmentioned a denon-a creature from Phyrexi a-
that had anbushed hi m and Ashnod. Never mind the
ci rcunmst ances that had brought Urza's only friend and his
brother's treacherous |ieutenant together on the Argoth
battlefiel d. Tawnos and Ashnod had been | overs once, and
| ove, other than an abstract devotion to inquiry or
know edge, nmeant very little to Uza. Ask instead, what was
a Phyrexian doing in Argoth? Why had it usurped all the
artifacts, his and Mshra's? Then, ask a final question
what had he or Mshra to do with Phyrexia that its denon
had becone their conmon eneny?



Sone exotic force-sonme Phyrexian force-had conspired
agai nst them Wandering, utterly al one across the ruins of
Terisiare, there had seemed no other expl anation

In the end, in the forests of Argoth, only the sylex
had prevented a Phyrexian victory.

Wthin a year of the cataclysm Urza had tracked the
syl ex back through Ashnod's hands to a woman naned Loran
whom he'd nmet in his youth. Though Loran had studied the
Thran with himand M shra under the tutel age of the
archeol ogi st Tocasia, she'd turned away fromartifice and
become a scholar in the ivory towers of Teresia Cty, a
wi t ness of the |and-based power the syl ex had unl eashed.

The residents of Terisia Gty had sacrificed half their
nunber to keep the bow out of his or Mshra's hands. Hal f
hadn't been enough. Loran had | ost the sylex and the use of
her right armto Ashnod's infamous inquiries, but the rest
of her had survived. Urza had approached Loran warily,

di sgui sed as a worman who' d | ost her husband and both her
sons in what he bitterly described as "the brothers' cursed
folly."

Loran was a conpetent sage and a better person than
Urza hoped to be, but she was no match for his jewel ed
eyes. As she'd heated water on a charcoal brazier, he'd
stol en her nenori es.

The syl ex, of course, was gone, consumed by the forces
it had released, and Loran's nenory of it was inperfect.
That was Ashnod's handi work. The torturer had taken no
chances with her many victinms. Loran recalled a copper bow
incised with Thran gl yphs Urza had forgotten until he saw
themagain in Loran's nenory. Sone of the glyphs were sharp
enough that he'd recognize themif he saw them again, but
nost were bl urred.

He coul d have sharpened those nenories, his eyes had
t hat power, but Urza knew better than to make the
suggestion. Loran woul d sooner die than help him so they
drank tea, watched a brilliant sunset, then went their
separat e ways.

Urza had | earned enough. The Thran, the vani shed race
who' d inspired his every artifact, had made the syl ex, and
t he syl ex had

saved Dominaria from Phyrexia. Although nysteries
remai ned, there was symretry, and Urza had hoped t hat
symetry woul d be enough to halt his dreams. He'd resuned
his planeswal king. It had taken five years-Uza was not hi ng
if not a determ ned, even stubborn, man-before he'd
admtted to hinself that his hopes were futile. A year ago,
he'd returned to Dom naria, to Argoth itself, which he'd
avoi ded since the war ended. He'd found the ruined hilltop
where he'd unl eashed the land's fury and pain. He'd found
Tawnos's coffin.

Tawnos had spent five years sealed in stasis within the
coffin. For him it was as if the war hadn't yet ended and
t he catacl ysm hadn't yet happened. The crisp i mages on the
surface of Tawnos's awakened mind had been battlefield
chaos, Ashnod's lurid hair, and the denon from Phyrexi a.

" if this thing is here ..." Tawnos had recalled his
erstwhile lover's, onetine torturer's words.

Ashnod's statenent had inplied, at |east to Tawnos and
fromhimto Urza, that she'd recogni zed the denon: a man-
tall construction of strutted netal and withing, segmented



wires. Urza recognized it too-or parts of it. He'd seen
simlar wires uncoiled fromhis brother's flensed body,
attaching Mshra to a dragon engi ne.

"This one is nine. " More of Ashnod's sultry words
lying fresh in Tawnos's m nd.

Uza's only friend had wanted to argue with Ashnod, to
di e beside her. She wouldn't grant himthat dubious honor
I nstead she'd given himthe syl ex.

Tawnos's nenories had cl ouded quickly as he' d absorbed
the vastly changed | andscape. While Tawnos had sorted his
t houghts, Urza had | ooked westward, to the battlefield, now
repl aced by ocean.

Ashnod, as treacherous as she'd been beautiful, had
betrayed everyone who fell into her power. Tawnos's back
still bore the scars. Mshra had judged her so unreliable
that he'd bani shed her, only to let her back for that |ast
battl e.

O had he?

Had M shra known Ashnod carried the sylex? Had the
traitor himself been betrayed? Wich was the puppet and
whi ch the

mast er ? Why had the denon stal ked Ashnod across the
battl efi el d? What was her connection to Phyrexia?

Urza had westled with such questions until Tawnos had
asked his own. "Your brother?"

"Dead," Urza had replied as his questions converged on
a single answer. "Long before | found him"

The words had satisfied Tawnos, who began at once to
talk of other things, of rebuilding the land and restoring
its vitality. Tawnos-dear friend Tawnos-had al ways been an
optimst. Uza left himstanding by the coffin, certain
that they'd never neet again.

For Urza, the realization that he hadn't slain Mshra
with the sylex had given hima sense of peace that had
| asted al nost a nonth, until a new, stronger wave of guilt
had engulfed it. He was the el der brother, charged from
birth with his younger sibling s care.

He'd failed.

VWen M shra had need of an elder brother's help, that
el der brother had been el sewhere. He'd failed Mshra and
all of Dominaria. His brother had died al one, betrayed by
Ashnod, transforned by a Phyrexi an denon into a hi deous
amal gam of flesh and artifice.

Urza had returned to Argoth and Tawnos as the snows had
begun, al nost exactly one year ago. He'd deni ed hinsel f
sl eep or shelter, kneeling in the snow, waiting for M shra,
or death; it hadn't mattered which. But Meshuvel had been
correct: Urza had transcended death, and he'd found, to his
enduring dismay, that he lacked the will for suicide. A
|ate spring had freed himfromhis icy prison. He'd stood
up, no weaker than he'd been when he'd knelt down.

The left side of his face had been raw where bitter
tears had | eaked fromthe Wakstone, but it had heal ed
quickly, within a few noments. He'd wal ked away with no
marks from his season-Iong penance.

In his youth, when his wife's real mof Yotia had stil
sparkled in the sun, a man named Rusko had told Urza that a
man had many soul s throughout his life, and that after
death each soul was judged according to its deeds. Urza had
outlived his souls. The syl ex had bl asted hi mout of



judgrment's hands. No penance woul d ever dull the ache of
failure.

Al'l that renmai ned was vengeance.

Urza had spent the spring and summer assuring hinmsel f
t hat Ashnod had not survived. He'd skipped through the
pl anes, returning after each unreal stride to Dominaria in
search of a woman who was too proud to change her
appear ance or her ways. Wen fall had arrived wthout a
trace of her, Urza had turned his attention to Koil os,
where he and M shra had come to manhood pursuing relics of
the Thran.

H's immortal nenmory, he'd discovered, was fallible.

Pl anes-wal king couldn't easily take himto a place he
didn't quite renenber. In the end, searching for places
that had faded from nenory, he'd been reduced to surveying
vast tracts of barren land fromthe air, as he and his

br ot her had surveyed in their youth.

He'd have given his eyes and immortality to have back
just one of those days he and M shra had spent in Tocasia's
canp.
Sl eety wind shot up his sleeves. Urza wasn't inmmune to
the disconforts of cold, nerely to their effects. He
t hought of a felted cloak; it spread downward from his
shoul ders, thickening as he added a fur lining, then
gl oves, fleece-lined boots and a soft-brimed hat that
didn't nove in the wind. He continued al ong the path
M shra's workers had left. As before, and despite his new
boots, Urza left no footprints.

Wth each stride, pain ratcheted through his skull
This close to the place where they'd been joined for
mllennia, his jewel ed eyes recall ed another purpose.
Hoping to dull the pain, Urza turned his back to the
cavern. H s throbbing eyes saw the snow etched ruins as
shadows pai nted on gauzy cloth; nothing like the too-rea
visions he'd suffered the day he'd acquired the M ght-
stone. Then, the shadows expanded and began to nove. They
were different fromhis earlier visions, but not entirely.
Where before he had watched white-robed men constructing
bl ack-met al spiders, now he saw a battlefield swarmng with
artifacts, another Argoth but w thout the denonic disorder

At first Urza couldn't distinguish the two forces, as
an observer m ght not have been able to distinguish his
arnmy fromMshra's. But as he | ooked, the lines of battle
becanme clear. One side had its back against the cavern and
was fighting for the freedom of the plains beyond the
hol | ow pl ateau. The other forned an arc as it enmerged from
the narrow defile that was the only way to those plains,
meani ng to crush its eneny against the cliffs. Blinding
fl ashes and plunmes of dense snoke erupted everywhere,
testaments to the desperation with which both sides fought.

Urza strained his eyes. One force had to be the Thran
but whi ch? And what power opposed then?

During the nonents that Urza pondered, the defile force
scored a victory. A swarmof their smaller artifacts
storned the behenoth that anchored the enemy's center. It
went down in a whirlwind of flame that drove both forces
back. The defile force regrouped quicker and took a bite
fromthe cavern force's precious ground. A md-guard cadre
fromthe defile brought rays of white light to bear on the
behermot h' s snol deri ng hul k. Soot rained and the hul k gl owed



red.

Caught up in the vision, Uza began to count, "One .

two . ."

The hul k's flanks burst, and all-too-famliar segmented
wi res uncoiled. Tipped with scythes, the wires sl ashed
t hrough the defile cadre, winnowing it by half, but too
| ate. The Thran pow- erstones conpl eted the destruction of
t he Phyrexi an behenot h.

Mllennia after the battle's dust had settled, U za
clenched his jaws together in a grimy satisfied snmle. Ebb
and flow were obvious, now that he'd identified the Thran
and their goal: to drive the Phyrexians into the cavern
where, presumably, they could be annihil ated.

It was, as the Argoth battle between himand M shra had
been, a final battle. Retreat was not an option for the
Phyrexi ans, and the Thran offered no quarter. Urza | ost
interest in his own time as the shadow war continued. The
Phyr exi ans assenbl ed behind their |ast behenoth, charged
the Thran line on its right flank and very nearly broke
t hrough. But the Thran hel d nothing back. As ants m ght
swarma fallen bit of fruit, they converged upon the
Phyr exi an bul ge.

Again, it becane inpossible to distinguish one force
fromthe other.

Urza counted to one hundred and ten, by which tine
there was no novenent within the shadows. Wen he reached
one- hundred and twel ve, the shadows brightened to desert-
noon brilliance. Reflexively, Urza shielded his eyes. Wen
he | owered his hand, there was only snow. The pain in his
skull was gone. He entered the cavern thoroughly sobered by
what he had seen.

H s eyes had recorded the final battle between the
Thran and the Phyrexians. It seenmed reasonable to assune
that recordi ng Phyrexi an defeats was part of their
function. Fromthat assunption, it was easy to conclude
that the Thran had intended the recording stones as a
warning to all those who cane after

Urza had had a vision when he first touched what becane
his Mghtstone. He recalled it as he entered the cavern
Despite his best efforts, the images were dreanlike yet
t hey strengthened his newborn conviction: The Thran had
vani shed because they'd sacrificed thenselves to defeat the
Phyr exi ans.

Wthin the cavern, Urza gazed up at the rough ceiling.
"We didn't know," he explained to any lingering Thran
ghosts. "We didn't know your |anguage. . . . W didn't
guess what we couldn't understand."

He knew now. The artifact in which they'd found the
single stone-the artifact that he and M shra had destroyed
utterly- had been the Thran | egacy to Dom naria and the
means through which they'd | ocked their eneny out of
Doni nari a.

"W didn't know. . .."

VWen the stone had split into its opposing parts, the
| ock had been sprung and the Phyrexians had returned. The
eneny had known better than to approach him the bearer of
the M ghtstone, but they had-they must have- suborned,
corrupted, and destroyed M shra, who'd had only the
Weakstone for protection. The stones were not, after all,
truly equal. M ght was naturally dom nant over weakness, as



Urza, the elder brother, should have been dom nant over the

younger .
But blinded by an el der brother's prejudice and-admt
it!- jealousy, Urza had done not hing.

No, he'd done worse than nothing. He'd blamed M shra,
gone to war against Mshra, and undone the Thran sacrifice.

Quilt was a throbbing presence within Urza's skull. He
cl osed his eyes and cl apped his hands over his ears, but
that only made everythi ng worse.

Why hadn't he and M shra tal ked?

Through their chil dhood and youth, he and M shra had
fought constantly and bitterly before repairing the damage
with conversation. Then, after the stones had entered into
their lives, they hadn't even tried.

Then insight and nenory came to Urza. There had been
one time, about forty-five years ago in what could be
called the war's nmorning hours. They'd come together on the
banks of the river Kor, where it tunbled out of the Kher
nount ains. The Yotian warlord, his wife's father, had cone
to parley with the gadir of the Fallaji. Urza hadn't seen
or heard fromhis brother for years. He'd believed that
M shra was dead, and had been stunned to see hi m advisi ng
the qadir.

He, Urza-gods and ghosts take note-had suggested that
they should talk, and Mshra had agreed. As Urza recalled
the conversation, Mshra had been reluctant, but that was
his brother's style, petulant and sul ky whenever his
confidence was shaken, as surely it would have been shaken
wi th the Weakstone burden slung around his neck, and the
Phyrexi ans eating at his consci ence.

Surely M shra woul d have confessed everything, if the
warlord hadn't taken it into his head to assassinate the
gadir as the parley began

Urza recall ed the carnage, the | ook on Mshra's face.

Back in Koilos, in the first snows of the fifth winter
after the cataclysm Urza staggered and eased hinself to
the ground. For a few nonments the guilt was gone, replaced
by a cold fury that reached across tine to the warlord's
neck. It was YOUR fault.' Your fault! But the warlord
shrugged hi m away. He was your brother, not mne

I f the Phyrexians had not taken Mshra's soul before
that day on the banks of the Kor, they had surely had no
difficulty afterward.

The bl ame, then, was Urza's, and there was nothing he
could do to ease his conscience, except, as always, in
vengeance agai nst the Phyrexians. For once, Urza was in the
right place. Koilos was where the Thran had stopped the
Phyr exi ans once and where his own ignorance had given the
eneny a second chance. If there was a way to Phyrexia, it
was somewhere within Koil os.

Urza left tracks in the dust as he searched for a sign

The sun had set. Koilos was tonmb dark. Urza's eyes nade
their own light, revealing a path, |less dusty than any
other, that |led deep into the cavern's heart. He found a
chanmber ringed with burnt-out powerstones. Two sooty |ines
were etched on the sandstone floor. Marks that m ght have
been Thran gl yphs showed faintly between the lines. Urza
used his eyes to scour the spot, but the glyphs-if glyphs
they were-renmained illegible.

He cursed and knelt before the lines. This was the



place, it had to be the very place, where the Phyrexians
had entered Dom -naria. There could be no doubt. Looking
strai ght ahead, past the lines and the exhausted
power st ones, there was a crystal reliquary atop a wai st -
hi gh pyram d. The reliquary was broken and enpty, but the
pyram d presented an exquisitely painted scene to Urza's
gl owi ng eyes: the denmon he had seen in Tawnos's nenory.

Crcling the pyramid, Uza saw two ot her denonic
portraits and a picture of the chanmber itself with a black
di sk rising between the etched lines. He tore the chanber
apart, looking for the disk-either its substance or the
switch that awakened it- and not for the first time in his
life, Uza fail ed.

VWhen Urza wal ked anong the nultiverse of planes, he
began his journey wherever he happened to be and ended it
with an act of will or menory. He realized that the
Phyr exi ans had used another way, but it |lay beyond his
conprehension, as did the plane from which they'd sprung.
The mul tiverse was vast beyond neasure and filled with
uncount abl e planes. Wth no trail or nenory to guide him
Urza was a sailor on a becal mned sea, beneath a cl ouded sky.
He had no notion which way to turn

"I amimmortal. I will wander the planes until | find
t heir home, however long and hard the journey, and | wll
destroy them as they destroyed ny brother."

CHAPTER 2

"Nearly five years after Argoth was destroyed and the
war between the brothers had ended, Tawnos cane to ny
courtyard. He told me nmuch that | had never known, nuch
that | have witten here. He told nme that mnmy husband was
dead and that he'd died with ny nane on his lips. It is a
pretty thought, and | would like to believe it, but | am
not certain that Uza died and, if he did, he would have
died calling to Mshra, not ne."

Xantcha lightly brushed her fingertips over brittle
vel  um before cl osing her tool ed-Ieather cover of The
Antiquity Wars. It was the ol dest anobng her copies of Kayla
Bi n-Kroog's epic history, and the scribe who'd copied and
translated it nearly twelve hundred years earlier clained
he'd had Kayla's original manuscript in front of him
Xant cha had her doubts, if not about the scribe's honesty,
then about his gullibility.

Not that either mattered. For a tale that had no heroes
and a very bitter ending, The Antiquity Wars had been very
carefully preserved for nearly three and a half nillennia.
It was as if everyone still heeded the warning in Kayla's
opening lines: "Let this, the testament of Kayla Bin-Kroog,
the last of Yotia, serve as nenory, so that our m stakes
wi Il never be repeated.”

Xant cha stared beyond the table. On a good night, the
wi ndow woul d have been open and she coul d have | ost her
thoughts in the stars tw nkling above the isol ated cottage,
but Domi naria hadn't conpletely recovered fromthe
unnatural ice age had that foll owed the Brothers' War.
Clear nights were rare on Xantcha's side of the GChran
Ri dge, where the cottage was tucked into a crease of |and,
where the grass ended and the naked mountai ns began. Mostly
t he weat her was cool or cold, danp or wet, or something in



bet ween. Toni ght, gusty w nds were propelling needl e-sharp
sl eet against the shutters.

The room had cool ed while she read. Her breath was mi st
and, with a shivering sigh, Xantcha made her way to the
peat bin. There were no trees near the cottage. Her neager
garden sprouted a new crop of stones every spring, and the
crunmbling clods that renained after she'd picked out the
stones were better suited for the brazier than for
nurturing grains and vegetables. She'd had to scrounge
di stant forests for her table and shutters. Even now t hat
the cottage was finished, she spent nuch of her tine
scroungi ng the remains of Terisiare for food and runors.

Shreddi ng a doubl e handful of peat into the brazier
beneath the table, Xantcha found, as she often did, the
squi shy remains of an acorn: a rem nder of just how nuch
Urza and his brother had changed their world with their
war . \When whol e, the acorn woul d have been as | arge as her
fist, and the tree that had dropped it woul d have had a
trunk as broad as the cottage was wi de. She crunbed the
acorn with the rest and stirred the coals until pal pable
heat radiated fromthe iron bucket.

Xantcha forgot the table and hit her head hard as she
stood. She sat a noment, rubbing her scalp and nuttering
curses, until she renmenbered the candl estick. Wth a | ouder
curse, she scrabbled to her feet. Waste not, want not, it
hadn't toppled. Her book was safe.

She returned to her stool and opened to a random page.
Kayla's portrait stared back at her: dusky, sloe-eyed, and

seductive. Xantcha owned four illustrated copies of The
Antiquity Wars. Each one depicted Kayla differently. Her
favorite showed Una's wife as a tall, graceful and

vol upt uous worman wi th | ong blond hair, but
Xant cha knew none of the portraits were accurate.
Staring at the shutters, she tried to i magi ne the face of
t he woman who had known, and perhaps | oved, Urza the
Artificer while he was a nortal man.
One thing was certain, Xantcha didn't resenble Kayla
Bi n- Kroog. There were no extravagant curves in Xantcha's
candlelit silhouette. She was short, not tall, and her hair
was a very drab brown, which she cropped raggedly around a
face that was nore angul ar than attractive. Xantcha coul d,
and usually did, pass herself off as a slight youth
awai ting his full growth and first beard. Still, Xantcha
t hought, she and Kayl a woul d have been friends. Life had
forced many of the same hard | essons down their throats.
Kayl a, however, wasn't the epic character who intrigued
Xant cha nost. That honor went to Urza's brother, Mshra.

Three of Xantcha's illustrated vol unes depicted Mshra as a
whi p-1 ean man with hard eyes. The fourth portrayed him as
soft and lazy, like an overfed cat. Neither type matched

Kayla's word picture. To Kayla, Mshra had been tall and
powerful, with straight black hair worn wild and full
Mshra's smile, his sister-by-law had witten, was warm and
bright as the sun on M dsumer's day, and his eyes sparkled
with wit-when they weren't flashing full of suspicion.

Not all The Antiquity Wars in Xantcha's collection
i ncl uded Kayl a's al nbst indiscreet portrait of her
husband' s brother. Sone scribes had openly seized an
opportunity to take a noral stance, not only against
M shra, but other nmen of nore recent vintage- as if a



princess of ancient Yotia could have foreseen the vices of
the Sam sar of Evean or Ninkin the Bold! One scribe,
witing in the year 2657 admtted that she'd onmtted the

M shra section entirely, because it was inconsistent with
Kayla's loyalty to her husband and, therefore, a likely
fraud-and absol utely inappropriate for the education of the
young prince, who was expected to learn his statecraft from
her copy of the epic.

Xant cha wondered if that priggish scribe had seen the
pi cture on her table. The Kayl a Bi n-Kroog of Xantcha's
ol dest copy wore a veil, three pearl ropes, and very little
el se. Few nmen coul d have resisted her allure. One of them
had been her husband. Beyond doubt, Urza had negl ected his
wi fe. No wonan had ever intrigued

Urza half as nuch as his artifacts. How nany eveni ngs
m ght Kayla have gone to bed railing at the fates who'd
sent the chaste WUza to her father's pal ace, rather than
hi s charm ng brot her?

Urza had never questioned his wife's fidelity. At
| east, Xantcha had never heard himraise that question
Then again, the man who |lived and worked on the other side
of the wall at Xantcha's back had never nentioned his son
or grandson, either.

Wth a sigh and a yawn, Xantcha stowed the book in a
chest that had no lock. They didn't need |l ocks in the
absol ute mddl e of nowhere. Urza had the power to protect
them from anyt hi ng. The heavy |lid served only to discourage
the mice that would otherw se have devoured the vellum

"Xantcha!" Urza's voice cane through the wall; as she
contenpl ated the precious library she'd accumrul ated over
the last two and a half centuries

She |l eapt instantly to her feet. The Iid fell with a
bang. Urza had shut hinmself in his workroomwhile she'd
been of f scroungi ng, and she'd known better than to
i nterrupt hi mwhen she'd returned. Sixteen days had passed
since she'd heard his voice.

Their cottage had two roons: hers, which had begun as a
shed around an outdoor bread oven, and Urza's, which
consumed everything under the original roof, a dugout
cellar and a storage al cove-Urza traveled |ight but settled
deep. Each room had a door to a conmon porch whose that ched
roof provided sone protection fromthe weat her

W nd-driven sleet pelted her as Xantcha darted down the
porch. She shoved the door shut behind her, then, when U za
hadn't noticed the sound or draft, took his measure before
appr oachi ng him

Urza the great artificer sat at a high table on a stoo
identical to her own. By candl elight, Xantcha saw that he
was dressed in the sane tattered blue tunic he' d been
weari ng when she'd | ast seen him Hi s ash-blond hair spewed
fromthe thong nmeant to confine it at the nape of his neck
It wasn't dirty-not the way her hair would have gotten fou
if it went that [ong between washings. Urza didn't sweat or
purge hinself in any of the usual ways. He didn't breathe
when he was rapt in his studies and never needed to eat,

t hough he spoke in the nortal way and ate heartily
sometines, if she'd cooked something that appealed to him
He drank water, never caring where it came fromor how | ong
it had stood stagnant, but the slops bucket beside his door
never needed enptying. Urza didn't get tired either, which



was a nore serious probl em because he remai ned man enough
to need sleep and dreans for the purging of his thoughts.

There were tinmes when Xantcha believed that all U za's
t hought s needed purging; this was one of them

Mountains rose fromUrza's table. Al too famliar
nmount ai ns shaped from clay and crockery. Quicksilver
streans overflowed the corners. As nelting sleet trickled
down her spine, Xantcha wondered if she could retreat and
pretend she hadn't heard. She judged that she coul d have,
but didn't.

"I'"ve come," she announced in the | anguage only she and
Urza spoke, rooted in ancient Argivian with a | eaveni ng of
Yotian and tidbits froma thousand ot her worl ds.

Urza spun quickly on the stool, too quickly for her
eyes to follow his novenent. |ndeed, he hadn't noved, he'd
reshaped hinmself. It was never a good sign when Urza forgot
his body. Meeting his eyes confirmed Xantcha's suspicions.
They glowed with their own facet-rai nbow |ight.

"You sunmoned ne?"

He blinked and his eyes turned nortal, dark irises
within white sclera. But that was the illusion; the other
was real

"Yes, yes! Cone see, Xantcha. Look at what has been
reveal ed. "

She' d sooner have entered the ninth sphere of Phyrexia.
Wl |, perhaps not the ninth sphere, but the seventh,
certainly.

"Cone. Cone! It's not like the last tinme."

At | east he renenbered the last tine when the nountains
had expl oded.

Xant cha crossed the narrows of the obl ong room unti
she stood at arms length fromthe table. Contrary to his
assurance, it was like the last tine, exactly like the |ast
time and the time before that. He'd recreated the plain of
the river Kor below the Kher Ri dge and covered the plain
with gnats. She kept her distance.

"I"'mno judge, Urza, but to ny poor eyes it |ooks .
simlar."

"You must get closer.'
in an ivory ring.

It m ght have been seething poison for the enthusiasm
with which she took it. He offered her his stool. When that
didn't entice her, he grabbed her arm and pul |l ed. Xantcha
cl anbered onto the stool and bent over the table with the
gl ass between her and the gnats.

Despite reluctance and reservation, Xantcha let out an
awed sigh; as an artificer, Una was inconparable. Wat had
appeared to be gnats were, as she had known they woul d be,
tiny automata, each perfectly forned and unique. In
addition to men and wonen, there were horses, their tails
swi shing in inperceptible breezes, harnessed to m nuscul e
carts. She didn't doubt that each was surrounded by a cl oud
of flies that the glass could not resolve. Nothing on the
table was alive. Urza was adamant that his artifacts
remai ned within what he called "the supreme principle of
the Thran." Artifacts were engines in service to life,
never life itself, and never, ever, sentient.

Bright tents pinpled Uza's table | andscape. There were
even mniature reproductions of the artifacts he and his
brot her had brought to the place and time that Kayla had

He offered her a glass |lens set



called "The Dawn of Fire."

Xant cha focused her attention on the automata. She
found M shra's shiny dragon engine, a ground- bound
bunbl ebee anong the gnats and Urza's delicate ornithopters.
When Xantcha saw an ornithopter spread its wings and rise
above the table, she was confident that she'd seen the
reason for Uza's sumons. M niaturizing those early
artifacts had been a greater challenge than creating the
swarns of tiny nmen and wonen who mlled around them

"You' ve got themflying!"

Urza pushed her aside. H s eyes required no polished
gl ass assistance; he could nost likely see the horseflies,
the fleas, and the worns as well. Xantcha noticed that he
was frowning.

"It's very good," she assured him fearing that her
initial response hadn't been sincere enough

"No, no! You were looking in the wong place, Xantcha.
Look here-" He positioned her hands above the | argest tent.
"What do you see now?"

"Blue cloth,” she replied, knowing full well that
within the tent, automata representing U za and the nmajor
characters of Kayla's epic were nmidway through a scene
she'd observed many tines before. At first she'd been
curious to see how Urza's script mght differ fromhis
wi fe's, but not any nore.

Urza nuttered sonething-it was probably just as well
that Xantcha didn't quite catch it-and the blue cloth
became a shadow t hrough which the automata could be clearly
seen. There was Urza, accurate down to the same blue shirt
and threadbare trousers. H's master-student, Tawnos, stood
nearby, a half head taller than the rest. The Kroog
warlord, the Fallaji qgadir and a score of others, al
nmoving as if they were alive and oblivious to the huge face
hovering overhead. M shra was in the shadowed tent too, but
Urza was peculiar about his younger brother's gnat. Wile
all the others had nortal features, Mshra was never nore
than wi sps of netal at the gadir's side.

"I's it the second norni ng?" Xantcha asked. Urza was
breat hi ng down her neck, expecting conversation. She hoped
he didn't intend to show her the assassinations. Suffering,
even of automata, repelled her

Anot her grunble from Urza, then, "Look for Ashnod!"

According to The Antiquity Wars, auburn-haired Ashnod
wasn't at "The Dawn of Fire," but Urza al ways nade a gnat
in her image. He'd put it on the table, where it did
not hi ng except get in the way of the others. To appease her
hovering compani on, Xantcha noved the glass slightly and
found a red-capped dot in the shadow of another tent.

"You noved her there?"

"Never!" Urza roared. H s eyes flashed, and the air
within the cottage was very still. "I refine ny
understanding, | do not ever control them Each tinme, |
create new opportunities for the truth to energe. Tineg,
Xantcha, time is always the key. | call them motes of time-
the tiny notes of tine that replay the past, |ong after
events have passed beyond nenory. The nore | refine ny
automata, the nore of those notes | can attract. Truth
attracts truth as tine attracts tinme Xantcha, and the nore
notes of time | can attract, the nore truth | [earn about
that day. And finally- finally-the truth clings to Ashnod,



and she has been drawn out of her |ies and deception. Watch
as she reveal s what | have al ways suspected!"

Urza snapped his fingers, and, equally fascinated and
repel | ed, Xantcha watched Ashnod's gnat skul k from shadow
to shadow until it was outside the parley tent, very near
M shra's back. Then the Ashnod-gnat knelt and nani pul at ed
somet hi ng-the gl ass wasn't strong enough to unmask the
object-and a tiny spark | eaped fromher hands. Mshra's
wi sps and filings gl owed green.

The illusion of nmovement and free will was so seanl ess
t hat Xantcha asked, "Wat did she do?" rather than Wat did
it do?

"What do you think? Were your eyes open? \Were you
payi ng attention? Mist | nove them backward and do it
agai n?" Urza replied

U za was less tolerant of free will in his conpanions.
Xantcha marvel ed that Tawnos never |left him but perhaps,
Urza had been | ess acid-tongued in his nortal days. "I
don't know." She set the lens on a shelf slung beneath the
table. "It has never been nmy place to think. Tell ne, and
will stand enlightened."

Their eyes | ocked, and for a nmonent Xantcha stared into
the ancient jewels through which Urza interpreted his life.
Urza could reduce her to menory, but he blinked first.

"Proof. Proof at last. Ashnod's the one. | always
suspected she was the first the Phyrexi ans suborned.” Urza
seized the lens and thrust it back into Xantcha's hands.
"Now, | ook at the dragon engi ne. The Yotians have not begun
to nove against the gadir, but see . . . see? It has
al ready awakened. Ashnod cast her spark upon ny brother
and he called to it. It would only respond to him you
know. "

Xantcha didn't peer through the lens. A blanket of
light had fallen across the worktable, a hungry bl anket
that rose into Urza's glowi ng eyes rather than fell from
t hem

"M shra! Mshral" Urza whispered. "If only you could

see ne, hear nme. | was not there for you then, but | am
here for you now
Cast your heart upward and I will open your eyes to the

treachery around you!"

Xantcha didn't doubt Urza's ability, only his sanity,
especially when he started talking to his gnat-brother
Urza believed that each nonent of time contained every
other nmoment, and that it was possible to not only recreate
the past but to reach into it and affect it. Soneday, as
sure as the sun rose in the east, Urza would talk to the
gnats on his table. He'd tell Mshra all the secrets of his
heart, and M shra would answer him None of it would be the
truth, but all of it would be real

Xant cha dreaded that coming day. She set the | ens down
again and tried to distract Uza with a question. "So, your
si de-?"

Urza focused his eyes uncanny |light on her face. "Not
my side! | was not a party to anything that happened t hat

day! | was ignorant of everything. They lied to ne and
decei ved nme. They knew I woul d never consent to their
treachery. | would have stopped them | would have warned
nmy brother!"

Xantcha beat a tactical retreat. "OfF course. But even



if you had, the end woul d not have changed," she said in
her nmost soothing tone. "If you' ve got it right, now then
the warlord's schemes were irrelevant. Through Ashnod, the
Phyrexi ans had their own treachery-against the gadir and
the warl ord, against you and M shra. None of you were neant
to survive."
"Yes," Urza said on a caught breath. "Yes! Exactly!

Nei t her the gadir nor the warlord were supposed to survive.
It was a plot to capture ne as they had al ready captured ny

brother. Thus he was willing, but also reluctant, to talk
to me!" He turned back to the table. "I understand,
Brother. | forgive! Be strong, Mshra-I will find a way to

save you as | saved nyself."

Xant cha repressed a shudder. There were inconsistencies
anong her copies of The Antiquity Wars but none on the
scal e Urza proposed. "Was your brother transforned then, or
still flesh?"

Urza backed away fromthe table. H s eyes were cl ouded,
al nrost normal in appearance. "I will learn that next tine,
or the time after that. They have suborned him See how he
responds to Ashnod. She was their first creature. They nust

have known that if we talked privately, | would have sensed
the change in him

I would have set himfree. If there was still any part
of himleft that could have been freed. O, | would have

turned my wwath on themfromthat point forward. They knew
I could not be suborned, Xantcha, because | possessed the
M ght st one. The stones have equal power, Xantcha, but the
power is different. The Wak-stone is weakness, the

M ghtstone is strength, and the Phyrexi ans never dared ny
strength. Ah, the evil that day, Xantcha. If they had not
driven us apart, there would have been no war, except
against them . . . You see that, Xantcha. You see that,
don't you? My brother and | together would have driven them
back to Koil os. They knew our power before we'd begun to
guess it."

They and them They and them Wth Urza, it all cane
back to they and them Phyrexians. Xantcha knew t he
Phyrexians for the enenmies they were. She'd never argue
that they hadn't played a pivotal role in Uza' s wars.

Per haps they had suborned M shra and Ashnod, too. But while
Urza played with gnats on a tabletop, another wave of
Phyrexi ans, real Phyrexians, had washed up on Dom naria's
shores.

"I't makes no difference," she protested. "M shra's been
dead for nore than three thousand years! It hardly matters
whet her you failed him or Ashnod destroyed him or the
Phyr exi ans suborned him or whether it happened before "The
Dawn of Fire" or after. Urza, you're creating a past that
doesn't nmatter-"

"Doesn't matter! They took my brother fromne, and nade
of himny greatest eneny. It matters, Xantcha. It will

al ways matter nore than anything else. | must |earn what
they did and how and when they did it." He breathed, a slow
sigh. "l could have stopped them | nust not fail again."
He hel d his hands above the table. Xantcha didn't need the
lens to know that Mshra's gnat shone bright. "I won't,
Mshra. I will never fail again. | have |earned caution.
have | earned deception. | will not be tricked, not even by

you!"



Bef ore Urza had brought Xantcha to Dom naria, she'd
been nore synpathetic to his guilt-driven obsessions. Now
she said, "Not even you can change the past," and didn't
care if he struck her down for impudence. "Are you going to
stand by and play with toys while the Phyrexians steal your
birthpl ace fromyou? They're back. | snelled themin
Baszerat and Mdrvern. The Baszerati and the Mrvernish are
at war with each other, just as the Yotians and the Fallaji
were, and the Phyrexians are on both sides. Sound
fam liar?"

Her neck ached fromstaring up at himand braving his
gem stone stare. Xantcha had no arcane power to draw upon
but nose to nose, she was nore stubborn. "Wy are we here,"
she asked in the breathless silence, "if you' re not going
to take a stand agai nst the Phyrexians? We could play ganes
anywhere. "

Urza retreated. He noistened his |ips and nmade ot her
nmerely nortal gestures. "Not ganmes, Xantcha. | can afford
no nmore nistakes. Dominaria has not forgotten or forgiven
what happened last time. | nust tread lightly. So many
di ed, so nuch was destroyed, and all because | was blind

and deaf. | did not see that ny brother was not hinself,
that he was surrounded by enemies. | didn't hear his pleas
for help."

"He never pled for help! That's why you didn't hear
and you can never know why he didn't, because you can never
talk to himagain. No matter what happens in this room on
that table, you can't bring himback! Now you've got Ashnod
outside the tent. You've made her into another Phyrexian
pulling Mshra's strings. The Yotians were planning an
anbush, the Phyrexians were planning an anmbush, and you
weren't wise to either plot. Waste not, want not, Urza-if
t he Phyrexi ans had Ashnod before "The Dawn of Fire," how
did she manage, thirty years later, to send Tawnos to you
with the sylex? O was that part of a plot, too? A conpl eat
Phyrexi an doesn't have a conscience, Urza. A conpl eat
Phyrexi an doesn't feel renorse; it can't. M shra never
did."

"He couldn't. He'd been suborned," Urza shouted.
"Usurped. Corrupted. Destroyed! He was no | onger a man when
| faced himin Argoth. They'd taken his will, flensed his
flesh and stretched it over an abomi nation!"

"But they didn't take Ashnod's will? She sent the
syl ex. Was her will stronger than your brother's?"

Xant cha pl ayed a dangerous game herself and played it
to the brink. Urza had frozen, no blinking or breathing, as
if he'd become an artifact hinself. Xantcha pressed her
advant age.

"Was Ashnod stronger than you too? Strong enough to
doubl e-deal the Phyrexians and save Dominaria in the only
way she coul d?"

"No, " Urza whi spered.

"No? No what, Urza? Once you start treating bomnen and
worren as Phyrexi ans, where do you stop? Ashnod skul ki ng
out si de your tent before the Dawn of Fire, Ashnod sending
Tawnos with the sylex? One tinme she's a Phyrexi an puppet,
the next she's not? Are you sure you know which is which?
O, maybe, she was the puppet both tines, and what woul d
t hat make you? You used the sylex."

Urza folded a fist. "Stop," he warned.



"The Phyrexi ans spent three thousand years trying to
slay you, before they gave up. | think they gave up because
they'd found a better way. Leave you al one on a
nmount ai nsi de playing with toys!"

He' d have been a powerful man if muscle and bone had
been his strength's only source, but Urza had the power of
the Thran through his eyes, and the power of a sorcerer
standing on his native ground. Hi s arm began to nove. As
| ong as she could see it moving, Xantcha believed she was
saf e.

The fist touched her hair and stopped. Xantcha hel d her
breath. He'd never cone that close, never actually touched
her before. They couldn't go on like this, not if there was
any hope for Dom nari a.

"Urza?" she whi spered when, at |ast, her |ungs demanded
air. "Urza, can you hear me? Do you see me?" Xantcha
touched his arm "Urza . . . Uza, talk to ne."

He trembl ed and grabbed her shoul der for bal ance. He
didn't know his strength; pain |eft her gasping. Her eyes
were shut when he nmade the transition, tenporary even at
the best of tines, back into the here and now. Somet hing
happened to Urza when he cast his power over the worktable,
not the truth, but definitely real and definitely getting
wor se.

"Xantcha!" his hand sprang away from her as though she
were nmade fromred-hot nmetal. "Xantcha, what is this?" He
stared at the crockery mountains as if he'd never seen them
before - though Xantcha had seen even that reaction nore
ti mes than she cared to renenber

"You sunmoned nme, Urza," she said flatly. "You had
somet hi ng new to show ne."

"But this?" He gestured at his nountain-and- gnat
covered table. "Were did this come from Not-not me. Not

agai n?"

She nodded.

"I was sitting on the porch as the sun set. It was
qui et, peaceful. | thought of-1 thought of the past,

Xantcha, and it began again." He shrank w thin hinmself.
"You weren't here.”

"I was after food. You were inside when | returned.
Urza, you' ve got to let go of the past. It's not. . . It's
not healthy. Even for you, this is not healthy."

They stared at each other. This had happened so many
times before that there was no | onger a need for
conversation. Even the noment when Urza swept everything
off his table was entirely predictable.

"It's started, Urza, truly started. This time there's a
war south of here," Xantcha said, while dust still rose
fromthe crunbl ed nmountains, quicksilver slithered across
t he packed dirt floor, and gnats by the hundreds scranbl ed
for shelter.

" Phyr exi ans?"

"I kenned them on both sides. Sleepers. They take
orders, they don't give them but it's a Dom narian war
wi th Phyrexian interference on both side.”

He took the details directly fromher nmind: a painless
process when she cooper at ed.

"Baszerat and Morvern. | do not know these nanes."

"They aren't mighty kingdons with glorious histories.
They're little nore than walled cities, a few vill ages and,



to keep the grudge going, a handful of gold mnes in the
hills between them something for the Phyrexians to
exploit. They're getting bol der. Baszerat and Morvern
aren't the only places |I've scented glistening oil in the
wind, but this is the first war."

"You haven't interfered?"

Hi s voi ce harshened and his eyes flashed. Wth Urza,
madness was never nore than a nonment away.

"You said | nustn't, and | obey. You should | ook for
yourself. Nowis the tinme-"

"Perhaps. | dare not nobve too soon. The | and renenbers;
there can be no mistakes. | nust have cause. | nust be very
careful, Xantcha. If | reveal nyself too soon, | foresee

di saster. W nust wei gh our choices carefully."

Retorts swirled in Xantcha's mnd. It was never truly
we with Urza, but she'd made her choices |ong ago. "No one
wi Il suspect, even if you used your true nane and shape
There' ve been a score of doom saying Urzas on the road this
year al one. You' ve beconme the stuff of |egends. No one
woul d believe you're you."

Arare smle lit up her conpanion's face. "That bad
still?"

"Wrse. But please, go to Baszerat and Mdrvern. A
quarrel has become a war. So it began with the Fallaji and
the Yotians. Wio knows, there m ght be brothers.... You've
been up here too long, Urza."

Urza reached into her mnd again, gathering |andnmarks
and | anguages, which she willingly surrendered. Then, in a
blink's tinme, she was back into her own proper
consci ousness. Urza faded into the between-worlds, which
was, anmong other things, the fastest way to travel across
the surface of a single world.

"CGood | uck," she wished him then knelt down.

Crashi ng crockery had crushed a good nmany of Urza's
gnats. Quicksilver had dissol ved uncounted others. Yet many
swirled around in confusion on the floor. Xantcha | abored
until mdnight, gathering theminto a box no deeper than
her finger, but far too steep for any of themto clinb.
Wien the dirt was notionless, she took the box into the
al cove where Urza stored his raw nmaterial s.

The shelves were neat. Every casket and fl ask was
clearly labeled, albeit in a | anguage Xantcha coul dn't
read. She didn't need to read | abels. The flask she wanted
had a unique | ambent glow It was pure phloton, distilled
fromfire, starlight and mana, a recipe U za had found on
the world were he'd found Xantcha. "Waste not, want not,"
she whi spered over the seething box. The gnats blazed |ike
fireflies as they fell through the phloton, and then were
gone.

Xantcha reseal ed the flask and replaced it on the
shel f, exactly as she'd found it, before returning to her
own room She had a plan of her own, which she'd prom sed
hersel f she'd inplenent when the tine was right. That tine
had conme when Urza touched her hair.

If Uza couldn't see the present Phyrexian threat
because he was obsessed with the past... If he couldn't
care about the folk of Baszerat or Mrvem because he stil
cared too nuch about what had happened to M shra, then
Xantcha figured she had to bring the past and Mshra to
Urza. She had it all worked out in her mnd, as nuch as she



ever worked anything out: find a young nan who resenbl ed
Kayla's word picture, teach himthe answers to Urza's
guilty questions, then troll her trunped-up M shra past
Urza's eyes.

A new M shra woul dn't cure his madness. Nothing could
do that, not while those powerstone eyes were | odged in
Uza's skull, but if a false Mshra could convince Uza to
wal k away from his worktable, that would be enough

CHAPTER 3

Morning cane to the Chran Ridge, and found Xantcha
sitting in the bottomof a transparent sphere as it drifted
above springtime nmountain neadows. The sphere was as big
around as Xantcha was tall and had been a gift from Urza.
O nore accurately, the artifact that produced it had been
Uza's gift. He'd devised the cyst to preserve her as she
followed himfromworld to world. A deliberate yawn and a
menoni ¢ rhynme drew a protective oil out of the cyst.
Dependi ng on the rhyme, the oil expanded into the buoyant
sphere or ripened into a tough, flexible arnor.

Urza had taught Xantcha the rhynme for the armor. The
sphere was the result of Xantcha's curiosity and
i mprovi sations. Urza conplained that she'd transfornmed his
Thran-inspired artifact into a Phyrexi an abom nation. The
conpl ai nt, though sincere, had al ways perpl exed Xant cha.
The Thran, as Urza described them believed that sentience
and artifice nmust always be separate. Xantcha's cyst wasn't
renotely sentient, and she supposed she could have dug it
out of her stomach, but it had become part of her, no
different than her arns ... or Urza's faceted eyes.

Besi des, if she hadn't di scovered how to nake her sphere,
Urza woul d have had to provide her with food, clothing, and
all the other things a flesh and bl ood person required,
because Xant cha, though she was al nost as old as Urza, was
i ndi sputably flesh and bl ood.

And just as indisputably Phyrexian

Xantcha willed the sphere higher, seeking the swft
wi nd-streanms well above the mountains. She had a | ong
journey planned, and needed strong winds if she wanted to
finish it before U za returned fromthe south. The sphere
rose until the |l andscape resenbled Urza's tabletop, and the
sphere began to tunble.

Tumbl i ng never bothered Xantcha. Wth or without the
cyst, she had a strong stomach and an unshakabl e sense of
direction. But tunbling wasted tinme and energy. Xantcha
rai sed her arns level with her shoul ders, one straight out
in front of her, the other extended to the side; the
tumbl i ng stopped. Then she pointed both extended arms in
the direction she wished to travel and rotated her hands so
they were both pal ms up. She thought of rigging and sails,
a firmhand on the tiller board, and the sphere began to
nove agai nst the w nd.

It was slow going at first, but before the sun had
ri sen another two hand spans, Xantcha was scuddi ng north
faster than any horse could run. Xantcha couldn't explain
how t he sphere stayed aloft. It wasn't sorcery; she had no
talent for calling upon the |and. Urza swore it wasn't
anything to do with himor his artifacts and refused to
di scuss the matter. Xantcha thought it was no different



than running. The whys and wherefores weren't inportant so
| ong as she found what she was | ooking for and got hone
saf e.

But questions |urked where Xantcha's nenori es began
They crept forward once the sphere was noving smartly, and
there was nothing to do but think and remenber.

* * k* K %

The begi nning was liquid, thick and warm as bl ood, dark
and safe. After the liquid cane Iight and cold, enptiness
and hard edges, a dimchanber in the Fane of Flesh, the
first place she'd known, a soot-stained nonolith of
Phyrexia's Fourth Sphere. Her begi nning wasn't birth, not
as Urza had been born fromhis nother's body. There were no
nmot hers or fathers in the decanting chanber only nmetal and
| eat her priests tending stone-gouged vats. The vat-priests
of the Fane of Flesh were of no great status. Though
conpl eat, their appliances were mere hooks and paddl es and
their senses were no better than the flesh they'd been
decanted with. They took orders from above. In Phyrexia
there was al ways above-or w thin, deeper and deeper through
the eight spheres to the center where dwelt the |neffable.
He whose nane was known but never spoken, |est he awaken
fromhis bl essed sl eep.

ohey, the vat-priests said unnecessarily as she'd
shivered and di scovered her linbs. A small, warm stone fel
from her hands. The vat-priests had said it was her heart
and took it fromher. There was a place, they said-in
Phyrexia everything had a place, w thout place there was
not hi ng-where hearts were kept. Her m stakes would be
witten on her heart, and if she nade too many m st akes,
the Ineffable who dwelt at Phyrexia's core would make her a
part of his dreans, and that would be the end of her. GCbey
and | earn. Pay attention. Make no m stakes. Now, follow
Later, when Xantcha had crossed nore planes and visited
nmore worl ds than she could easily recount, she'd realize
that there was no other place |like Phyrexia. In no other
world were full-grown newts, |ike her, decanted beside a
sl udge-vat. Only Phyrexian newts renmenbered the first
opening of their eyes. Only Phyrexian newts remenbered, and
understood, the first words-threats- they heard. In her
begi nning, there was only the Fane of Flesh, and she obeyed
wi t hout question, withing across the stone floor because
she hadn't the strength to wal k.

Xantcha's bones hardened quickly. She learned to tend
hersel f and perform such tasks as were suited to newts.
When she had nmastered those | essons, the vat-priests |ed
her to the teacher-priests, who instructed the newts as
they were transformed fromusel ess flesh into conpl eat
Phyrexi ans. The teacher-priests with their recording eyes
and stinging-switch arnms told her that she was Xantcha.

Xantcha wasn't a nane, not as she later canme to
under st ood nanes. \Wen Urza had asked, she had expl ai ned
that Xantcha was the place where she stood when newts were
assenbl ed for instruction, the place where she received her
food, and the box where she slept at night.

If days or nights had played a part in her early life.

Phyrexi a was a world wi thout sun, nmoon, or stars. Deep
in the Fane of Flesh, priests called out the march of tine:



when she | earned, when she ate, when she slept; there was
no tine for rest, no place for conpani onshi p. Wen she was
returned to her box for sleeping, Xantcha dreaned of
sunlight, grass and wi nd. She m ght have thought it strange
that her mind held i nages of a place so clearly not
Phyrexia, if she'd thought at all

Even now, nore than three nmillennia after her first
awakeni ngs, Xantcha didn't know if she'd been the only newt
who' d dreamed of a green, sunlit world, or if the Ineffable
had commanded the sanme dreans and | ongi ngs for every newt
that | earned beside her

You are newts, and newmts you will remain, the teacher-
priests had taught her. You are destined to sleep in
anot her place and prepare the way for those who will
foll ow. Listen and obey.

There were many other newts in the Fane of Flesh
organi zed into cadres and nmarched together through their
educations. All newts began the sane way, with nmeat and
bones and bl ood-filled veins, then-according to their place
in the Ineffable' s design- tender-priests excised their
flesh and reshaped their bodies with tough anmal gans of
metal and oil, until they were conpleated. After each
reshaping, the priests sent the excised flesh and blood to
the renderers; eventually it was returned it to the vats.
When the newt was fully reshaped, the tenders inmersed it
inthe glistening oil; a Phyrexian's first tine in the
great fountain outside the Fane of Flesh. Wen it emerged,
the newt was conpleat and took its destined place in the
I nef fabl e's grand plan for Phyrexia.

Xant cha remenbered standing in her place on a Fane
bal cony, as fully reshaped newts were carried to the
fountain. She remenbered the cacophony as newly conpl eat ed
Phyrexi ans emerged into the glare and gl ow of the Fourth
Sphere furnaces. To the extent that any newt felt hope, it
hoped for a good conpl eation, a privileged place. The
know edge that she woul d be forever bound in a newt's body
was greater pain than any puni shnent the priests ever
| ashed across her back.

Hatred had no place in Phyrexia. Contenpt replaced
hatred and | ooked down on the special newts, whose destiny
was to sleep in another place. Xantcha | ooked forward to
t he nmonents when she was alone in her box with her dreans.

Once she went to sleep, dreanmed her dreans, as she'd
al ways done, and awoke beneath the bald, gray sky of the
First Sphere. There were different teacher-priests tending
her cadre. The new priests were larger than those in the
Fane of Flesh. Mre nmetal than |leather, they had four feet
and four arns. Their feet were clawed, and each of their
arms ended in a different netal weapons. They were supposed
to protect the newts fromthe dangers of the First Sphere.
Newt s had never dwelt on the First Sphere, but the four-
arnmed teachers were not honored by their new
responsi bilities. They obeyed their orders without
ent husiasm until one of the newts nmade a nistake.

Newts you are, and newts you shall remain forever
they'd recite as they dealt out punishment with one hand
after the other. You are destined to sleep on another
worl d. Now | earn the ways of another world. Listen and
obey.

Xant cha wonder ed what woul d have happened if she'd



failed to listen or obey. At the tinme, the notion sinply
didn't occur to her. Life on the First Sphere was hard
enough wi t hout di sobedi ence. The newts were taught farm ng
in preparation for the day when their destiny would be
fulfilled, but the slippery dirt of the First Sphere
resisted their every effort. The plows, sickles, hoes, and
pi tchforks that they were commanded to use left their
nmuscl es achi ng. The whiplike, razor-grass-the only plant
they coul d grow sl ashed them bl oody, and the harsh |ight
blistered their skin mercilessly.

Xant cha remenbered anot her newt, G 'anzha; whose pl ace
was near hers in the cadre. G'anzha had used a grass sheaf
to hack off its arm then shoved a pitchfork shaft into the
bl oody socket. G 'anzha was nmeat by the time they found it
but Xantcha and the other newts understood why it had done
what it had.

Newts were small and fragile conpared to everything
el se that dwelt on the First Sphere. Their unconpl eated
bodi es suffered injuries rather than nmal functions. They
could not be repaired but were left to heal as best they
coul d, which sonetinmes wasn't good enough. Failed news-
nmeat newt s-were whi sked back to the Fourth Sphere for
renderi ng. Waste not, want not, nothing in Phyrexia was
conpletely w thout use, though neat was reviled by the
conpl eat, who'd transcended their flesh and were sustai ned
by glistening oil.

As her cadre was reduced to neat, Xantcha's place
within it changed. Another newt shoul d have been Xantcha,
she shoul d have beconme G xi'kzi or Kra'tzin, but too nuch
time had passed since the vat-priests had organi zed the
cadre. The patterns of their mnds were as fixed as those
of their soft, battered bodies. Xantcha she was, and
Xant cha she renai ned, even when the cadre had shrunk so
much that the priests alloyed it with another, simlarly
depl et ed group

Xant cha found herself face-to-face with another
Xant cha. For both of them it was. . . confusion. The word
scarcely existed in Phyrexia, except to describe the clots
of slag and ash that accumrul ated beneath the great
furnaces. Together they consulted the priests, as newts
were trained to do. The priests judged that as a result of
t he reconbi nation, neither of themtruly stood in the spot
of Xantcha. The alloyed cadre's Xantcha was a third newt
who thought of itself as Hoz'krin and wanted no part of
this Xantcha confusion. Xantcha and Xantcha were each told
to recogni ze new places within the all oyed cadre or face
the | ash.

Lash or no, the priests' judgnent was not acceptable.
Pl aces had becone nanes that could not be surrendered, even
under the threat of punishnent. The Xantchas stayed awake
when they should have slept in their boxes. They slipped
away fromthe priests and spoke to each other privately.
Meeting in private with another newt was sonethi ng neither
had done before. They negotiated and they conprom sed,

t hough there were no Phyrexian words for either process.
They agreed to make thensel ves uni que. Xantcha broke off a
bl ade of the razor-sharp grass and hacked off the hair
growing on the left side of her skull. The other Xantcha
soaked its hair in an acid streamuntil it turned orange.

They had rebell ed-a word as forbidden as the



Ineffable's true nane and al nost as feared. Only the
tender-priests could change a newm's shape and only
according to the Ineffable's plan. Wen the Xantchas
returned to the place where their cadre gathered for food
and sl eep, the other newts gaped and turned away, as the
teacher-priests came runbling and cl anking fromthe

peri meter.

Xant cha had taken the other newt's fl esh-fingered hand.
Thirty-three hundred Dom narian years afterward, Xantcha
knew that the touch of flesh was a | anguage unto itself, a
| anguage that Phyrexia had forgotten. At the time, the
gesture had confused the priests utterly and | eft them
spinning in their tracks.

Not long after, the bald, gray sky had bri ght ened
pai nful ly.

Xant cha had recall ed her heart and the vat-priests'
threat: too many nistakes and the Ineffable would seize her
heart. Until the other Xantcha had tunbled into her life,
she' d nade | ess than her share of the cadre's mi stakes, but
per haps one mistake, if it were great enough, was enough to
rouse the I neffable.

She' d thought the shining creature who' d descended from
the too-bright sky was the Ineffable. He was nothing Iike
the priests she'd seen and nothing at all like a nemt. H s
eyes were intensely red, and an abundance of teeth filled
his protruding jaw. And she'd known, perhaps because of
that jaw filled with teeth, that it was he, as the
I neffable was he and not it in the way of newts and
priests.

"You can call me Gx," he'd said, using his toothsone
jaw to shape the words in an al nost newti sh way, though he
didn't have the soft-flesh |lips that were useful for eating
but got in the way of proper Phyrexian pronunciation

G x was a nane, the first true nane Xantcha had ever
heard, because it couldn't be interpreted as a place within
a cadre. G x was a denpn, a Phyrexian who' d | ooked upon the
Ineffable face with his own eyes and who, while the
I neffable slept, controlled Phyrexia. Froma newt's [owy
perspective, a denon's name might just as well be
i nef f abl e.

G x offered his hand. The only sound Xantcha heard was
a slight whirring as his arm extended and extended to at
| east twice his height. As G x's hand unfurled, black
tal ons sprang fromeach elegantly articul ated finger. He
touched the other Xantcha lightly beneath its chin. Xantcha
felt trenmbling terror in the other newmt's hand. The denon's
talons | ooked as if they could pierce a priest's |eather
carapace or go straight through a newt's skull. A bl ue-
green spark leapt fromthe denon to the other Xantcha,
whose hand i mredi ately warnmed, relaxed, and slipped away.

Deep- pi tched runbling cane out of the denon's throat.
He | owered his hand, his head swi veled slightly, and
Xantcha felt a cold, green light take her neasure. G X
didn't touch her as he'd touched the other Xantcha. His arm
retreated, each segnent clicking sharply into the one
behind it, then nore whirring as his jaw assuned a sickle
smile.

" Xant cha. "

Al'l remai ni ng doubts about the difference between nanes
and pl aces vani shed. Xantcha had becone a true nanme, and



confronted with him Xantcha becane her. The notions for
mal e and femal e, dom nance and subm ssion, were already in
Xantcha's mind, rooted in her dreanms of soft, green grass
and yel | ow sun

"You will be ready," the denmon said. "I made you. No
sinmpl e rendering for you, Xantcha. Fresh neat. Fresh bl ood.
Brought here fromthe place where you will go, where you
wi || conquer. You have their cunning, their bol dness, and

their unpredictability, Xantcha, but your heart is mine
You are mne forever."

The denon nmeant to frighten her, and he did; he neant
to distract her, too, while a blue-green spark forned on
his shiny brass brow In that, he was | ess successful
Xantcha saw the spark race toward her, felt it strike the
ri dge between her eyes and bury itself in the bone. The
denon had inserted hinmself in her nind

He made hinself glorious before her. At least, that's
what he tried to do. Xantcha felt the urge to worship him
in awe and obedience, to feed himw th the nind-storm
turbul ence no conpl eat Phyrexi an coul d experience, except
by proxy. G x made promises in Xantcha's mnd: privilege,
power, and passion, all of themirresistible, or nmeant to
be irresistible, but Xantcha resisted. She nade a new pl ace
for herself, within herself. It wasn't terribly difficult.
If there could be two Xantcha's within the cadre, there
could be two within her mnd, a Xantcha who bel onged to G x
and a Xantcha who did not.

She filled the part that belonged to G x with inmages
from her dreans: blue skies, green grass, and gentle
breezes. The denon drank them down, then spat them out. The
light went out of his eyes. He turned away fromher, to
others in her cadre and found them nore entertaining. For
her part, Xantcha stood very still. She had denied the
denon, rejected himbefore he could reject her. She
expected instant anni hilation, but the Ineffable did not
sei ze her. Whatever else she had done, it was not a m stake
great enough to destroy her heart.

After sating hinmself on newtish thoughts and passions,
G x departed. The teacher-priests sought to reclaimtheir
pl ace above the cadre, but after the el egance and horror of
a denon, they seenmed puny. In time, they becane afraid of
their charges and kept their distance as the newts began to
talk nmore freely anmong thensel ves, planning for their
gl orious futures on other worlds.

Xant cha mai nt ai ned her place, eating, sleeping,
| aboring, and taking part in the discussions, but she was
no |l onger like the other newts. That noment when she'd
created two Xantchas in her mnd had transforned her, as
surely as the tender-priests reshaped newmts in the Fane of
Fl esh. She was aware of herself as no one el se-except G x-
seened to be. She stunbled into |oneliness, and, seeking
relief fromthat singular ache, she sought out the Xantcha
whose hand she'd once hel d.

"I amwi thout," she'd said, because at the tine she
hadn't known a better word. "I need to touch you."

She'd of fered both hands, but the other Xantcha had
reel ed backward, screaming as if it were in terrible pain.
The rest of the cadre swarned between them and Xantcha was
lucky to survive

Xant cha renenbered the newt that had sawed off its arm



with the razor grass, but what she wanted was an end to her
i sol ation, not an end of existence. She considered running
away. The First Sphere was vast. A newt could easily |ose
hersel f beyond the shimrering horizon, but if she placed
hersel f beyond her cadre and its priests, Xantcha would
slowy starve, because despite their constant efforts with
hoes and plows and sickles, nothing edible grewin First
Sphere's soil. Except for the nmeaty sludge brought up from
Fane of Flesh, there was nothing on Phyrexia's First Sphere
that a newt could eat.

VWen the cadre closed ranks to keep her fromthe
simrering caul drons the priests brought fromthe Fane,

Xant cha picked up a sickle and cleared a path to her place.
Five newmts went down with the cauldron for rendering; one
priest, too. Xantcha went to sleep with a full stomach and
the sense that she'd never reopen her eyes. But neither G x
nor the Ineffable came to claimher. Once again, it seened
that she hadn't made a m st ake.

O hers did . . . nems began to disappear, a few at a
time while they slept. Xantcha contrived to nake a tiny
hol e in her box. She kept watch when she shoul d have been
asl eep, but the Ineffable wasn't consum ng newts. |nstead,
priests picked up a box here, a box there, and took them
away. Speaker-equi pped priests could spew words faster than
soft-1ipped newts; sonmetines they forgot that newts heard
faster than they spoke. Xantcha hid in a place on the edge
and listened to chittering, nmetallic conversations.

The nonent she and the others had been pronised since
their decanting had arrived. Newts were | eaving Phyrexia.
They were sl eeping on another world. One of the priests had
gone through the portal. It didn't like what it had found.
Its coils had corroded and its joints had cl ogged because
water, not oil, flowed everywhere: in fountains, across the
land and in blinding torrents fromthe sky that was
someti nes bl ue, sometinmes bl ack, sonetines speckl ed and
sometines streaked with fire. A worthless place, the priest
said, rust and dust, fit only for news.

Xantcha held her breath, as she'd held it before G x.

Al t hough she'd never seen or felt it, she renenbered water
and knew in her bones that a place where water fell from
the sky would be a place where a newmt could get | ost

wi t hout necessarily starving. She began to make herself
nore useful, nore visible, to the others, in hopes that the
priests would pick her box, but though the di sappearances
continued, the priests didn't take her

The cadre withered. Xantcha was certain she'd be taken
away. There sinply weren't that many left. Then the taking
stopped. The newts slept and worked, slept and worked.
Xantcha wasn't the only one who listened to the priests.
None of themliked what they heard. There were problens in
the other world. Newts had been exposed and destroyed.

Thirty centuries after the fact, when she and Urza
returned to Domi naria, Xantcha had pieced together what
m ght have happened. Appended to sone of the ol dest
chronicles in her collection were accounts of strangers,
undersi zed and eerily identical, who' d appeared suddenly
and throughout what was left of Ter-isiare, some twenty
years after the Brothers' War had ended. The Domi nari ans
hadn't guessed what the strangers suddenly tronping through
their fields were or where they'd cone from but ignorance



hadn't kept them from exterm nating the nearly defensel ess
newts. But at the time, in Phyrexia, there' d been only

whi spers of disaster, thwarted destiny, and newts
transformed to neat in a place where not even the Ineffable
could find them

The whi spers reached Xantcha's cadre along with orders
that they were to nove. New cadres were comng, fresh from
t he Fane of Flesh. Xantcha caught sight of them as she
dragged her box through the sharp, oily grass. The
repl acenent cadres were conposed of newts who were bigger
than her. No two of the larger newts were quite the sane
and every one was obviously male or female.

Xantcha had | ost her destiny. She and the rest of her
depl eted cadre becane redundant. Even the tools w th which
they'd turned the sterile Phyrexian soil were taken away,
and the food caul drons, which had always arrived pronptly
bet ween periods of work and sl eep, sleep and work, appeared
only before sleep ... if the cadre was | ucky.

Luck. A word that went with despair. Denied their
prom sed place, sone newts craw ed into their boxes and
never cane out again. Not Xantcha. As regarded |uck, G X
was | ucky that she didn't know where to find himor howto
destroy him It took tine to grow a newmt in the vats, and
nore time to teach it the nost basic tasks, and transform
it into a Phyrexian. So nuch tinme that the nale and fenal e
newts she'd glinpsed farm ng her cadre's old place nust
have been already growing in the vats when the denmon had
pl anted his blue-green spark in her skull.

Ox had lied to her. It was a snmall thing conpared to
t he ot her hardshi ps she endured, now that her cadre was
redundant, but it sustained her for a long tinme unti
anot her wave of runors swept across the First Sphere. A
knife had sliced through the passage that connected
Phyrexia with the other world; it had broken and was beyond
repair. Half of the larger newts were trapped on the wong
side; the rest were as redundant as she had becone.

Wt hout warning, as was usually the case in her
Phyrexian life, all the redundant newts, including Xantcha,
were sumoned to the Fourth Sphere to witness the
excoriation of the denobn G x. The Ineffable's plan for
Phyrexian glory had been thwarted by the Knife and someone
had to be punished. G x's lustrous carapace was corroded
and burnt before he was consigned to the Seventh Sphere for
torment. It was a magnificent spectacle. G x fought |ike
t he hel |l spawn he was, taking four fell ow denons into the
reeking fumarole with him Their shrieks were nonentarily
| ouder than the roar of the crowds and furnaces, though
t hey faded quickly.

For a while, Xantcha remained in the Fourth Sphere. She
had no place, no assignment. In a place as tightly
organi zed as Phyrexia, a place-less newmt should have been
noti ceabl e, but Xantcha wasn't. She dwelt anong the
gremins. Even in Phyrexia, time spent in gremin town
couldn't be called living, but gremins were flesh. They
had to eat, and Xantcha ate with them as she |earned
t hi ngs about flesh no conpleat priest could teach her

CHAPTER 4

Chaotic air currents rising above a pat chwork of



cultivated fields seized Xantcha's sphere. For severa

pani cked heartbeats, as she battled the provisions bouncing
around inside the sphere, Xantcha didn't know where she was
or why. After nore than three thousand years, she needed
that long to clinb out of her nenories.

The disorientation had passed before disaster could
begi n. Xantcha was in control before the sphere brushed the
bank of a tree-shadowed stream It collapsed around her, a
warm noist filmthat evaporated quickly, as it had
countl ess tines before, but thoughts of what m ght have
happened | eft her gasping for air.

Xantcha hadn't intended to | ose herself in her
menories. The past, when there was so much of it crammed
into a single mnd, was a kind of nmadness. She dropped to
her knees and wi ped the filmfromher face before it had a
chance to dry. Between coughs, Xantcha took her bearing
fromthe horizons: sun sinking to the west, nountains to
the south, and gentle hills el sewhere. She'd cone to her
senses over inner Efuan Pincar, precisely the place she'd
wanted to be. Luck, Xantcha told herself, and succunbed to
anot her round of coughing.

Xantcha never liked to rely on luck, but just then
t houghts of luck were preferable to the alternatives. She'd
been thi nki ng of her beginnings, as she rarely did. Wrse,
she'd been thinking of G x. She'd never forgotten that
bl ue-green spark. Despite everything, she worried that the
denon's mark might still be lurking somewhere within her
skul I'.

She made herself think about Urza and all that they'd
survived together. He could | ook inside her and destroy her
i f she became untrustworthy. So long as he didn't, Xantcha
bel i eved she could trust herself. But thoughts of G x were
no reason to fear G x. Nothing escaped the excoriations of
Phyrexia's Seventh Sphere. Even if the bl ue-green spark
remai ned, the denon who'd drilled it into her was gone.

Urza insisted that she steer clear of Phyrexians, once
she scented them He didn't want his enenies to know where
he was or that he'd returned to the land of his birth. They
both knew that if she ever fell back into Phyrexian hands,
they'd strip her nenories before they consigned her to the
Seventh Sphere, and she knew too many of Urza's secrets to
justify the risk.

The Phyrexi an presence on Domi naria had been grow ng
over the past fifty years. Mdirvern and Baszerat were only
two anong a score of places where Xantcha had once
scrounged regul arly, but were-or soon would be-off limts.
Ef uan Pincar was not, however, anong them The little realm
on the wong side of the great island of Gul many was so
i sol ated and uni nportant, that the rest of what had once
been Terisiare scarcely acknow edged its existence. It was
the [ ast place Xantcha expected to scent a Phyrexian. |f
she'd succunbed to thoughts of G x while soaring over Efuan
Pincar, it wasn't because a Phyrexi an had tickled her m nd
but because she'd begun to doubt Urza.

True, he'd go to the places where she'd scented
sl eepers, and he'd find them but he woul dn't do anything
about them Newts disguised as born-folk weren't enough to
goad Urza into action. Xantcha thought it would take death
for that. She'd been perversely pleased when she'd found a
war in Baszerat and Morvern. She thought for sure that



woul d overcome Urza's obsession with the past, and perhaps
it had; he'd never cone so close to striking her

Kayl a Bi n-Kroog hadn't mentioned Efuan Pincar in her
epi c. Efuand chronicl ers expl ai ned that om ssion by
proclaimng that their |land had been enpty until three
hundred years ago, when a handful of boats had brought a
band of refugees to Gul many's back side. Xantcha doubted
that there'd ever been enough boats in Terisiare to account
for all the living Efuands, but scribes |lied, she knew that
fromher Antiquity Wars collection. What nmattered to
Xant cha was that ampong any ten nen of Efuan Pincar, at
| east one matched Kayla's word picture of Mshra, and
anot her had his inmpul sive tenperanent. To find better odds
she'd have to soar across the Sea of Lanents, something
she'd done just once, by m stake, and had sworn she'd never
try again.

Xant cha knew her plan to bring Urza face to face with a
dark, edgy youth who night remi nd himof his |ong-dead
brother, wasn't the nost inmaginative strategy, but she was
Phyrexi an, and as Urza never ceased telling her, Phyrexians
| acked i magi nation. Urza hinself was a genius, a man of
great power and linitless imagination, when he chose to
exercise it. Once she had himface-to-face with her fal se
M shra, Xantcha expected Urza's inmagination would repair
any defects in her clunmsy Phyrexian strategy.

Then Xantcha caught hersel f thinking about ot her
notoriously failed strategi es: G x and thousands of
i dentical sexless news.

"What if |'mwong?" she asked the setting sun; the
same question that Urza asked whenever she tried to prod
himinto action.

The sun didn't answer, so Xantcha gave herself the sane
answer she gave Urza, "Dominaria's doonmed if Urza does
nothing. If he thinks his brother's conme back to him he
m ght do sonet hi ng, and sonet hi ng-anything-is better than
not hi ng. "

Xant cha watched the last fiery sliver of sunlight
vanish in the west. Her sphere had dried into a fine white
powder that disappeared in the breeze. By her best guess,
she'd been aloft wi thout food, water, or restful sleep for
two and a half days. There was water in the stream and nore
t han enough food in her shoul der sack, but sleep proved
el usi ve. Wapped in her cloak, Xantcha saw

G x' s toothsone face each time she cl osed her eyes.
After watching the stars slide across the sky, she yawned
out anot her sphere as the eastern horizon began to
bri ght en.

* * k*x K %

Xant cha hadn't thought she'd find her Mshra in the
first village she visited. Though experience on other
wor | ds had convi nced her that every village harbored at
| east one youth with nore anbition than sense, it had stood
to reason that she mght need to visit several villages
bef ore she found the right conbination of tenperament and
appearance. But tenperament and appearance weren't her
pr obl ens.

In the twenty years since her last visit, war and
fam ne had come to Efuan Pincar. The cultivated field in



whi ch she'd spent her first sleepless night had proved the
exception to the new rules. The first village that Xantcha
approached was still snol dering. The second had trees
growi ng from abandoned hearths. Those villages that

remai ned intact did so behind palisades of stone, brick
and sharpened st akes.

She approached the closed gates warily, regretting that
she' d di sgui sed herself as a cocky and aristocratic youth.
It was an easy charade, one that nmatched her tenperanent
and appearance, but throughout their wandering, she and
Urza had come across very few wars that couldn't be bl aned
on aristocratic greed or pride.

The war in Efuan Pincar, however, proved to one of the
rare exceptions. The gates swung open before she announced
hersel f. The whole village greeted her with pl eadi ng eyes.
They' d made assunptions: She was a young man who'd | ost his
horse and conpanions to the eneny. She needed their help.
But nmost of all, they assumed she'd cone to hel p them
Qut nunber ed and curious, Xantcha made her own assunption
She'd learn nore if she |l et them believe what they wanted
to believe.

"You will go to Pincar Gty and tell Tabarna what is
happeni ng?" the village spokesman asked, once he had
offered her food and drink. "We are all too old to nmake the
journey."

"Tabarna does not know," another elder said, and al
the vill agers bobbed their heads in agreenent.

"He cannot know. |f Tabarna knew, he would cone to us.
If he knew, he would help us. He would not let us suffer.”
A multitude of voices, all saying the sane thing.

A man naned Tabarna had governed Efuan Pincar twenty
years ago. Part priest, part prince, he'd been an able
ruler. If the villagers' Tabarna were still the nman Xantcha
renenber ed, though, he'd be well past his prime, and
bel oved or not, soneone woul d be taki ng advantage of him
Usual |y, that soneone woul d be a man dressed as she was
dressed, in fine clothes and with a good steel sword slung
bel ow hi s hip. Xantcha couldn't ask too many questions, not
wi t hout conproni sing her disguise, but she pronmised to
deliver the villagers' nessage. Red-Stripes and Shratta
were terrorizing the countryside.

The village offered to give her a swaybacked horse for
her journey. Xantcha bought it instead with a worn silver
coin and left the next day, before her debts grew any
hi gher. The el ders apol ogi zed that they couldn't offer her
the escort a young nobl eman deserved, but all their young
men were gone, swept up by one side or the other

As she rode away, Xantcha couldn't guess how the
Shratta had gotten involved in a war. Twenty years ago, the
Shratta had been a harml ess sect of ascetics and fools.
They preached that anyone who did not live by the two
hundred and fifty-six rules in Avohir's holy book was
dammed, but no one had taken them seriously. She had no
i dea who or what the Red-Stripes were until she'd visited a
few nore villages. The Red-Stripes had begun as royal
nmercenaries, charged with the protection of the pal aces and
tenmples that the suddenly mlitant Shratta had begun
t hreatening, sone fifteen years ago

Qddly enough, in none of the tales Xantcha listened to
did she hear of the two groups confronting each other



I nstead, they roanmed the countryside, searching out each
others' partisans, making accusations when nothing could be
proved, then killing the accused and burning their hones.

"The Shratta," a weary villager explained, "tell us
they are the wath of Avohir and they punish us if we do
not live closely by Avohir's holy book. Then, after the
Shratta have finished with us, the Red-Stripes conme. They
see that the Shratta didn't take everything, so they take
what's left."”

"Every spring, it begins again," one of the old wonen
added. "Soon there will be nothing left."

"Twi ce we sent nen to Tabarna, twi ce they did not cone
back. We have no nen left."

Then, as in the other villages, the survivors asked
Xantcha to carry their despair to Tabarna's ear. She
nodded, accepted their food, and left on her swaybacked
horse, knowi ng that there was nothing she could do. Her
path would not take her to Pincar Cty, Tabarna's north
coast capital. She'd begun to doubt that it would take her
to a suitable Mshra either. Wth or w thout pitched
battl es, Efuan Pincar had been at war for nearly a decade,
and young nen were in short supply.

Xantcha's path-a rutted dirt trail because her sphere
woul dn't acconmodate a horse-took her toward Medran, a
mar ket town. A brace of gate guards greeted her with hands
on their sword hilts and contenpt in their eyes: Were had
she been? How did a noble lad with fine boots and a sword
cone to be riding a swaybacked nag?

Xant cha noticed that their tunics were hemred with a
stripe of bright red wool. She told them how she'd ridden
into the countryside with older, nore experienced
rel atives. They'd been beset by the Shratta, and she was
the sol e survivor, headed back to Pincar GCity.

"On a better horse, if there's one to be found."

Xantcha sniffed loudly; when it cane to contenpt, she'd
learned all the tricks before the first boatl oad of
refugees struck the Efuan Pincar shore. She'd al so yawned
out her arnor before she'd ridden up to the gate. The Red-
Stripes were in for a surprise if they drew their swords
agai nst her.

CGood sense prevailed. They |let her pass, though Xantcha
figured to keep an eye for her back. Even with a sword, a
slight, beardless youth in too-fine clothes was a tenpting
target, especially when the nearest protectors were al so
the likeliest predators.

Xantcha foll owed the wi dening streets until they
brought her to a plaza, where artisans and farners hawked
produce from wagons. She gave the horse to the farmer with
the [ argest wagon in exchange for black bread and dried
fruit. He asked how an unbearded swordsman came to be
peddling a nag in Medran-town. Xantcha recited her nade-up
tale. The farmer wasn't surprised that Shratta would have
sl ain her purported comnpanions.

"The nore wealth a man has, the less the Shratta
bel i eve hi m when he says he abi des by the book. Strange,

t hough, that they'd risk a party as large as the one your

uncl e had assenbled. Were ne, |1'd suspect the nmen he'd
hired weren't what they'd said they were."
Xant cha shrugged cautiously. "I'msure ny uncle thought

the sane . . . before they killed him" Then, because the



farmer seemed nore worl d-wi se than the villagers, she
tempted himwith a thought that had nagged her fromthe
begi nning. "He'd hired Red-Stripes. Thought it would keep
us safe. Shratta never attack men with Red Stripes on their
tunics.”

The farmer took her bait, but not quite the way she
expected. "The Red-Stripes don't bother the Shratta where
they live, and the Shratta usually return the favor. But
where there's wealth to be taken, every man's a target,
especially to the . " He fingered the hem of his own
tunic. "I won't speak ill of your dead, but it's a fool who
trusts in stripes or colors."

Xant cha wal ked away fromthe wagon, thinking that it
m ght be better to get out of Medran i nmedi ately. She was
headed toward a different gate than the one she'd entered
when she spotted a knot of nen and wonen, huddled in the
shade of a tavern. Wth a second gl ance Xantcha saw t he
bonds at their necks, wists, and ankles. Prisoners, she
t hought, then corrected herself, slaves.

She hadn't seen slaves the last tinme she visited Efuan
Pi ncar, nor had she seen any in the bel eaguered vill ages,
but it was a rare realm a rarer world that didn't
cultivate slavery in one of its many forns. Xantcha took a
breath and kept wal ki ng. She could see that a swaybacked
horse found a good hone, but there was nothing she could do
for the slaves.

Xant cha conti nued wal ki ng, one step, another
m sery stopped her before she took a third. Looking back
over her shoul der, she caught the eyes of a slave who
stared at her as if his condition were indeed her
responsi bility. Though they were at |east a hundred paces
apart, Xantcha saw that the slave was a dark-haired young
nman.

| asked ny husband's brother how he'd conme to | ead the
Fallaji horde, Kayla had witten in The Antiquity Wars.

M shra replied that he was their slave, not their |eader

He | aughed and added that |, too, was a slave to ny peopl e,
but his eyes were haunted as he | aughed, and there were
scars around his wists.

In all the times Xantcha had read that passage, she'd
followed Una's | ead and bl amed Phyrexia for Mshra's scars
and bitterness. But the Fallaji had been a sl ave-keeping
fol k, and | ooki ng across the Medran plaza, Xantcha suddenly
beli eved that M shra had told Kayla a sinple, unvarnished
truth.

Xant cha believed as well that she'd found her M shra.
Wth Urza's arnor still around her, she strode over to the
tavern.

"Are they spoken for?" she asked the only unchai ned man
she saw, a balding man with a eunuch's unfinished face.

He wasn't in charge, but after a bow he scurried into
the tavern to fetch his master, who proved to be a giant of
a wonan, garbed, l|ike Xantcha, in nen's clothing, though in
the sl ave naster's case, the effect was intimdation rather
t han di sgui se

"They' re bound for Al maaz," the slave master said. Her
breath was thick with beer, but she wasn't nearly drunk
"You know it's against the lawto sell flesh here.”

By her posture, the slaver was right about the |aw and
ri pe for negotiation.



"I have Morvern gold," Xantcha said, which was true
enough; money was never a problemfor a planeswal ker or his

conpani on.
The sl ave master hawked and spat. "Mig's getting warm"
Xant cha thought fast. "For ransom then. | recognize a
di stant cousin in your coffle. You ve kept himsafe, no
doubt. 1'Il pay you for your trouble and take him off your
hands. "

"Him" The slaver |aughed until she bel ched.

There were wonen in the slave string, and Xantcha was
di sgui sed as a young and presumably curious man.

"A cousin," Xantcha repeated, show ng nore anxiety than
she felt. Let the slaver |augh and think what she want ed.
Xant cha had the other woman's attention, and she'd have the
slave, too. "For ransom" She unslung her purse and fished
out a gold coin as big as her nose.

"Five of those," the slaver said, smashing her open
hand between Xantcha's shoul der bl ades. "For ransom "

If she were truly in the market for a slave, Xantcha
woul d have protested that no one was worth five gol den
nari, but she'd been prepared to split twelve of the heavy
Morvern coins between a likely youth and his famly. She
dug out another four and handed them over to the slaver
who bit each one. Xantcha knew the coins were true but was
relieved when they passed the slaver's test.

"VWhi ch one's your cousin?"

Xantcha pointed to the dark-haired youth, who didn't
bl i nk under scrutiny. The slaver, whose eyebrows renai ned
resol utely skeptical, shook her head.

"Pick another relative, boy. That one will eat you
alive."

"Bl ood's blood," Xantcha insisted, "and ours is the
sane. | won't | eave with another."

"CGarve!" the slaver shouted the eunuch to her side. She
hel d out her hand, and Garve surrendered a sl ender black
rod. The slaver took it and turned back to Xantcha.

"Anot her nari. You're going to need this."

Woul d anci ent Ashnod be pleased by the all the
i mprovenents Domi narian slavers and torturers had brought
to her pain-inflicting artifacts in the centuries since her
deat h? Xant cha bought the thing, if only to keep the slaver
or Garve fromever using it again.

"Cut himout," the slaver told Garve and added, while
Garve wal ked anong the slaves, "Have fun, boy."

"l intend to," Xantcha assured her, then watched as
Garve seized the | eather band around the youth's neck and
jerked himroughly to his feet.

Garve gave the band a vicious twist, so it choked the
yout h and kept him quiet while the eunuch snapped the
rivets that bound

Xantcha's new slave to the others. The youth's face
becanme red. H s eyes rolled.

"I want himalive," Xantcha warned in a | ow voi ce, that
prom sed her threats were as good as her gol d.

Her new sl ave dropped to one knee when Garve suddenly
rel eased him Hacking spittle, he got hinself upright
bef ore the eunuch touched himagain. Riveted |eather
manacl es bound his wists close behind his back; he
couldn't clean his lightly bearded chin. A short iron chain
ran between his ankles. He could wal k, barely, but not run



As he cane closer, watching his feet, Xantcha counted the
sores and brui ses she hadn't noticed while he was staring.
Xant cha hadn't been confortable owning a horse; she

didn't know what she'd do with a slave. The thought of
grabbing the armis length of |eather hanging fromthe band
around his neck repelled her, though that was what
everyone, including the youth, expected her to do.

"You're too tall," she said at |ast, though he wasn't
as tall as Urza. She hoped that wasn't going to be a
problem further along in her plan. "You'll wal k beside ne
until | can arrange sonethi ng nore. " Xant cha paused
Phyrexi ans m ght not have imagi nati on, but born-folk
certainly did, and there was nothing like silence to
inspire the use of it. "Something nore appropriate.”

She smled broadly, and her slave wal ked politely
besi de her, his chain clanking on the plaza's cobbl estones.
Xantcha's thoughts were focused on the how she'd get them
both out of Median without attracting trouble fromthe Red-
Stripes. She wasn't expecting any other sort of trouble
until the youth staggered agai nst her

Muttering curses no Efuand had ever heard before,

Xant cha got an arm around his wai st and shoved hi m upright.
It wasn't a hard shove, but he groaned and nade no attenpt
to start wal king again. Sick sweat bl ooned on his face.
He' d burned through his bravery.

"Do you see that curb beside the fountain?"

A slight nod and a catch in his nuscles; he was dizzy
and on the verge of fainting.

"CGet that far and you can sit, rest, drink sone water."

"Water," he repeated, a hoarse, painful-sounding
whi sper.

Xant cha hoped his problens weren't serious. If Garve
had damaged him Garve wouldn't live to see the sun set.
Her sl ave shoved one foot forward; she helped himwth his
bal ance. In five steps, Xantcha | earned to hate that
treacherous chain between his ankles. He fell one stride
short of the fountain curb. Xantcha | ooked the other way
whi | e he dragged hinself onto it. Then she drew a knife
fromthe seam of her boot.

The bl ade was tenpered steel from another world, and it
made fast work of the wist manacl es. Xantcha gasped when
she saw rings of weeping sores. Wthout a second thought
she hurled the slashed | eather across the cobbl estones. Her
sl ave was al ready washing his face and sl urping water from
the fountain. Xantcha thought it was a good sign, but
wasn't surprised when her next question, "Are you hungry?"
won her nothing nore than another cold, piercing stare.

She retrieved a | oaf of black bread, tore off a chunk
and offered it to him He reached past her offering toward
the loaf in her other hand.

"You're bold for a slave.”

"You're small for a nmaster," he countered and cl osed
hi s hand over the bread he wanted.

Xant cha dropped the smaller piece and seized his arm
She didn't like the feel of open sores beneath her fingers,
and she had every intention of giving himthe whol e | oaf
eventual ly, but points had to be nmade. She tightened her
grip. Appearances, her still nanel ess slave needed to
| earn, could be deceiving. In Phyrexia, newts were soft,
usel ess creatures, but on nost other worlds, Xantcha was as



strong as a well-nuscled nman half again her size. Wth a
groan, the slave let go of the larger portion, and when
she'd rel eased him picked up the smaller portion fromthe
ground.

"Slow y," Xantcha chided him though she knew it would
be i mpossible for himto obey. "Swallow, breathe, take a
sip of water."

H s hand shot out, while Xantcha wondered what she
shoul d do next. He captured the unguarded bread and held it
tight. Only his eyes noved from Xantcha's face to the bl ack
prod she'd tucked through her belt.

"Ask first," she suggested but nmade no nove for her
bel t.

Even if, by some miracle of carel essness, he stole the
prod and struck her with it, Urza's arnor woul d protect
her .

"Master, may | eat?"

For a man still short of his final growth, Xantcha's
slave had a mature grasp of sarcasm He definitely had
Mshra's attitude in addition to M shra's appearance.

"I didn't buy you to starve you."

"Why did you, then?" he asked through a nouthful of
br ead.

"I have need of a man like you."

He gave Xantcha the same | ook the slaver and Garve had
gi ven her, and she began to think she'd gotten herself into
the position of a fisherman who'd hooked a fish larger than
his boat. Only tinme would tell if she'd bring himaboard or
he' d drown her.

"Your name will be Mshra. You will answer to it when
you hear it."

M shra | aughed, a short, snorting sound. "Ch, yes,
Master Urza."

Despite what she'd told Urza, the details of Kayla Bin-
Kroog's Antiquity Wars weren't that w dely spread across
what remrai ned of Terisiare. Xantcha hadn't expected her
sl ave to recogni ze his new name; nor was she prepared for
hi s aggressive insolence. |I've made a mi stake, she told
herself. |1've done a terrible thing. Then Mshra started
choki ng. He tugged on the tight |eather band around his
t hroat and managed to gulp down his nouthful of bread. H s
fingers came away stained with bl ood and pus.

Xantcha | ooked at her own feet. She m ght have nade a
m st ake, but she hadn't done anything terrible.

"You may call me Xantcha. And when you neet him Urza
is just Uza. He would not like to be called Mster
especially not by his brother."

"Xant cha? What kind of name is that? If I'm M shra and
you work for Urza, shouldn't your name be Tawnos? You're a
little bit small for the part. Gow out your hair and you
could play Kayla-an ugly Kayla. By the |ove of Avohir,
was better off with Tuck-tah and Garve."

"You know The Antiquity \Wars?"

"Surprised? | can read and wite, too, and count
wi t hout using ny fingers." He held up his hand but saw
somet hi ng-the stains, perhaps, that she'd already noticed-

that cracked his insolence. "I wasn't born a slave," he
concl uded softly, staring across the plaza at his nenories.
"I had alife ... a nane."

"What nane?"



"Rat."

"What ?" she thought she'd m sunder st ood.

"Rat. Short for Ratepe. | grewinto it." Another
snorted | augh-or nmaybe a strangled sob. Either way, it
ended when the neck | eather brought on another choking
spel | .

"Hold still," Xantcha told himand drew out her knife
again. "l don't want to cut you."

There wasn't even a flicker of trust in Rat's eyes as
she laid the bl ade agai nst his neck. He winced as she slid
it beneath the |l eather. She had to saw through the sweat -
hardened | eat her and pricked his skin a handful of tinmes
bef ore she was done. The tip was bl oody when it enmerged on
the other side, but he didn't make a grab for her or the
weapon.

"I"'msorry," she said when she was fini shed.

Xantcha rai sed her armto hurl the collar away as she'd
hurl ed the manacles. Rat caught the trailing | eash. The
leather fell into his lap

"Il keep it."

Xant cha knew that in the usual order of such things,
slaves didn't have personal property, but she wasn't about
to take the filthy collar away fromhim "l have a task for
you," she said as he worried the collar between his hands.
"I would have offered you the gold, if you' d been free. You
will be free, | swear it, when you' ve done what | need you
to do."

"And if | don't?"

Wil e Xantcha westled with an answer for that
guestion, a noisy claque of Red-Stripes entered the plaza
fromthe east, the direction through which Xantcha had
hoped to | eave. She and

Rat were far from al one on the cobbl estones, and she
reasonably hoped that despite their m smatched appear ance-
himin rags and weeping sores, her with her boots and
sword-they wouldn't draw too much attention. Rat saw the
Red-Stripes as well. He snapped the | eather against his
thigh like a whip.

Red- Stri pes, Xantcha guessed, had sonmething to do with
his transformation fromfree to slave. Considering his
apparent education and renmenbering the farner's gesture,
she wondered if he'd once worn the sort of garments she was
weari ng.

"Hold it in," she advised him "You've got a chain...
She left the thought inconplete as a gentle breeze brought
her the last scent she ever wanted to smell: glistening
oil.

One of the Red-Stripes was a sleeper, a newt |ike her
but different, too. Newts of this new invasion had born-
folk ways and didn't clunp together in cadres. In truth,
they didn't seemto know they were Phyrexi an. Xantcha
didn't care to test her theory. She hunched on her knees as
she sat, catching her breath in her hands, hiding the
exhal ations that mght reveal her glistening scent. She
couldn't relax or be too careful

Besi de Xantcha, Rat beat a counterpoint of curses and
| eather. There was a chance that the Red-Stripe sl eeper
could hear every word.

"Quiet!" Xantcha hissed a command as she cl anped her
hand over Rat's. "Quiet!" She squeezed until she felt the



sores and si news pop

"Afraid of the Red-Stripes?"

She took a deep breath and adnitted, "They're not ny
friends. Quiet!"

Rat bent over to match her posture, blocking her view
as well. He wouldn't stop talking. "And who are your
friends-the Shratta? You keep strange conpany: Urza,

M shra, the Shratta. You're asking for trouble."

Xantcha ignored him She hunched | ower until she could
see beneath Rat's arns. The Red-Stripes were heading into
the sane tavern where the slaver drank. "W've got to
| eave. Can you wal k?"

"Why? I'mnot afraid of the Red-Stripes. 1'd join them
right now, if they'd have ne."

The elders in the first village had warned Xantcha t hat
t he young men had chosen sides, one way or another. It
figured that her M shra woul d have Phyrexi an inclinations.
She didn't have tine to persuade him so she'd have to out-
bluff him "Want to hobble over and try? You'd better
hurry. Or do you think the eunuch's saved you a seat?"

"I"'mnot that stupid. | lost ny chance the monent | got
sapped and sold."

"Then stand up and start wal ki ng. "

"Yes, Master."

CHAPTER 5

Bread, water, and the absence of tight |eather around
his neck worked swift wonders for Rat's stamina. He didn't
need Xantcha's help as they wal ked away fromthe fountain,
but his natural pride clashed with the chain between his
ankl es and guaranteed the sort of attention Xantcha
preferred not to attract. They'd never get through the gate
wi t hout an incident, so once they were clear of the plaza,
she chose the narrowest street at each crossing until they
cane to a | ong-abandoned courtyard.

"CGood choice, Xantcha. The wi ndows are nortared, the
doors, too-except for the one we canme in." Rat kicked at
t he rubbl e and picked up a bone that m ght have been a
child' s leg. "Been here before? Is this where you neet
U za?"

Xantcha let the comrent slide. "Put your foot up here."
She pointed to an overturned pedestal. "I've got to get rid
of that chain."”

"Wth what?" Rat approached the pedestal but kept both
feet on the ground. "Garve's got the key."

Xantcha hefted a chunk of granite. "I'Il break it."

"Not with that, you won't. 1'Il take ny chances with
U za."

She shook her head. "W've got four days' traveling
bef ore then. Waste not, want not, Rat-you can't run. You're
hel pl ess. "

He didn't argue and didn't put his foot on the
pedestal, either.

"Do you prefer being chained and hobbled Iike an
ani mal ?"

“I"myour slave. You bought me. Better keep nme hobbl ed
and hel pless, if you want to keep ne at all."

"I need a man who can play Mshra's part with Uza. |
give you ny word, play the part and you'll be free in a



year." Free to tell Urza's secrets to the Red-Stripes?
Never. But that was a worry for the future. For the
present, "G ve nme your word."

"The word of a slave," Rat interrupted. "Renenber
that." He put his foot on the pedestal. "And be careful."

Xant cha brought the stone down with a crash that was
| ouder than she'd expected, |ess effective, too. Perhaps it
woul d be better to wait. Unfettering a youth who | ooked
like Mshra mght be all that Urza needed to free hinself
fromthe past.

And maybe they'd have to run fromthe Red-Stri pes.

Xant cha understood how Urza nust have felt when they
travel ed, worried about a conpani on who couldn't take care
of herself; angry and bitter, too. She smashed the granite
agai nst the chain. Sparks flew, but the links didn't.
Gitting her teeth, Xantcha pounded rapidly but to no
greater success. \When she paused for breath, Rat seized her
Wi sts.

"Don't act the fool."

She coul d have dropped the stone on his foot and used
both hands to throttle his insolence, and Xantcha m ght
have, if she hadn't been so astonished to feel his warm
living flesh against hers. She and Urza touched each ot her
casual ly, but infrequently, and never with particul ar
passion. Rat's hands shook as he held her, probably because
sl avery had weakened him but there was sonething nore,
somet hi ng el usi ve and unnerving. Xantcha was relieved that
he rel eased her the instant their eyes net.

"I"'mtrying to help you," she said acidly.

"You're not hel ping, you're just making noise. Noise is
bad, if you're trying to hide. For that matter, why are we
hiding? It's not as if Tucktah's going to tell the Red-
Stripes I'mnot your ransoned cousin.”

"Just trying to keep you out of trouble.”

Rat | aughed. "You're too late for that, Xantcha. Now,
why don't we stop playing child s games and go to your
father's house? If Tabarna's laws still mean anything in
this forsaken town, it's illegal for one Efuand to own
another. You're the one who's in trouble for wasting your
father's gold. You paid way too nmuch to ransomne. |s your
father a tyrant or can he be reasoned wth?"

G ven her disguise, Rat's presunptions weren't

unreasonable. "I don't have a father. | don't live in this
town. | live with Uza and we've got a |long-" she
consi dered telling himabout the sphere and deci ded not to,
"journey and since | have your word ..." She brought the
stone down on the netal

"You'll be at that all afternoon and hal fway through
the night."

Xant cha shrugged. They couldn't |eave before then, not
if she were going to use the sphere to get them over the
wal I s. She smashed the stone again. A flake of granite drew
bl ood fromRat's shin; the |ink was unharned.

Rat rubbed the wound and |l owered his leg. "All right. |
don't believe you, but if you're determned to play your
gane to its end, there's an easier way to get out of this
town. Do you have any noney left?" Xantcha didn't answer,
but Rat had seen her purse and presumably knew it wasn't
enpty. "Look, go back to the plaza and pay sone farner to
load ne in his wagon ... or, better, find a smth with a



decent hamer and chisel. Get these damm things off the
same way they got put on."

Wth sleepers in the town, Xantcha didn't want to go
| ooking for strangers, but there was one farmer in the
pl aza market who wasn't a stranger

"I gave nmy horse to a fanner with a wagon-"

"You had a horsel?"

"I had no further need of it, so | gave it to a nman who
did and promised to care for it."

"Avohir's nercy, you had no need of a horse, so you
gave it away. You didn't even bargain with Tucktah." He
swore again. "l've been sold by a beast to a madman! No, a
mad child. Doesn't you father usually keep you | ocked up?"

"I could sell you back," Xantcha said coldly. "I
i magi ne you had a |l ong and pl easant |ife ahead of you."

She started to retrace their route. Rat followed as
quietly as he could with the chain draggi ng on the ground.
Once they were back in the plaza, Xantcha told himto wait
in the shadows while she negotiated with the farner. He
agreed, but neasured every wall with his eyes and tw sted
each battered link, in the obvious hope that she'd weakened
it, as soon as he thought she couldn't see him

Wl l, he'd warned her what his word was worth.

VWhen Xantcha pointed himout to the farmer, he wanted
no part of her plan.

“I"1l give you your horse back."

"A horse is no use to a slave with a chain between his
ankl es. "

"Imagine if you set the slave free, he'd be willing to
travel with you," the farnmer countered, still skeptical

"I forgot to buy the key to his chains."

The farmer hesitated. The slaver and her coffle had
nmoved on, but the farner had gl anced toward the tavern when
Xant cha had nentioned slaves. Likely he'd watched the whol e
scene with her, the slaver, Garve, and Rat.

"Have him cone over, and |I'll speak to himmyself.

Al one. "

Monents later, Xantcha told Rat, "It's your choice. He
wants to know if you're worth the risk."

Rat gave Xantcha a | ook that said liar, and got to his
feet. Xantcha bl ocked his path.

"Look, | didn't tell himthe truth about Una or M shra
or anything like that, just that we were cousins. And
before, when | gave himthe horse, | told himthat | was
al one because |'d been traveling with nmy uncle. We'd been
anbushed by Shratta and everybody but nme had been kill ed.
It was good enough at the time, before |I'd spotted you, but
it's going to make things nmore difficult now "

Rat frowned and shook his head. "If | was as dunb as
you, |'d' ve died before | learned to wal k. What names did
you gi ve hinP"

"None," Xantcha replied. "He didn't ask."

"You need a keeper, Xantcha," Rat nuttered as he wal ked
away from her. "You haven't got the sense Avohir gives to
ants and wornmns. "

Rat could have run, or tried to, but chose to get out
of the town instead. The farner waved for Xantcha to join
t hem

"Not saying | believe you, either of you," he said,
of fering Xantcha his plain wven cloak to wear instead of



her fancier one. "dinb in quickly now These are strange
times . . . bad times. A nman doesn't put his trust in
words; | put mine in Avohir. |I'Il get you out of Medran
and Avohir be ny judge if I'mwong."

Xant cha consi dered stowi ng her sword in the wagon bed
where Rat rode, with straw and enpty baskets piled al
around himto hide the chain. But her slave had a flair for
storytelling. H s imaginati on made her nervous.

"You're not wong, good man," Rat said cheerfully as he
rearranged the baskets. "Not about ny cousin and ne, not

about the tines, either. Two nonths ago, | had everything.
Then one night | went carousing with friends who weren't
friends and lost it all. Wke up in chains. | told them who

| was: Ratepe, eldest son of Mdeah fromPincar Cty, and
said nmy father would ransomne; got a swift kick and a
broken rib. 1'd given up hope nonths ago, but | hadn't
reckoned on ny cousin, Arnuwan."

Xant cha junped when Rat sl apped her between the
shoul ders. Arnuwan was probably a | ess conspi cuously
foreign name than Xantcha, and the nonment Rat introduced
it, the farmer relaxed and offered his.

"Assor," he said and enbraced Rat, not her

Xant cha was used to foll owi ng someone el se. She'd
followed Urza for over three thousand years, but Rat was
different. Rat smiled and told Assor easy tal es of pranks
he and Arnuwan had pulled on their elders. He was very
per suasi ve. She woul d have believed himherself, if she
hadn't known that she was supposed to be Arnuwan. O
course, maybe there was an Arnuwan, and maybe Rat's only
lie was that he didn't |look at her while he was spinning
out his tales. Maybe he was harnl ess, but Xantcha, who was
nowhere near as harnl ess as she pretended to be, hadn't
survived Phyrexia, Urza, and countless other perils, by
assum ng that anything was harml ess.

She kept her sword cl ose and pal ned a few bl ack- net al
coins that hadn't conme fromany king or prince's mnt.
Then, as Assor called home to his harnessed horse, she
settled in for the ride.

Si Il ence hung thick anong them Ordinary fol k going
about their |ate-afternoon affairs | ooked up as they
passed. Xantcha could think of nothing to say except that
she longed to be in the air, headed back to the cottage,
neit her of which were safe subjects for conversation

Then Rat asked the farner, "Do you keep sheep in your
fallows, or do you grow peas?" He foll owed that question
wi th anot her and another until he'd lured the fanner into
an ani mat ed di scussi on about the proper way to plow a
field. The farner favored straight furrows. Rat said a
sunwi se spiral toward the center was better. They were in
m d- ar gunent when the Red-Stripes waved the wagon through
the gate.

As they cleared the first rise beyond the town walls,
even Assor realized what Rat had done and while Xantcha
wi |l ed away her arnmor he asked:

"Where are you from lad? The truth ... no nore of your
lies. You're no one's cousin, and |I'll wager you're no
farmer either, despite your talk. You're too clever by half
to be village-bred."

Rat grinned and told a different story. "I read, once,
how Hat u-san the Blind, had escaped from a besieged city by



tal ki ng about the weather. It seemed worth trying."

"Read about it, eh?" Assor asked before Xantcha coul d
say that she'd never heard of Hatusan the Blind. "Then, for
certain, you're no farmer. |'ve never seen a book but
Avohir's holy book and | listen 'stead of read. |Is your
nane truly Ratepe, el dest son of M deah?"

Xant cha was watching Rat closely fromthe corner of her
eye. She caught himflinching as Assor sounded out his
nane. H s rogue's grin vani shed, replaced by an enpty stare
t hat | ooked at nothing and gave not hi ng away.

"It is," he answered with a voice that was both deeper
and younger than she'd heard from himbefore. "And M deah
nmy father, was a farmer when he di ed-a good farmer who
pl owed his fields sunwi se every spring and fall. But he was
a lector of philosophy at Tabarna's school in Pincar City
before the Shratta burnt it down. "

If Rat's second recounting of his life was nore
accurate than his first, he'd had a confortable chil dhood
and | oving parents. But his cozy world had been overturned
ten years ago when the Shratta swarnmed the royal city,
preachi ng that any know edge that couldn't be read in
Avohir's book wasn't know edge at all. They had no use for
libraries or schools, so they set them abl aze. Rat's father
had been one of nmany who'd appeal ed to Tabarna for
protection agai nst the Shratta nobs, and to Tabarna's son
Catal, who funded the Red-Stripes to protect them Then
Catal died, poisoned by the Shratta, or so said the Red-
Stripes, who' d avenged his death. The city dissolved into
carnage and riot.

"We tried. Father grew a beard, Mother made jellies and
sold themin the market. | stayed out of trouble-tried to
stay out of trouble. But it wasn't any use. The Shratta
knew our names. They caught ny uncle-I called himny uncle,
but he was only a friend, ny father's closest friend. They
drew his guts out through a hole in his belly, then they
set fire to his house-after they'd |l ocked his famly
i nside. Qur neighbors cane to set our house abl aze, too.
Father said that they were afraid of everything, ready to
bel i eve anything. He said it wasn't their fault, but that
didn't stop the flanmes. W got away through a hole in the
garden wal | .'

Xant cha wanted to believe her slave. She'd been to
Pincar City where sinple houses, each with a tidy garden
packed the narrow streets. She could al nost see a
frightened famly running through nmoonlight, though Rat
hadn't said whether they'd left by day or night. That
seened to be Rat's charm Rat's near-magic. Wen he took a
deep breath and started tal king, everything he said rang
true.

M shra never stooped to flattery, Kayla Bin-Kroog had
witten nearly thirty-four hundred years earlier. He didn't
have to. He had the gift of sincerity, and he was the nopst
dangerous man | ever net.

"W fled to Avul ar, where ny nother had kin. From
Avul ar, we went to Gam"

Assor grunted; he'd heard of the place. "Good | and for
fl ocks and herding, not so good for grain-grow ng."

"Not so good for city-bred boys, either," Rat added.
"But the Shratta didn't bother us. At least they didn't
bot her us any nore than they bothered everyone el se. W



paid their tithes and lived by the book and thought we were
[ ucky."

Xant cha cl enched her teeth. In all the nultiverse,
there was no curse to conpare with feeling |ucky.

"I"d taken two sheep to the next village, to a man who
didn't need sheep, but he had a daughter. . . ." Rat al nost
smi |l ed before his face hardened. "I nmissed the Shratta as
left, and it was over when | returned. Al Gam was dead:
butchered, the men with their throats slit, the wonen
strangled with their skirts, the children with their skulls
smashed against the walls. . . ." Rat's voice had
flattened, as if he were reciting froma dull text, yet
that |ack of expression served to make his words all the

nore believable. "I found ny father, ny nother, ny brother
and sister. | shouldn't have | ooked. It would have been
better not to know. Then | ran to the next village, but I
was too |late there as well. Everybody |I knew was dead. |
wanted to join them | wanted to die, or join the Red-
Stripes, if I could get to Avular. | knew the way, but the

sl avers found me the second night."

Either Rat told the painful truth or he was a stone-
cold liar. The farmer had no doubts. He cursed the Shratta,
then the Red-Stripes, and having al ready heard Xantcha's
false tale earlier in the day, invited themboth into his

famly

Xantcha declined. "W have famly awaiting us in the
south.” The wagon was rolling west. "It's tine for us to
take our |eave. Past tine ... we should have taken the | ast

crossroads. "

Both Xantcha and the farmer | ooked to Rat, who
hesi tated before shucking off the straw and baskets that
had conceal ed his fetters.

"Good work," Xantcha whi spered while the farner
scuttled about, filling one of the baskets with food

"He's a good nan," said Rat.

The farmer presented themw th the basket before
Xant cha coul d chal | enge her conpanion's resol ve. Xantcha
returned the homespun cl oak.

"Wal k fast," he said, then remenbered Rat's fetters.
"Try. There's been no trouble this close to Medran, but we
all lay close after sundown. The nmoon's waxed; there'll be
light on the road.

When you get south to Stezine, ask for Korde. He's the
smth there. Tell himyou rode with ne, with Assor, his
wife's brother-by-marriage. He'll break that chain on his
anvil. Luck to you."

Xant cha hoi sted the basket and started wal ki ng,
gl anci ng back over her shoul der after every few steps.

"He didn't believe you," Rat chided.

"He didn't believe either of us."

"He believed nme because |I told the truth.”

"So did I," Xantcha countered.

Rat shook his head. "Not to nme, you haven't. Urza,

M shra, dead uncles, and ransoned cousins. You're a |ousy
[iar, Xantcha."

She |l et the provocations pass. They wal ked until the
wagon had rolled fromsight, and then Xantcha stopped. She
set down the basket and faced Rat with her fists on her
hi ps.

"I saved your life, Ratepe, that's no lie. Al [|'ve



asked in return is that you help me with Urza. It doesn't
matter if you believe me, so long as | can trust you."

"You bought ne. You can make ne do what you ask, but
"Il fight you, |I swear it, every step of the way. That's
what you can trust."

"I ransonmed you."

"Ranson? Avohir's nercy, you said | was your cousin-do
you think Tucktah believed that? You're a bold Iliar
Xantcha. That's not the same as a good one. Tucktah sold
me, you bought me. I'mstill a slave. Don't bother being
kind. I won't love you, and I will escape."

Xant cha sighed and roll ed her eyes dramatically. Rat
accepted the invitation by lunging for her throat. If it
had been a fair fight, Xantcha would have gone down and
stayed down. Rat's reach was half an arm | onger than hers,
and he wei ghed nearly twi ce as nuch. But Rat hadn't been
fed enough to maintain the nmuscles on his | ong bones, and
Xant cha was a Phyrexian newt. Urza said she was built like
a cat or a serpent, slippery and supple, inpossible to pin
down or keep unbal anced.

Rat had her on her back for a heartbeat before she
threw himaside. Wile he rose slowy to his knees, Xantcha
sprang to her feet. She snapped her fingers.

"There . . . you're free. As sinple as that. You're no
| onger a slave. | ask you to honor what | have given you
and help me with Urza. Wen you' ve done that, in a year
"Il return you to this place. | give you nmy word."

"You're a noon cow, Xantcha. Your parts don't fit
together: fine clothes, a sword, gold nari from Morvern
and this Urza of yours. Avohir's mercy-what do you take ne
for?"

Rat tried to side step around her, but his fetters
insured that his strides were shorter than hers. After a
few nore failed evasions, Xantcha seized his wists.

"You were going to die, Ratepe."

"Maybe, maybe not-" Rat had the reach, the | everage to
free hinmsel f, and as soon as he had an opportunity, he
grabbed for the slave goad tucked in Xantcha's belt.
"Throw it down," Xantcha warned. "I don't want to hurt
you. "

Rat | aughed and pl ayed his fingers over the rod's
snoot h bl ack surface. A shimering, yellow web sprang from
its tip. "You can't hurt me. You can save yourself from
getting hurt by dropping your purse and your sword on the
ground, turning around, and follow ng that wagon."

Xant cha eyed the web. She could feel its power where
she stood, but it had bel onged to Garve. Tucktah woul dn't
have gi ven her dimassistant a goad that could seriously
damage the nmerchandise. Wth a frustrated si gh, she gave
Rat one | ast chance. "You owe ne your life. Make peace with
me and be done with it."

Rat rushed her, raising his armfor a mghty bl ow that
Xantcha easily eluded. She stonped one foot on his chain,
then put her fist in his gut. He tried to nove with the
punch but |ost his bal ance when the chain tightened. He
fell hard, leading with his forehead and | osing his grip on
the sl ave goad. Xantcha grabbed the goad and broke it.
Despite the nunbing, yellow |ight that oozed over her arns,
she hurl ed both pieces far into the brush beyond the road.
She retrieved the farner's basket.



Rat had | evered hinmself onto one el bow and was trying
to rise further, when she shoved himonto his back again.
She put the food basket on his stonach then knelt on his
br east bone.

"Al'l right, you win. You're a slave, and you'll do what
| tell you to do because | can make you."

Xant cha inhal ed deeply. She ran through her mmenonic
rhyme, then she yawned. The sphere was invisible but not
i nperceptible. Rat screaned as it flowed around him

"Don't even think about trying to escape,” Xantcha
war ned.

Wei ght wasn't a problem Xantcha could have carried a
barrel of iron or |lead back to the cottage. Size was
another matter. The sphere grew until it was w de as her
outstretched arns. Then it stiffened and began to rise. Rat
pani cked. The sphere |urched and shot up Iike an arrow,

t hrowi ng them agai nst each other, the basket, and the
scabbard slung at Xantcha's side.

There were too many things conpeting for Xantcha's
attention. She elinmnated the |argest distraction by
punching it in the gut. They were less than a man's hei ght
over the ground when she got everything steadi ed. Rat
breat hed noisily through his w de-open nmouth, even after
they'd begun to soar gently westward. He'd pressed hinself
agai nst the bubble. H s arns were sprawl ed, and his pal nms
were flat agai nst the sphere's inner curve. Nothing noved
except his fingers, which clawed silently, conpulsively: a
cat steadying itself on gl ass.

Xantcha tried to sort out the tangle of |egs, cloak
and overturned basket at the bottom of the sphere, but her
| east move pushed her conpanion toward panic. A nearly ful
moon showed faintly above the eastern horizon; she'd
pl anned to soar through well into the night. That woul d
have been unspeakably cruel, and though she was tenpted-her
forearns ached where the slave-goad' s sorcery had
surrounded them she resisted the tenptation

The sphere swung like a falling leaf in the cooling
night air- a pleasant, even rel axi ng novenent for Xantcha,
but sheer torture for Rat, who'd begun to pray between
gasps. Xantcha guided themslowy to the ground near a
twisting line of trees.

She warned him "Put your hands over your face now. The
sphere's skin will coll apse agai nst you when it touches the
ground. It vanishes nore quickly than cobwebs in a flaneg,
but for that nonment when it covers your nouth and nose,
you'll think you' re suffocating."

Rat roaned, which Xantcha took as a sign that he'd
heard and understood, but he didn't take her advice. He
clawed hinself as he'd clawed the sphere. There were bl oody
streaks across his face before he cal med down.

"There's a streamthrough the trees. Wash yourself.
Drink. You'll feel better afterward.” Xantcha stood over
him offering an armup, which, predictably, he refused.
She gave hima clear path to the stream and anot her
warni ng: "Don't think about running." He was gone a |ong
time. Xantcha m ght have worried that he'd thrown hinself
inif she hadn't been able to hear him heaving his guts
out. She'd kindled a small fire before he returned- not
somet hi ng she usually did, but born-folk often found sol ace
in the random patterns of flanes agai nst darkness. Rat was



shivering and danp fromthe wai st up when he returned.

"You need clothes. Tonorrow, |'ll keep an eye out for
another town. Until then-" she offered her cloak

It m ght have been poison or sorcery by the way Rat
stared at it, and he shrank a little when he finally took
it.

"Can you eat? You should try to eat. It's been a hard
day for you. The bread's good and this other stuff-" she
held up a long, holl ow tube. "Looks |ike parchment, tastes
like apricots.”

Anot her hesitation, but by the way he tore off and
chewed through a finger's length of the tube, Xantcha
guessed the sticky stuff mght once have been one of his
favorite treats.

"There's nmore," she assured him hoping food m ght be a
bri dge to peace between them

Rat set the apricot |eather aside. "W are you? \Wat
are you? The truth this tine-like Assor said. Wiy ne? Wy
did you buy ne?" He took a deep breath. "Not that it
matters. |'ve been as good as dead since the Shratta cane."

"I must be a lousy liar, Rat, because | haven't lied to
you. |I'm Xantcha. | need you because Urza needs to talk to
his brother, and when | saw you anong the other sl aves
outside the tavern, | saw Mshra."

Rat stared at the flanes. "Ura. U za. You keep saying
Urza. Do you nean the Urza? Urza the Artificer? The one who
was born three thousand, four hundred and thirty-seven
years ago? Avohir's sweet nercy, Xantcha, Urza's a | egend.
Even if he survived the sylex, he's been dead for thousands
of years."

"Maybe Urza is a legend, but he's certainly not dead.
The syl ex turned the Wakstone and the M ghtstone into his
eyes; don't |look too closely at them when you nmeet him"

"Thanks, | guess, for the warning, but | can't believe
you. And if | could, it would only nmake it worse. If there
were an Urza still alive he'd kill ne once for rem nding
hi m of his brother and again because I'mnot Mshra. |I'mno
great artificer, no great sorcerer, no great warrior. Sweet
Avohir, | can't even fight you. The way you over powered mne
and broke Tucktah's goad . . . and that sphere. That |
don't understand at all. What are you, anyway? | mean,
there are still artificers-not as good as U za was supposed
to have been, and not in Efuan Pincar, but Xantcha, that's
not an Efuand nane. Are you an artifact?"

O all the questions Rat m ght have asked, his |ast was
one for which Xantcha had no ready answer. "I was neither
made nor born. Urza found ne, and | have stayed with him
because he is . . ." She couldn't finish that thought but
of fered another instead: "Urza blanmes hinself for his
brother's death, the guilt still eats at his heart. He
won't fight you, Rat."

They bot h shivered, though the air was cal mand warm
around the little fire.

Rat spoke first, softly. "I'd always thought the one
good thing that cane out of that war was that the brothers
finally killed each other. If they hadn't, it never would
have ended. "

"I't was the wong war, Rat. They shoul dn't have fought
each other. There was anot her eneny, the Phyrexians-"

"Phyrexi ans? |'ve heard of them Living artifacts or



some such. Nasty beasts, but slow and stupid, too. Jarsyl
wote about them after the war."

Rat knew his history, as much of it as had been witten
down, errors and all. "They were there at the end of the
war, maybe at the begi nning-that's what Urza believes. They
killed Mshra and turned himinto one of their own; what
Urza fought was a Phyrex-ian. He thinks if he'd known soon
enough, he could have saved his brother and together they
coul d have fought the Phyrexians."

"So the man you call Urza thinks that he coul d have
stopped the war." Rat stared at Xantcha across the fire.
"What do you think?"

He had Mshra's quick wit and perception

"The Phyrexi ans are back, Rat, and they're not slow or
stupid. They're right here in Efuan Pincar. | could snell
themin Medran. Urza's got the power to fight them but he
won't do anything until he's settled his guilt wth
M shra."

Rat swore and stared at the stars. "These Phyrexians

Tuck-tah and Garve?"

"No, not them They were with the Red-Stripes. |
snelled them™

He swore a second tinme. "1'd' ve been better off staying
where | was."

CHAPTER 6

They didn't talk nuch after that. Xantcha let the fire
burn down, and Rat nmade no attenpt to revive it, choosing
instead to pull his borrowed cloak tight around his
shoul ders. As little as he seened to want to talk, Rat
seened reluctant to give his body the rest it needed. Three
ti mes Xantcha watched him sl unp sideways only to jolt
hi nsel f upright. Exhaustion won the fourth battle. H's chin
touched his chest, and his whol e body curled forward. He'd
find himself in a world of pain when he woke up

Xantcha touched Rat's armgently and when that failed
to rouse him eased himto the ground, which was dry and no
wor se t han wherever he m ght have slept last. He pulled his
arnms tight against his chest. Xantcha tried to straighten
them but net resistance. Hs fists and jaw remai ned
cl enched even in sleep

She' d thought that kind of tension was unique to Urza,
to Urza's madness, but perhaps Rat's conscience was equally
gui lt-wacked. \Whatever lies he'd told her and Assor, he'd
been through hard tinmes. H's stained and aromatic cl ot hes
had once been sturdy garnents, cut and sewn so carefully
that their seans still held. Not slave's clothing, no nore
than his shoes were a slave's shoes. They were m ssing
their buckl es and had been shredded where the fetters
rubbed agai nst them

I f Xantcha were wiser in the ways of nortal nisfortune,
she might have read Rat's true history in the noonlight.
Xant cha knew nore about the unusual aspects of a hundred
out - of -t he-way worlds than she knew about ordinary life
anywhere. The two and a half centuries she and Urza had
spent in Dom naria was the nost tinme she'd spent in any
singl e place, and though she'd taught herself to read and
travel ed at every opportunity, all she'd really |earned was
t he extent of her ignorance.



Xantcha's day hadn't been so exhausting as Rat's. She
could have stayed awake all night and perhaps tonorrow
night, if there'd been any need. But the night was cal m
and al though Rat's plight proved that there were sl avers
| oose in Efuan Pincar, tonight they were in enpty country,
far fromtowns or villages. Xantcha heard ow s and ot her
night birds. Earlier she'd heard a wild cat yow ing, but
not hing I arge, nothing to keep her fromsettling down near
Rat's feet, one armtouching his chain so she'd know if he
nmoved unwi sely during the night.

Were their positions reversed, Xantcha woul dn't have
tried to escape. In her |ong experience, the unknown had
never proven nore hospitable than the known. She hadn't
t hought of escape in all the tinme she was a newt anong
Phyrexi ans, although that, she supposed, had been
different. A better conparison m ght be her first encounter
with U za.

* * k* K %

After G x's excoriation, Xantcha had hidden anong the
Fourth Sphere gremins, but they'd eventually betrayed her
to the Fane of Flesh. The teacher-priests caught her and
puni shed her and then sent her to the furnaces. Xantcha
wor ked besi de netal -sheat hed stokers. The hot, acrid air
had burned her |ungs. She'd staggered under the inpossible
burdens they piled on her back. It was no secret, the
remains of G x's newts were to be used up as quickly as
possi bl e, but when Xantcha's strength gave out, it was a
bur ni shed st oker who stunbl ed over her fallen body and
plunged into a crucible of nolten brass.

The fire-priests wouldn't have her after that, so the
Fane sent Xantcha to the arena, where Phyrexian warriors
honed their skills against engines and artifacts made in
Phyrexia or creatures inported fromother worlds. She was
assigned tasks no warrior would have dared: feeding the
creatures, repairing danaged engi nes, and destroying those
artifacts the warriors had nerely damaged. Her death had
been expected, even anticipated, but when the fearsone
wyverns with their fiery eyes and razor claws went on a
ranpage that reduced a hundred priests and warriors to oil -
caked rubble, Xantcha the newt had survived without a
scrat ch.

Since she wouldn't die and they'd failed to kill her
t he planner-priests decided that Xantcha had the nmakings of
a dodger.

Before he'd closed his eyes in sleep, the Ineffable had
decreed that Phyrexia rmust be relentless in its exploration
of other worlds and in the exploitation of whatever usefu
materials, methods and artifacts that exploration
uncovered. Exploration was the easy part. A conpl eat
Phyrexi an, sheathed in metal and bathed in glistening oil,
was thorough and precise. It was incapable of boredom and,
when ordered to exam ne everything, it did exactly that, as
accurate at the end as it had been in the beginning.

But confronted with somet hing they' d never seen before,
| esser Phyrexians often becanme confused, and through their
rough bunbling they frequently destroyed not only
t hensel ves but whatever they'd been exanining as well. It
was an intolerable situation and necessitated an unpl easant



solution. Wole colonies of grenmlins were endured, even
nurtured, for their canniness and spontaneity, but no
gremin was cannier than the remmants of Gx's news; the
ones that refused to die.

There were twenty of them sunmoned to the fountain, as
identical as ever. They couldn't drink the glistening oil,
so they were bathed in it while rows and ranks of conpl eat
Phyrexi ans watched in silence. A nobile planner-priest
descri bed their new destiny:

Go forth with the diggers and the bearers. Gaze upon
the creations of born m nds. Decipher their secrets so that
they may be exploited safely for the glory and dom nion of
Phyr exi a.

There' d been nore. Conpl eat Phyrexi ans never suffered
fromfatigue during an endl ess oration. They had no tongues
to turn thick or pasty fromoveruse. And, of course, they
| acked i magi nation. Never mind that Urza ridiculed
Xantcha's i magi nati on; she had nore than the rest of
Phyrexia roll ed together. Standing beside the fountain,
slick with glistening oil, Xantcha had imagi ned a wondrous
future.

Her future began on a worl d whose name she had never
known. Perhaps the searcher-priests had known its name when
they came to investigate it, but once they discovered
somet hi ng useful to Phyrexia, the nane of the place where
they'd found it was of little inportance to the team of
di ggers, bearers, and dodgers sent to exploit the
di scovery.

Once the anbul ator portals were configured, it didn't
matter where a world truly lay. Just one step forward into
the gl assy black di sk the searcher-priests unrolled across
t he ground and whoosh, the teamwas where it needed to be.
When the team finished its work-usually an excavation and
extraction-they'd pack everything up, stride into the
anbul ator's nether end (identical to the prime end, except
that it |lacked the small configuration panel) and whoosh
they were back where they started, waiting for the next
assi gnment .

The anbul ators were horrible artifacts: suffocating,
freezing, and endl ess, and a dodger's work was worse than
cleaning up after the warriors. The chief digger would | ead
a newt, and a gremin or two to whatever artifact had
roused the searcher-priests' attention, then sit back at a
saf e di stance whil e dodgers did the dangerous work. Mich of
what the teams excavated was abandoned weapons, frequently
still prined and hair-triggered; the rest, while not
i ntended as weapons, still had a tendency to expl ode.

Xantcha quickly realized that gremins weren't any nore
i magi nati ve than Phyrexi ans. They were sinmply nore
expendabl e. That very first time outside the nether end of
an anbul at or, when she saw bl ue-gray gremin hands reaching
for the shiniest lever in sight, Xantcha had deci ded she'd
wor k al one and thrust her knife through the gremin's
throat before his imagination got her killed. The diggers
hadn't cared. They only cared that she found and
di sconnected the tiny wires between that |lever and a
t hr obbi ng crinmson crystal deep within the artifact.

After the bearers got the inert crystal back to
Phyrexia, a herald had conducted Xantcha to one of the
great obsidian Fanes of the First Sphere, where the



pl anner - pri ests-second only to the denons in Phyrexia's
conpl ex hierarchy-interrogated her about the excavation and
the insights that had inspired her as she di sconnected the
wi res. They demanded that she attach the crystal to the

i mense body of one of the planners. \Wich Xantcha did,
havi ng no other alternative to obedi ence. No one was nore
surprised than Xantcha herself when both she and the

pl anner survi ved.

The heral d gave her a cloak of golden mesh and a
featurel ess mask before conducting her back to the Fourth
Sphere. For the first time, Xantcha | ooked |ike a conpl eat
Phyr exi an- provi ded she stood still.

Di ggers and bearers had been conpleated with scrap
bits of brass, copper, and tin. Their | eather-patched
joints leaked oil with every nove. They were not pleased to
have a gold-clad newt in their mdst. Her life had never
been gentle, but everything Xantcha had endured until then
had derived fromindifference. It wasn't until she'd been
rewarded by the planners that she experienced persona
hatred and cruelty.

* * k* K %

Beneath Xantcha's arm the iron chain shifted slightly.
Her fingers cl anped over the shifting |inks before her eyes
wer e open, but the novement was nerely Rat shifting in his
sl eep. A bl anket of clouds had unfurl ed between them and
the moon. The | and had gone quiet; Xantcha sniffed for
stornms or worse and found the air as enpty as before. She
| oosened her grip on the chain without releasing it
conpl etely.

Rat woul d run. Though he remained fettered and had no
hope of survival in the open country, he'd try to run as
| ong as he believed freedomlay sonmewhere el se.

There was no word for freedomin Phyrexian. The only
freedom a Phyrexi an knew was the effortless novenment of
nmet al agai nst nmetal when each piece was cushioned in
glistening oil, and even that freedom was inaccessible to a
fl esh-bound newt. Battered and starved by the diggers who
depended on her for their own survival, Xantcha had taken
refuge in endurance. Though none of the worlds she'd
visited matched the mpoist, green world of her dreams-in
truth, Dominaria itself didn't match those dreans-the wor st
of them had been nore hospitabl e than Phyrexia.

And if perversity were a proper measure of
acconpl i shnent, then Xantcha took perverse pride in
surmounting the chall enge she found at the nether end of
each ambul ator portal. Once an artifact |ay exposed in
front of her, she'd forget the diggers' prejudice, the
bearers' brutality. Every artifact was different, yet they
were all the sanme, too, and if Xantcha studied them I ong
enough-whet her they'd been made by Urza, Phyrexia, or sone
nanel ess artificer on a nanel ess world-she'd eventual ly
unravel their secrets.

Xant cha woul d never be truly conpl eat, but she had
achi eved useful ness. She'd becone a dodger, the fifth
dodger, by virtue of the crinson sphere, which began a
revolution in the way Phyrexia powered its | argest non-
sentient artifacts. A few nore finds and she'd becone the
second dodger, O nman' huzra, though in her thoughts she



remai ned Xantcha. The teacher-priests were right about sone
things: Gx's nemts were too old, too set to change.

There was no Phyrexi an word for happi ness, and
contentnent neant glistening oil, yet as O man' huzra,
Xantcha found a neasure of both. The others m ght despise
her, but with her gold-mesh cl oak she was unt ouchabl e. And
they needed her. Wthin their carapaces, Phyrexians were
alive; they understood death and feared it nmore than a newt
di d because wi thout flesh, conpleat Phyrexians coul d not
heal thensel ves, and scrap-nade Phyrexians were al nost as
expendabl e as newts.

The next turning point in Xantcha's life came in the
wi ndswept nmountains of a world with three small noons. The
artifact was huge and ringed by the rotting flesh of the
born-fol k who'd died defending it. Countl ess hol | ow
crystals, no two exactly alike, pierced its dark,
convol uted surface. Flexible wires had sprouted anong the
crystals, each supporting a concave mrror

VWen the mirrors noved, sound and sonetines |ight
energed fromthe hollow crystals.

The searcher-priests had been certain it was a weapon
of unparall el ed power.

Disable it, the searcher had told her. Prepare it for
bearing back to Phyrexia. Do not attenpt to dismantle it.
The born-fol k fought hard. They could not defeat us, yet
they did not retreat. They died to keep us fromthis
artifact. Therefore we nust have it, and auickly.

Xantcha didn't need reasons. The artifact-any artifact-
was sufficient. Solving each artifact's nystery was al
that mattered to her. What the priests did with her
di scoveries didn't concern her. Froma newt's vul nerable
per spective, a new weapon neant nothing. Everything in
Phyrexi a was al ready deadly.

I gnoring the corpses, she'd approached the artifact as
she' d approached all the others.

But the wind-crystal, as she named it, wasn't a weapon.
Its crystals and mirrors had no power except what they
borrowed fromthe sun, nmoons, wind, and rain; then they
gave it back as patterns of |light and sound. The artifact
reached deep into Xantcha's dreans, where it awakened the
noti ons of beauty that couldn't be expressed in Phyrexian
wor ds.

Xantcha refused to prepare the artifact as the
searcher-priests had demanded. She told the diggers and
bearers, It has no secrets, nothing that Phyrexia can use.
It sinply is, and it bel ongs here. She was Orman' huzra, and
the i mobile planner-priests of the First Sphere had given
her a gol den cl oak. She'd thought her words woul d have
wei ght with the scrappy diggers and bearers; and they had,
i n ways Xantcha hadn't inmagi ned. They stripped away her
gol den cl oak and beat her bl oody. They destroyed the
artifact, every crystal, every mrror. Then they told the
searchers that O man' huzra was to blanme for the |oss of a
weapon that could reduce whole worlds to dust.

Battered and scarcely conscious, Xantcha had been
dragged to the brink of the very same fumarol e where G x
had fallen to the Seventh Sphere. One push and life would
have ended for her, but Xantcha was nmade of flesh and the
pl anner -priests had believed that flesh could be punished
until it transformed itself. Fromthe fumarol e Xantcha was



taken to a cranped cell, where she dwelt in darkness for
some snmall portion of eternity, sustained by nenories of
dancing light and nusic. When the priests thought she had
suf fered enough, they dragged her out again. The searchers
had found anot her inscrutable artifact on another nanel ess
wor | d.

Xant cha was O nman' huzra. She was still useful and she
had the wit-the deceit-to grovel before the various
priests, begging for her life on any terns they offered.
They sent her back to work never guessing that a lowy
newt, mourning the | oss of beauty, had decl ared war on
Phyr exi a.

The di ggers suspected, but the great priests paid no
nore attention to diggers than they did to newts, and
suspi ci on notw t hst andi ng, di ggers who worked wth
Orman' huzra | asted | onger than those who didn't. As soon as
she finished with one extraction, she'd find herself
assigned to anot her team

Thirty artifacts and twenty-two worl ds after being
dragged out of her cell, Xantcha's war was going well. She
hadn't destroyed every artifact they sent her to unravel
but she'd | ost several and rigged several nore so that the
next Phyrexi an who touched it never touched anythi ng again.
She grew quite pleased with hersel f.

The diggers were already in place when Xantcha arrived,
al one and nauseous fromthe anbul ator trek, on her twenty-
third world. Arattling digger nade of netal and | eather
all of it slick with oil that stank rather than glistened,
led her into a hum d cave where rows of smoky neat-f at
| anterns marked the excavation

"They m ght be Phyrexian," the digger said as they
approached the nmain trench. At |east, that's what Xantcha
thought it had said. Its voice box worked no better than
the rest of it.

Xantcha peered into the trenches, into a pair of fire-
faceted eyes, each larger than her skull. She sat on her
ankl es, slowy absorbing what the searchers had found this
tine.

"They m ght be Phyrexian," the digger repeated.

VWhat ever the artifact was, it wasn't Phyrexi an and
neither were the ranks and rows of partially excavated
speci mens behind it. Phyrexi ans were useful. Tender-priests
conpl eated newt-fl esh according to its place in the
Ineffable's plan, and then they stopped. Function was
everything. These artifacts had no apparent function. They
seened, at first and second glance, to be statues: neta
reproductions of the crawling insects that, like rats and
buzzards, flourished everywhere, including Phyrexia. And
t hough Xantcha had no liking for things that buzzed or
stung, what she saw rem nded her nore of the | ong-destroyed
wi nd-crystal than the di gger beside her.

"I amtold to ask, what will you need to secure them
for bearing?"

Xant cha shook her head. Mdstly the searcher-priests
| ooked for sources of metal and oil because Phyrexi a had
none of its own; artifacts were a bonus, but the gens and
precious netals that conpleated the higher priests cane to
Phyrexia in the formof plunder.

It didn't take Orman' huzra to secure plunder

There had to be nmore, and to find it Xantcha seized a



lantern and leapt into the trench where the stronger but
far less agile digger couldn't follow At armis length she
realized that the insects were fully articul ated. Whoever
made t hem had nmeant themto nove. She touched a gol den
plate; it was as warm as her own flesh and vi brated
faintly.

Forgetting the digger on the trench-rim Xantcha ran to
one of the second-rank artifacts. It, too, was warm and
vi brating, but unlike the first artifact, it had a steel-
toot hed mouth and steel claws-as nasty as any warrior's
pincers-in addition to its gol den carapace. On inpul se,
Xantcha tried to bend the rai sed edge of a golden plate.

A long, segnented antenna whi pped around Xantcha's arm
and hurl ed her against the trench wall, but not before she
had the answer she wanted. The plate hadn't bent. It | ooked
like gold, but it was made from sonethi ng nuch stronger
Xant cha had anot her, |ess wanted, answer too. The artifacts
were aware, possibly sentient and at least partially
power ed.

"Move! Move!" the rattletrap digger shrieked fromthe
rim |less warning or concern for a danaged conpani on than a
reaction to the unexpected.

Sure enough a reeking handful of diggers and bearers
cane clattering, some through the trenches and ot hers al ong
the rim

One digger, in better repair than the rest, assuned
conmand, demandi ng qui et fromhis peers and an expl anati on
from O man' huzr a.

"Si npl e enough. It moved and | didn't dodge."

A cacophony of squeaks and trills echoed through the
cave, as the diggers and bearers succunbed to | aughter

The better-made digger whistled for silence. "They have
not nmoved. They do not nove."

Xant cha di spl ayed her welted arm Sonetinmes, there was
no arguing with flesh. Diggers did not have articul ated
faces, yet the chief digger contrived a worried | ook

"You will secure them" it said, a conmand, not a
request.

"I will need wire-" Xantcha began, then hesitated as
hal f-fornmed plots conmpeted in her head.

The searchers nust have known that the shiny insects
were nore than plunder but the diggers and bearers, despite
their trench excavations, hadn't known the artifacts could
nove. She stared at the huge, faceted eyes, fiery in
reflected lantern light. The insects weren't Phyrexian
perhaps they could be enlisted in her private war agai nst
Phyrexia, if she could get themthrough intact and wi thout
getting herself killed in the process.

"Strong wire," she amended. "And cloth ... thick, heavy
cloth. And food . . . something to eat and not reeking
oil."

"Cloths?" the digger whirled its nmouth parts in
confusion. Only newts, grenmlins and the highest strata of
priests draped their bodies in cloth.

"Unmade cl ot hes, " Xantcha suggested. "O soft |eather
Sonething . . . anything so | can cover their eyes."

The digger chattered to itself. The tender-priests
could replace a newt's eyes, if its destiny called for a
different sort of vision, but diggers had flesh-eyes within
their immobile faces. This one had pal e bl ue eyes that



wi dened slowly wth conprehension.

"Diggers will find," it said, then spun its head around
and i ssued commands to its peers in the rapid, conpl eat
Phyrexi an way that Xantcha coul d understand but never
duplicate. Fully half of themrunbled i mredi ately toward
the cave's mouth. The chief digger turned back to Xantcha.
"Orman' huzra, begin.”

And she did, wal king the trenches, exam ning the insect
artifacts already excavated. Xantcha counted the gol den
humm ng creatures that were visible. She clinbed out of the
trenches and neasured the rest of the dig site with her
eyes. The cave could easily contain an army. Xantcha hadn't
been on this world I ong enough to know the neasure of its
day, but it seened safe to think that she'd need at |least a
| ocal season, maybe a | ocal year, to get her warriors ready
for their war.

Xant cha approached the gol den swarm cauti ously,
starting with those she judged least likely to sever an arm
or neck if she nade a mi stake-which she did several tines
bef ore she | earned what awakened them and what didn't. An
i sol ated touch was nore dangerous than a solid thwack to an
arnored underbelly, and they were nuch nore sensitive to
her flesh than to the diggers' shovel - hands.

She foresaw problens inciting her army to fight back in
Phyrexia and studied the artifacts by hersel f, whenever
rain drove all but a few diggers and bearers to the shelter
besi de the anbul ator. Rain, especially a cold, penetrating
rain, was a poorly-conpl eated Phyrexi an's greatest eneny.
The bearers would retreat all the way to Phyrexia once a
storm started. Xantcha coul d have won her private war with
just a few of the nud-swirling, gully-washing del uges that
threatened the artifact cave as the world' s seasons
pr ogr essed.

Cold rain and nud weren't Xantcha's favorite conditions
ei ther. She commandeered pi eces of the digger-scrounged
cloth, which was, in fact, clothing for folk generally
taller and broader than Xantcha herself. The garnments were
torn, often slashed, and al ways bl oodstai ned. They rotted
quickly in the wetched weat her and when they grew too
of fensi ve, Xantcha would throw the cloth on her fire and
find something fresh in the scrounge piles. Her need for
Phyr exi an vengeance hadn't |led to any enpathy for bomfol k.

She successfully dismantled one of the snmaller insect-
artifacts and | earned enough of its secrets to fee
confident that they woul d awaken, as soon as they emerged
fromthe Phyrexian prine end of the anbulator. After that,
it was sinply a matter of folding their |egs and antennae,
binding themwith cloth and wire, and ordering the bearers
to stack themin pyramd | ayers near the nether end for
eventual transfer to Phyrexia.

It never occurred to her that the bearers would act on
their own to carry the artifacts with them when they next
escaped the rain, and by the tine she realized that they
had, it was already too |ate. There was a searcher-priest
toweri ng above the diggers and bearers.

"Orman' huzra," the searcher-priest called in that
nmenaci ng tone only high-ranki ng Phyrexi ans coul d achi eve.
"You were told to secure these artifacts for Phyrexia. You
were warned that inefficiency would not be tolerated. You
have failed in both regards. The artifacts you subverted



were dismantl ed before they coul d cause any damage."

The many-eyed searcher was between Xantcha and the cave
nmout h. There'd be no getting past it or getting through the
massed diggers and bearers, if she'd been tenpted to run
whi ch she wasn't. Xantcha m ght dream of |ush, green
wor | ds, but she was Phyrexian, and though she'd | earned how
to decl are war agai nst her own kind, she hadn't |earned how
to di sobey. Wen the priest called her forward, she threw
down her tools and clinbed out of the trench.

Di ggers and bearers formed a ring around her and the
searcher-priest. They chittered anong thensel ves. This tine
O man' huzra had gone too far and woul d not survive the
searcher-priest's wrath.

"Dig," the searcher-priest conmanded, and she
under st ood what they intended for her

Xant cha dug the danmp ground until she'd scratched out a
shal  ow hol e as wi de as her shoul ders and as | ong as she
was tall. There was nothing worse than a too short, too
narrow prison. Her fingers were nunb and bl oodi ed, but she
clawed the ground until the searcher-priest grew inpatient
and ordered a digger to finish the job. Wen it was done,
the hole tapered fromshallow to wai st-deep along its
I ength and was exactly the I ength and wi dth Xantcha had
[ aid out.

She' d been through this before and, with a sigh, junped
into the hole, her feet landing in the deeper end, ready to
be buried alive.

"Not yet," the searcher-priest said as a | ength of
segnmented wire unwound fromits arm

Xantcha recogni zed it as the antenna from one of her
i nsect warriors. She clinbed out of the hole prepared for
pain, prepared for death, because she was certain that the
searcher-priest had lied. Only a few of her warriors had
gotten to Phyrexia, and undoubtedly all of themhad fallen
by now, but at |east one had done damage before it fell

That was victory enough, as Xantcha's wists were bound
by a length of wire slung over a tree linb to keep her
upright during the comng ordeal. It had to be enough, as
the first lash stroke of the antenna cut through her ragged
cl ot hing, and the second cut deep into her flesh.

The di ggers and bearers counted the strokes; |esser
Phyrexi ans were very good at counting. Xantcha heard them
count to twenty. After that, everything was blurred. She
t hought she heard the cry of forty and fifty, but that
m ght have been a dream She hoped it was a dream Then it
seemed that there was a stroke that didn't |and on het and
wasn't counted by the diggers and bearers. That, too, m ght
have been a dream except there were no strokes after that,
and no one pushing her into what would al nost certainly
have been a permanent grave.

Instead there was bright Iight and great noise.

A storm Xantcha thought slowy. Rain. Driving the
di ggers, bearers and even the searcher-priest to shelter
Her wounds had begun to hurt. Drowning would be a better
easier way to die.

Wthout the diggers and bearers to do the counting,
there was no way to neasure the tinme she slunped beneath
the tree linb, unable to stand or fall. In retrospect, it
could not have been very long before she heard a voice
speaki ng the | anguage of her dreans, the | anguage that had



gi ven her the words for beauty.

Xantcha did notice that she didn't fall when her arns
did and that the rain never fell

The voice filled her head with conforting sounds. Then
a hand, that was both warm and soft |ike her own, touched
her face and cl osed her eyes.

VWen she awoke next, she was in a grave of pain and
fire, but the voice was in her head telling her that fear
was unnecessary, even harnful to her healing. She
renenber ed her eyes and, opening them | ooked upon a
flam ng specter with many-col ored eyes. Xantcha thought of
G x, and for the first time in her life she fainted.

The next time Xantcha awoke the pain and fire were
gone. She was weak, but whole, and |lying on softness such
as she had not felt since leaving the vats. A man hovered
besi de her, staring into the distance. She had the strength
for one word and chose it carefully.

" \Why 2"

Hi s face, worried as he stared, turned gri mwhen he
| ooked down.

"I thought the Phyrexians would kill you."

Beyond doubt, he spoke the | anguage of Xantcha's
dreans, the | anguage of the place where she had been
destined to sleep. He knew the nanme of her place, too, and
had correctly guessed that the Phyrexians nmeant to kil
her, but he hadn't seemed to recogni ze that she was al so
Phyrexi an. Waves of caution washed through Xantcha's
weakened fl esh. She fought to hide her shivering.

A piece of cloth covered her. He pulled it back,
reveal i ng her naked flesh. H's frown deepened.

"I thought they'd captured you. | thought they would
change you, as they changed ny brother. But | was too |late.
You bled. There is no nmetal or oil beneath your skin, but
they'd al ready made you one of them Do you renenber who
you were, child? Wiy did they take you? Did you belong to a
prom nent famly? Where were you born?"

She took a deep breath. Honesty, under the present
circunstances seened the best course, as it had been with
G x, for surely this man was a denmon. And, just as surely,

he was already at war with Phyrexia. "I was not born,
have no famly and | was never a child. | amthe
O man' huzra who calls herself Xantcha. | am Phyrexian; |

bel ong to Phyrexia."

He made white-knuckled fists above Xantcha's face. She
cl osed her eyes, lacking the strength for any other
defense, but the blows didn't fall

"Listen to nme closely, Xantcha. You belong to me, now.
After what was done to you, for whatever reason it was
done, you have no cause for love or loyalty to Phyrexia,
and if you're clever, you'll tell ne everything you know,
starting with how you and the others planned to get hone."

Xantcha was clever. G x hinself had conceded that. She
was cl ever enough to realize that this yell ow haired man
was both nore and | ess than he seened. She neasured her
words carefully. "There is a shelter at the bottom of the
hill. Take me there. I will show you the way to Phyrexia."

CHAPTER 7

"Wake up!"



Words and jostling ended Xantcha's sl eep so thoroughly
that for a heartbeat she neither knew where she was nor
what she'd been dreaming. In short order she recogni zed Rat
and the streanside grove where she'd fallen asleep, both
awash in norning light, but the dreans remai ned | ost. She
hadn't intended to fall deeply asleep and was angry wth
herself for that error and surprised to find Rat clinging
to her forearm

He retreated when she gl owered

"You had a nightmare."

| mmges shook out of Xantcha's nenory: the danp world of
i nsect artifacts, her |ast beating at Phyrexi an hands, Urza
hurling fire and sorcery to rescue her. Those were nonents
of her life that Xantcha would rather not dream about.

Bet ween them and anger, she was in a sour nopod.

"You didn't take advantage?" she demanded.

Rat answered, "I considered it," without hesitation
"Al'l night | considered it, but I'ma |long way from
anywhere, |'ve got a chain between nmy feet, and even though
you may be stronger than nme and have that thing that makes
us fly, you're still a boy. You need sonmeone to take care
of you."

"Me? | need soneone to take care of ne?" O all the
reasons she could think of to find herself in possession of
a slave, that was the last she'd expected. "What about your
wor d?"

He shrugged. "l1've had a night to think about it. When
| woke up ... at first | thought you were pretending to be
asleep, waiting for ne to run. But if | were going to run-
wal k-" Rat rattled the chain. "I'd have to make sure you
couldn't catch nme again.”

"What were you going to do? Strangle ne? Bash my head?"
Anot her shrug. "I didn't get that far. You started
havi ng your nightrmare. It |ooked |like a bad one, so | woke
you-you don't believe that Shratta nonsense about dreans

and your soul ?"

"No." Xantcha knew little about the Shratta's beliefs,
except that they were violently intolerant of everyone
el se's. Besides, U za had said she'd [ost her soul in the
vats.

"Then why are you so cross-grained? |'mstill here, and
you're not dream ng a m serable dream"”

Xantcha stretched herself upright. Assor's basket was
where she'd left it, exactly as she left it, not a crunb
unaccounted for. She separated another neal and tossed Rat
a warning along with his bread.

"I don't need anyone taking care of me. Don't want it
either. Wien we get to the cottage, your name becones
M shra, and Urza's the one who needs your help."

Rat grunted. Xantcha expected sonething nore, but it
seenmed that he'd discovered the virtues of silence and
obedi ence, at least until she told himto sit beside her

"There's no other way?" he asked, turning pale. "Can't
we wal k? Even with the chain, I'd rather walk."

Xant cha shook her head and Rat bolted for the bushes.
After trying unsuccessfully to turn hinself inside out and
wasting his breakfast, Rat crawl ed back to her side.

"I''"'mready now. '

"I"ve never fallen fromthe sky, Rat. Never cone cl ose.
You' re safer than you'd be in a wagon or wal ki ng on your



own two feet."

"Can't help it-" Rat began then froze conpletely as
Xant cha yawned and the sphere spread from her open nout h.

He started for the bushes again. Know ng that his gut
was enpty and that she'd be the one who'd be vomiting if
she had to bite off the sphere before it was finished,

Xant cha grabbed the back of Rat's neck and held his head in
her lap until the sphere was rising.

"The worst is over. Sit up. Don't think so nuch.
There's al ways sonething to see. Watch the cl ouds, the
ground. "

Ground was the wong word. Cursing feebly, Rat clung to
her for dear life. If he couldn't relax, it was going to be
a painful journey for both of them Xantcha tried synpathy.

"Talk to me, Rat. Tell ne why you're so afraid. Put
your fears into words."

But he couldn't be reassured, so Xantcha tried a | ess
gentl e approach. Freeing one arm she set the sphere
tunmbling, then yelled | ouder than his noans:

"I said, talk to me, Rat. You're giving in to fear
Rat." She thought of her feet touching ground, and the
sphere plumeted; she thought of playing anong the cl ouds
and the sphere rebounded at a truly dizzying speed. "You
haven't begun to know fear. Now, talk to me! Why are you
afrai d?"

Rat screaned, "It's wong! It's all wong. | can fee
the sky watching ne, waiting. Waiting for a chance to throw
me down!"

He was sobbi ng, but his death grip | oosened as soon as
the words were out of his nouth.

Xant cha di unped Rat soundly between the shoul ders. "I
won't let the sky have you."

"Doesn't matter. It knows |'m here. Knows | don't
belong. It's waiting."

She thunped hi magain. Rat's conplaint was too nuch
like her own in the early days, when U za would drag her
bet ween-worl ds. Urza had the pl aneswal ker spark; the
fat hom ess stuff between the nultiverse's countl ess worl d-
pl anes bent to his will. Xantcha had been, and remained, an
unwel come interloper. The instant the between-worlds furled
around her, she could hear the vast multi-verse sucking its
breath, preparing to spit her out.

The pl aneswal ker spark was something a m nd either had,
or didn't have. Xantcha didn't have it; Urza couldn't share
his. The cyst was the only stopgap that he'd been able to
devise. It didn't |eave Xantcha feeling any less like an
interloper, but it did give prom se that she'd be alive
when the multiverse spat her out. She'd ask Urza to inplant
a cyst in Rat's belly-in Mshra's belly-but until then
t here was not hing she could do except keep himtalking.

The sky above Efuan Pincar wasn't nearly as hostile as
the between-worlds. There was a chance he'd talk hinself
out of his fears. She nudged himinto another telling of
his life story. The details differed fromthe second tale
he'd told in Assor's wagon, but the overall spirit hadn't
changed. When he canme to the part where he'd found
religious denunciations witten in blood on the walls of
his famly's hone, the intensity of his feelings forced Rat
to sit straight and speak in a firm steady voice.

"If the Shratta are nen of Avohir, then | spit on



Avohir. Better to be dammed than live in the Shratta's
fist."

That was the sort of fatal, futile sentinent that
Xant cha understood, but she was |ess pleased to hear Rat
decl are, "Wen your Urza's done with ne, I'll make nmy way
to Pincar City and join the Red-Stripes. They've got the
right idea: kill the Shratta. There's no other way. They'd
sooner die than admt they're wong, so let themdie."

"There are Phyrexi ans anong the Red-Stripes," Xantcha
war ned. "They're a nuch worse eneny than any Shratta."

"They're not ny enemy, not if they're fighting the
Shratta.”

"M shra may have thought the sane thing, but it is not
so sinple. Flesh cannot trust them because Phyrexia wll
never see flesh as anything but a mstake to be erased."

Rat wat ched her quietly.

"Flesh. We're flesh, you and 1," Xantcha pinched the
skin on her arm "but Phyrexians aren't. They're artifacts.
Li ke Urza's, during the Brothers' War . . . only,
Phyrexians aren't artifacts. Their flesh has been repl aced
with other things, nostly netal, according to the
Ineffable's plan. Their blood' s been replaced with
glistening oil. So it should be. Blood cannot trust
Phyr exi ans because blood is a m stake."

H s eyes had narrowed. They studied a place far beyond

Xantcha's shoul der. Urza tal ked about thinking, but he
rarely did it. Urza either solved his problenms instantly,
wi t hout thinking, or he sank in the mre of obsession. Rat
was changi ng his mind while he thought. Xantcha found the
process unnerving to watch.

She spoke quickly, to conceal her own disconfort.

"Fl esh, blood, neat-what does it matter? Phyrexia is your
eneny, Rat. The Brothers' War was just the begi nning of
what Phyrexia will do to all of Dominaria, if it can. There
are Phyrexians in the Red-Stripes, and you' d be wi ser, far
wiser, tojoin the Shratta in the fight against them"

"It's just " Rat was thinking even as he tal ked.
H s m nd changed again and he net Xantcha's eyes with an
al nost physical force. "You said you snelled Phyrexians
anong the Red-Stripes. My nose is as good as ny eyes, and

didn't smell anything at all. You said 'flesh cannot trust
them' but everybody was flesh, even Tucktah and Garve. On
top of all, your talk about ne pretending to be Mshra, for

someone you call Urza. Sonething's not true, here.”

"Do you think I'mlying?" Xantcha was genui nely
curi ous.

"What ever you snelled back in Medran, it scared you
because it was Phyrexian, not because it was Red-Stri pe.
So, | guess you're telling the truth, just not all of it.
Maybe we're both flesh, Xantcha, but, Avohir's truth,
you're not ny sort of flesh.”

"I bleed," Xantcha asserted, and to prove the point
drew the knife from her boot and slashed a fingertip.

It was a deep cut, deeper than she'd intended. Bright
bl ood flowed in a steady streamfromfinger to palm from
pal mover wist, where it began to stain her sleeve.

Rat grimaced. "That wasn't necessary," he said,
poi ntedly | ook-ing beyond the sphere; the first time he'd
done that. Eventually a person would face his fears,
provided the alternatives were worse. "You' d know where to



cut yourself."

Xantcha held the knife hilt where Rat would see it. He
turned further away.

"You were thinking murder not |ong ago," she rem nded
him "Bashing nme so you coul d escape.”

Rat shook his head. "Not even close. When ny famly
left

Pincar City ... My father learned to slaughter and
but cher neat each fall, but | never could. | always ran
away, even |last year."

He shrank a little, as if he'd lost a bit of hinself by
the adm ssion. Xantcha returned the knife to her boot.

"You believe nme?" she asked before sticking her bl oody
finger in her nouth.

"I can't believe you, even if you're telling the truth.
Uza the Artificer. Mshra. Snelling Phyrexians. This ..
this thing-" He flung his hand to the side, struck the
sphere, and recoiled. "You' re too strange. You |look like a
boy, but you talk . . . You don't talk like anyone |'ve
ever heard before, Xantcha. It's not that you sound
foreign, but you' re not Efuand. You say you' re not an

artifact and not Phyrexian. | don't know what to believe.
Whose side are you on?"
"Urza's side . . . against Phyrexia." Her finger hadn't

st opped bl eedi ng; she put it back in her nouth.
"Urza's no hero, not to me. What he did thirty-four

hundred years ago, his gods should still be punishing him
for that. You throw a | ot of choices in front of ne, all of
t hem bad, one way or another. | don't know what to think."
"You think too nuch."
"Yeah, | hear that all the tine. " Rat's voice

trailed off. Wioever had chided himlast had probably been
killed by the Shratta. Al the time had become history for
him history and grief.

Xantcha left himal one. Her finger was pale and
wrinkled. At least it had stopped bl eeding. They'd been
soaring due west in the grasp of a gentle, drifting w nd.
Clouds were fornming to the north. So far the clouds were
scattered, fluffy and white, but north of Efuan Pincar was
t he Endl ess Sea where huge storns were comopn and sudden
Xant cha used her hands to put the sphere on a southwesterly
course and set it rising in search of stronger wi nds.

Bel atedl y, she realized she had Rat's undivi ded
attention.

"How do you do that?" he asked. "Magic? Are you a
sorcerer? Wuld that explain everything?"

"No. "

" No?"

"No, | don't know how | do it. | don't know how | walk,
either, or howthe food | eat keeps ne alive, but it does.
One day, Urza handed ne sonething. He said it was a cyst,
and he said, swallowit. Since it cane fromUrza, it was

probably an artifact. | don't know for sure because | never
asked. | know how to use it. | don't need to know nore, and
neither will you."

"Sorry | asked. I'mjust trying to think my way through
this.” "You think too nuch."

She hadn't nmeant to repeat the comment that had jabbed
his menmory, but before she could berate herself, Rat shot
back: "I'm supposed to be Mshra, aren't |7?"



He'd changed his mind again. It was possible that a
man, a true flesh-and-blood man, not |ike Urza, couldn't
t hink too much.

The sphere found the stronger wi nds and sl ewed
si deways. Xantcha needed full concentration to stop the
tumbling. Rat curled up against her with his head between
his knees. To the north, clouds billowed as she watched. It
was unlikely that they could outrun the brewi ng storm but
they could cover a lot of territory before she had to get
themto shelter. There would, however, be a price.

"It's going to be fast and a little bunmpy while we run
the wi nd-stream You ready?"

Taking Rat's groan for assent, Xantcha angled her hand
west of southwest, and the sphere leapt as if it had been
shot froma giant's bow If she'd been al one, Xantcha would
have pressed both hands agai nst the sphere's inner curve
and let the wind roar past her face. She figured Rat wasn't
ready for such exhilaration and kept her guiding hand
sheltered in her lap. The northern horizon becane a white
nmount ai n range whose hi ghest peaks were begi nning to spread
and flatten against an invisible ceiling.

"Somebody's going to get wild weather tonight," Xantcha
said to her unresponsive conpanion. "Maybe not us, but
someone' s going to be beggi ng Avohir's nercy."

She gui ded the sphere higher. Beneath them the ground
resenbl ed one of Urza's tabletops, though flatter and
enptier: a fewroads, like rusty wire through spring-green
fields, a palisaded village of about ten homesteads tucked
in a stream bend. Xantcha considered her promi se to replace
Rat's rags and, inplicitly, to have his fetters renpved.

If she set the sphere down, the storm m ght keep them
down until tomorrow. If she kept the sphere scuddi ng,
they'd cut a half-day or nore off the journey. And by the
amount of snoke rising fromthe village, the inhabitants
were burning their fields-hardly a good time for strangers
to show up asking favors. Xantcha sw vel ed her hand south
of southwest, and the sphere bounced onto the new tack

"Wait!" Rat shook Xantcha's ankle. "Wait! That vill age.
Can't you see? It's on fire."

She | ooked again. Rat was right, fields weren't
burni ng, roofs were. Al the nore reason to stay on the
sout h by sout hwest course away from troubl e.

"Xantcha! It's the Shratta. It's got to be. Red-Stripes
cone | ooking for bribes but don't destroy the villages. W
can't just |eave-You can't! People are dying down there!™

"I"'mnot a sorcerer, Rat. I'mnot Urza. There's nothing
| can do except get nyself-and you-killed."

"We can't turn our backs. We're no better than the
Shratta, no better than the Phyrexians, if we do that."

Rat had a real knack for getting under Xantcha's skin,
a dangerous m xture of arrogance and charm just like the
real M shra. Xantcha was about to disillusion her conpanion
with the revelation that she was Phyrexi an when he heaved
hi nsel f toward the burning village. The sphere wasn't Rat's
to command. It held to Xantcha's chosen course-as he nust
have known it would. Rat didn't seemthe sort who'd
sacrifice hinself to prove a point, but he set the sphere
tumbl i ng. Everything was knees, el bows, food, and a sword
bef ore Xantcha got them sorted out.

"Don't you ever do that again!"



Rat accepted the challenge. This tine Xantcha split his
upper lip and planted her knee in his groin before she
st eadi ed the sphere.

"We're going hone ... to Urza. He's got the power to
settle this."

"Too damm | ate! People are dying down there!"

Rat flung hinsel f, but Xantcha was ready this tine and
t he sphere scarcely bounced.

“I'"1l drop you if you don't settle yourself."

"Then drop ne."

"You'll die."

"I'"d rather be dead on the ground than alive up here."

Rat grabbed the scabbarded sword and, with his ful
wei ght behind the hilt, plunged it through the sphere.
Xantcha reeled fromthe inpact. She hadn't known damage to
the sphere neant sharp pain radiating fromthe cyst in her
gut. She could have |lived another three thousand years
wi t hout that particular bit of know edge. She cocked her
fist for a punch that would shatter Rat's jaw

"Go ahead," he snarled defiantly. "Tell your precious
Urza that you killed his brother a second tine."

Xantcha | owered her hand. Maybe she was wong about his

willingness to sacrifice hinself. By then they were
drifting away fromthe village and not hi ng but Xantcha's
will put themon a course for the flanmes. The cl oser they

got, the clearer it was that Rat had been right. The north
wi nd brought screans of pain and terror. Born-folk were
dyi ng.

VWen they were still several hundred paces fromthe
wooden pal i sade, a young wonan ran through the broken gate,
her hair and hens billow ng behind her, a sword-w el di ng
thug in pursuit. Wman and thug both stopped short when
they saw two strangers hovering in mdair.

"Waste not, want not!" Xantcha nmuttered. She thought
Collision and Now The cyst in her stomach grew fiery
spi kes, but the sphere plunged Iike a stooping hawk. It
col l apsed the instant it touched the gape-nouthed thug,
| eaving Xantcha to strike with sufficient force to knock
hi m unconsci ous. She bounded to her feet and crushed the
now def ensel ess nman's skull with her boot heel
deliberately splattering Rat with gore. If he wanted deat h;
she'd show hi m death. The village wonan screamed and kept
runni ng. Xantcha seized the sword fromthe tangl e of bodies
and spilled baskets. "All right!" She thrust the hilt
toward Rat. When he didn't take it up, she poked hi m hard.
"This is what you wanted! Go ahead. Go in there. Save
them "

"I-1 can't use a sword. | don't know how. ... |
t hought - "

"You thought!" Xantcha angled the sword, prepared to
clout himwth the hilt. "You think too nuch!"

Rat got to his feet, stunbling over his chain. He
stared at the iron links as if he hadn't seen them before.
What ever nonsense he'd been thinking, he hadn't renmenbered
his fetters.

"I can't... You'll have to-"

She shook her head slowy. "I told you, I'mno dam
sorcerer, no damm warrior. This is your idiot's idea, your
fight. So, you choose: themor ne."

It was the same omi nous, otherworldly tone Xantcha had



used with Garve and Tucktah. She cocked the sword a second
time, and Rat grabbed the hilt. He couldn't run, so he
ski pped and hopped toward the gate.

"Lose the scabbard!" Xantcha shouted after himthen
mutt ered Phyrexi an curses as Rat stunbled through the gate
br andi shing a scabbarded sword.

Rat was a fool, and fools deserved whatever harm bef el
them but Xantcha's anger faded as soon as her nenesis was
out of sight. She reached into her belt-pouch and finger-
sorted a few of the smallest, blackest coins.Then, with
them clutched | oosely in her hand, she yawned out Urza's
arnor and followed Rat into the besieged village. Not being
a sorcerer wasn't quite the sanme as not having any
sorcerous tricks in her arsenal, and not being a warrior
was a statenent of preference, not experience. There
weren't many weapons Xantcha didn't know how to use or
evade. On other worlds she'd routinely carried several of
t hem

But not on Dom naria. She'd given her word.

"I know your tenper," Urza had said after they arrived.
"But this is hone-ny hone. My traveling years are over. |I'm
never |eaving Donminaria, and | don't want you starting
brawl s and drawi ng attention to yourself ... or ne. Prom se
me you'll stay out of trouble. Promise nme that you' |l walk
away rather than start a fight."

"Waste not, want not-1 did not start this, Uza. Truly,
| did not."

A gutted corpse lay one step within the gate, but it
wasn't Rat's. Xantcha | eapt over it. A man bearing a bl oody
knife ran out of a burning cottage on her left. She slipped
a coin into her throwi ng hand, then stayed her armas a
second, simlarly arned, man burst out of the cottage.

Villagers or Shratta thugs? Was one chasing the other?
Were they both fleeing? O |ooking for nore victins?

Xantcha couldn't tell by their clothes or nmanner. Few
things were nore frustrating or dangerous than barging into
a brawl anong strangers. After cursing Rat to the Seventh
Sphere of Phyrexia, she entered the cottage the nen had
abandoned.

The one-roomdwelling was filled with snoke. Xantcha
called Rat's nane and got no answer. Back on the village's
single street, she headed for the | argest buil ding she
coul d see and had taken about ten strides when an arrow
struck her shoulder. Urza's arnmor was as good as granite
when it came to arrows. The shaft splintered, and the
arrowhead slid harm essly down her back

In one snooth novenent, Xantcha spun around and hurl ed
a small, black coin at a fleeing archer. The coin began to
glow as soon as it left her hand. It was white-hot by the
tinme it struck the archer's neck. He was dead before he hit
the ground, with thick, greenish-black fumes rising from
the fatal wound.

A swordsman attacked Xantcha next. He knocked her down
with his first attack but was unnerved when she sprang up,
unbl oodi ed. Xantcha parried his next strike with her
forearmas she closed in to kick himonce in the stonach
and a second tine, as he crunbled, to the jaw She paused
to pick up the sword, then continued down the street
shouting Rat's nane, attracting attention

Two nore nen appeared in front of her. They knew each



other and the warrior's trade, giving each other room
exchangi ng gestures and cryptic commands as they
approached. The strategy m ght have worked if Xantcha had
been unarnored or if the sword had been her only weapon.
Her aimwith the coins wasn't as good with her off-weapon
hand. Only one struck its target, but that was enough. The
ot her two expl oded when they hit the ground, |eaving goat-
sized craters in the packed dirt.

Her surviving enemy rushed forward, nore intent on
getting out of the village than fighting. Xantcha swung,
but he parried well and had nmonmentum on his side. Xantcha
sl amred backward into the nearest wall when he shoved her
asi de. El sewhere in the village, sonmeone blew three rapid
notes on a horn, and a weaponed quartet at the other end of
the village street dashed for the gate. For religious
fanatics, the Shratta were better disciplined than nost
arm es. Dark suspicion | ed Xantcha to inhal e deeply, but
beyond t he snoke and the bl ood, there was nothing Phyrex-
ian in the air.

A straggler ran past. Xantcha |et himgo. This was
Rat's fight, not hers, and she didn't yet know if he'd
survi ved.

"Ra-te-pe!" She used all three syllables of his nane.
"Ra-te-pe, son of M deah, get yourself out here!"

A face appeared in the darkened doorway of the barn
that had been her destination. It belonged to an ol der nan,
armed with a pitchfork. He stepped unsteadily over the
doorsill.

"No one here owns that nane."

"There'd better be. He's neat if he ran.”

Two nore villagers energed fromthe barn: a woman
clutching her bl oody arm agai nst her side and a stone-faced
toddl er who clung to her skirt.

"Who are you?" the elder asked, giving the pitchfork a
shake, rem nding Xantcha that she held a bare and bl oody
swor d.

"Xantcha. Rat and | were . . . nearby." She threw the
sword into the dirt beside the last man she'd killed. "He
saw t he roofs burning."

They still were. The survivors nade no effort to
extinguish the blazes. A village like this probably had one
wel | and only a handful of buckets. The cottages were
partly stone; they could be rebuilt after the fires burnt
out .

The el der shook his head. Plainly he didn't believe
t hat anyone had sinply been nearby. But Xantcha had | aid
down her weapon. He shouted an all's well that lured a few
nmore nute survivors fromtheir hiding places.

Still no Rat.

Xantcha turned, intending to investigate the other end
of the village. The woman who'd fl ed-the one who'd seen
t hem descend in the sphere-was on the street behind her.
Her reappearance, alive and unharnmed, broke the villagers
shock. Another wonan let out a cry that could have been
either joy or grief.

The returning worman replied, "Mther," but her eyes
were | ocked on Xantcha and her hands were knotted in ward-
signs agai nst evil.

Time to find Rat and get noving. Xantcha wal ked quickly
to the other end of the village where a whitewashed tenple



hel d the place of honor. The door was held open by a
cor pse.

G ven who was fighting in Efuan Pincar, Xantcha
supposed she shoul dn't have been surprised that the tenple
had becone a char-nel house. She counted ten nen, each with
hi s hands bound and his throat slit, lying in a comon,
bl oody pool. There were nore corpses, simlarly bound,
spraw ed closer to the altar, but she'd spotted Rat staring
at a wall before she'd counted them "W've got to |eave."

He didn't twitch. The scabbard was gone; the sword
bl ade was dark and glistening in the tenple's gloony light.
Rat had probably never held a sword before Xantcha nade him
nore afraid of her than death. Odds were he'd becone a
killer, if not a fighter, in the past hour. A man could
crack under that kind of strain. Xantcha approached him
cautiously. "Rat? Ratepe?"

The wal |l was covered with bl oody words. Xantcha coul d
read a score of Dom narian | anguages, nost of them | ong-
extinct, none of them Efuand. "What does it say?"

"Those who defile the Shratta will be cleansed in their
own bl ood. Bl essed be Avohir, in whose nane this has been
done. "'

Xant cha pl aced her hand over his sword-gripping hand.
Wthout a word, Rat released the hilt.

"I'f there are gods," she said softly, "then thugs like
the Shratta don't speak for them"

She tried to guide Rat toward the door; he resisted,
quietly but conpletely. Mrtals, men who were born and who
grew ol d, saw death in ways no Phyrexian newt could
i magi ne, in ways Urza had forgotten. Xantcha had exhausted
her meager store of platitudes.

"You knew the Shratta were here, Rat. You nust have
known what you'd find."

"No. "

"I stopped at other villages before | got to Medran
You weren't the first to tell nme about the Shratta. This is
t hei r handi wor k. "

"It's not!" Rat shrugged free.

"It's time to leave." Xantcha grasped his arm again.

Rat struck like a serpent but did no harmonly because
Xantcha was a hair's breath faster in jumping away. She
recogni zed madness on his tear-streaked face.

"All right. Tell me. Talk to ne. Way isn't this Shratta
handi wor k?"

"Hm"

Rat pointed at an isol ated corpse slunped in the corner
between the witten-on wall and the wall behind the altar
The man had di ed because his gut had been slashed open, but
he had ot her wounds, nany ot her wounds, none of which had
bl ed appreci ably. Xantcha, who'd fought and soneti mes
succunbed to her own blind rages, knew at once that this
was the man-probably the only man-that Rat had kill ed.

"Al'l right, what about hin®"

"Look at him He's not Shratta!"”

"How do you know?" Xantcha asked, willing to believe
him if he had a good answer.

"Look at his hands!"

She nudged themwi th her foot. The Iight was bad, but
t hey seemed ordi nary enough to her. "Wat? | see nothing
unordi nary."



"The Hands of God. The Shratta are Avohir's Avengers.
They tattoo their hands with Shratta-verses from Avohir's

hol y book. "
"Maybe he was a new recruit?"
Rat shook his head vigorously. "It's nmore than his

hands. He's cl ean-shaven. The Shratta never cut their
beards. "

Xantcha ran through her nmenory. Since she'd arrived in
Ef uan Pincar the only cl ean-shaven nen she'd seen had been
in Medran, wearing Red-Stripe tunics, and here where the
men she'd fought and the man Rat had killed were beardl ess.

"So, it's not the Shratta after all? It's Red-Stripes
pretending to be Shratta?" she asked.

And knowi ng that the Phyrexians had invaded the Red-
Stripe cadres, Xantcha asked another, silent, question: Had
t he Phyrexi ans created their own eneny to bring war and
suffering to an obscure corner of Doninaria? If so, they'd
| earned considerable subtlety since O x destined her to
sl eep on anot her world.

Rat's head continued to shake. "I've seen the Shratta
cut through a famly like ripe cheese. |I saw t hem draw ny
uncle's guts out through a hole in his gut: they'd said
he'd spilled dog's blood on the book. | know the Shratta,
Xantcha, and this is what they'd do, except, this man
isn't-and can't be-Shratta."

Keepi ng her voice calm Xantcha said, "You said you
wer e gone when the Shratta canme through your village. You
didn't see anything. It could have been the Red-Stripes."

"Coul d've," Rat agreed easily. "But | saw ny uncle get
killed, and | saw it before we left Pincar City, and it was
the Shratta. By the book, by the true book, Xantcha. Wy
woul d Red-Stripes do this? No one but the Shratta support
the Shratta. The people here ... at hone, what was hone .

the Shratta would cone, real Shratta, and they'd tell us
what to do, which was nostly give them everything we had
and then sone; and they would kill if they didn't get what
they wanted." Rat shuddered. "My fanmily were strangers,
driven out of Pincar City, but everyone hated the Shratta
as much as we did. W'd pray ... we'd all pray, Xantcha, to
Avohir to send us red-striped warriors fromthe cities. The
Red-Stri pes were our protectors.”

"Be careful what you pray for, | guess. It sounds like
the Red-Stripes may have been doing the Shratta's dirty
wor k, and | eaving behind no witnesses to reveal the truth."

Rat had reached a similar conclusion. "And if that's
true, they're not finished with this place. They're waiting
out side. They won't have gone away. Everyone here is dead,
you and ne, too, unless we can kill themall."

"It's worse than that, Rat. Sonebody's gone. Sonebody's
running a report back sonewhere." To a Phyrexi an sl eeper
sayi ng he'd seen a dark-haired youth hovering in a sphere?
No, she'd killed the thug who'd seen themin the sphere.
But she'd shaken off an arrow. Phyrexi ans mght |ack
i magi nati on, but they had excellent nmenories. Sonebody
m ght remenber G x's identical news, especially since
Dom naria was the world Phyrexia coveted above all others,
the world of her earliest dreans. U za was right, as usual
She'd | ost her tenper, and the price could be very high
"W've got to | eave.”

"Everyone will diel™



"No deader than they'd be if we'd never set foot here.™

"But their blood will be on our hands-on ny hands,
since you don't seemto have a conscience. |'m not
| eaving. "

"There's no point in staying."

"The Red-Stripes will come back. We'll kill them then
we can | eave."

"I told you, there's no point. They'll have sent a
runner. This village is dooned."

Rat paced noisily. "Al right, it's doomed. So after we
kill the Red-Stripes that are still outside the village,
you take these people, one by one, to other villages, where
they can spread the truth and disappear. By the tine the
runner | eads nore Red-Stripes here, this place will be
enpty. It can be done."

"You can't be serious."

But Rat was, and Xantcha had a conscience. It could be
done. First canme a long, violent night roami ng the fields
outside the village with her arnor and a sharp knife,
foll owed by three days of burying the dead and another five
of ferrying frightened survivors to places where they could
"spread the truth about the Shratta and the Red-Stri pes
t hen di sappear.” But it was done, and on the norning of the
tenth day, after leaving Rat's fetters draped across the
defiled altar, they resunmed their journey out of Efuan
Pi ncar .

CHAPTER 8

Xant cha gui ded the sphere with a rigid hand. The
d i mer Moon hung low in the night sky, painfully bright
yet providing little illunmnation for the |Iand below. A
dark ridge loonmed to the south. On the other side of that
ridge there was a famliar cottage with two front doors and
the bed in which she expected to be sl eeping before
m dni ght .

It was a clear night rem niscent of winter. The air was
dead-cal mand freezing within the sphere. Her feet had been
qui etly nunb since sundown. Beside her, Rat hadn't said a
word since the first stars appeared. She hoped he was
asl eep.

And per haps he was, but he awoke when the sphere
pitched forward and plumeted toward a bl ack-mrror |ake
Xantcha hadn't noticed. He'd had nearly two weeks to learn
when to tuck his head and keep his terror to hinself, but
in the dark, with food and whatnot tunbling around them
Xantcha didn't begrudge Rat a monment of panic. In truth,
she scarcely noticed his shouts; the plunge caught her
unprepared. It was several nonents before she heard
anyt hi ng ot her than her own heart's poundi ng.

By then Rat had reclainmed his perch atop the sacks.
"You could set us down for the night," he suggested.

"W're alnost there.”

"You said that at noon."

"It was true then, and it's truer now. W're alnost to
the cottage."

Rat made an unhappy noise in the back of his throat.
Xant cha gave him a sidel ong gl ance. Through the dimli ght
she coul d see that he'd hunched down in his cloak and
pulled the cowl up so it formed a funnel around his face.



She'd collected Rat's new clothes as she'd ferried Red-
Stripe survivors to other Efuand villages. They were
nothing like the clothes Mshra would have worn- not hi ng
like the travel -worn silks and suedes Xantcha herself wore-
but they were the best she'd been able to find, and Rat had
seenmed genui nely grateful for them

He' d cl eaned up better than Xantcha had dared hope.
Their first full day in the ruined village, while she'd
been tal king relocation with the el ders, Rat had persuaded
one of the wonmen to trimhis hair. He'd procured a handfu
of pum ce the same way and spent that afternoon scrubbing
hi nsel f-and bei ng scrubbed-in the streamfed pool where the
worren di d | aundry.

"You didn't have to bother the villagers." Xantcha had
tol d himwhen she'd seen himnext, all pink and raw,
especially on the chin. "I could have | oaned you ny knife."

He' d | ooked down at her, shaking his head and hal f-
smling. "Wen you' re old enough to grow whi skers, Xantcha,
you'll realize a man doesn't have to cut his own hair."

Xantcha had started to say that with or w thout
whi skers Rat woul d never be as old as she was, but that
hal f-smi |l e had confused her. Even now, when she coul dn't
see through the dark or the cow, she suspected he was
hal f-smiling again, and she didn't know what to say. Once
washed and dressed in clothes that didn't reek, he'd proved
attractive, at least to the extent that Xantcha understood
nortal handsoneness. Rat didn't resenble any of Xantcha's
Antiquity Wars portraits, and there was a generosity to him
that softened the otherwi se hard lines of his face.

Rat had heal ed al nbst as fast as a newt. Hi s bruises
wer e shadows now, and the sores around his neck, wists,
and ankl es shrank daily. Every norning had seen a bit nore
flesh on his bones, a bit nmore swagger in his stride. He'd
become M shra: charm ng, passionate, unpredictable, and
vaguel y dangerous. Kayla Bi n-Kroog woul d have known what to
say- Kayl a had known what to say to Urza's brother-but
Xantcha wasn't Urza's wife, and, anyway, Rat thought of her
as a boy, a deception that, all other things considered,
Xant cha thought she nmight continue after they returned to
the cottage ... if Urza cooperated.

She touched his shoul der gingerly. "Don't worry, we'l
be there tonight."

Rat shrugged her hand away. The cow fell, and she
could see his face faintly in the noonlight. He wasn't
smling. "Tonight or tomorrow norning, what difference can
it make?"

"Urza's waiting. It's been nore a nonth since | left.
|'ve never been gone this long."
"You'll be gone forever if you don't stop pushing

yourself. Even if he were the real U za, he'd tell you to
rest before you hurt yourself."

Rat didn't know Urza. Urza was inexhaustible
i ndestructible; he assumed Xantcha was too, and so,
usual ly, did she.

"We're alnost there. I'mnot tired, and | don't need to
rest." The words were no sooner said than the sphere caught
anot her downdraft, not as precipitous as the first one, but
enough to fling them agai nst each other. "You' re making
m st akes. "

"You know not hi ng about this!" Xantcha shot back. She



tilted her hand too far, overcorrected, and wound up in
Rat's | ap

He pushed her away. "Wat nore do | need to know? Put
it down."

"I didn't argue with you when you said those villagers
needed to be rescued.”

"I"'mnot arguing with you. | know you want ne to neet
Urza. You think there's not a nmonent to | ose against the
Phyrexi ans, but not like this, Xantcha. This is foolish, as
foolish as buying me in the first place, only | can't help
you keep this dam thing in the air."

"Right-you can't help, so be quiet."

And he was, as quiet as he'd been that first night out
of Medran. Xantcha hadn't believed it was possible, but
Rat's silence was worse than Urza's, because Rat wasn't
ignoring her. He wasn't frightened, either; just sitting
besi de her, a cold, blank wall even when she pushed the
sphere agai nst the wind. There were nonents when she coul d
believe that Rat was Urza's real brother

"You don't have to be Mshra, not yet."

Anot her of Rat's annoyed, annoying noises. "I'm not
being Mshra. Mshra wouldn't care if you killed yourself
getting himto U za and, if you asked nme, the real U za
woul dn't either. The real Urza didn't care about anything
except what he wanted. The way you're acting, |'mstarting
to think you believe what you' ve been telling nme. It's al
over your face, Xantcha. You're the one who's worried
because you're afraid. Mre afraid of the man you cal
Urza, | think, than of any Phyrexian."

It was Xantcha's turn to stare at the black ridge on
the sout hern horizon and convince herself that Rat was
wrong. The ridge was beneath them before she broke the
si | ence.

"You don't believe anything |'ve told you."

"It's pretty far-fetched."

"But you've cone all this way with me. There were so
many times, when | was ferrying the villagers about, that
you could have run away, but you didn't. | thought you'd
decided | was telling you the truth. Wy did you stop
trying to run away, if you didn't believe anything | said?"

"Because six nmonths ago | would've sworn on ny life
that I'd never |eave Efuan Pincar, not with some half-wt
boy whose got a thing in his belly. 1'd ve sworn a | ot of
t hi ngs six nonths ago, and |'d' ve been wong about all of
them I'mgetting used to being wong and | did give you ny
word, freely, when you agreed to get those villagers to
safety, that |1'd play your gane. You weren't paying
attention, but | was. You saved them because | asked you
to, and that makes you ny friend, at |east for now"

"You've got to believe, Rat. If you don't believe, U za
won't, and | don't know what he'll do-to either of us-if he
thinks 1've tried to deceive him"

"Il worry about Urza the Artificer," Rat said
wearily.

He was patroni zing her, despite everything she'd told
him Al the lessons in | anguage and history she'd given to
himafter dark in the village, Rat didn't believe.

He continued, "You worry about that shadow com ng up.
think it's another |ake, and | think we're going to go runp
over el bows again if you don't wiggle your hand around



it."

Rat was right about the | ake. Xantcha wove her hand to
one side, and anot her unpl easant noment was averted. It had
taken her decades to learn the tricks that air could play
on her sphere. Rat was quicker, cleverer than she'd ever
been. There was a chance he was right about Urza, too,
especi ally when she saw eldritch light |eaking through the
cottage wi ndows after the sphere cleared the ridge.

"He's | ocked hinself in," she nmuttered, unable to keep
di sappoi nt nent out of her voice.

"You didn't think he'd be waiting by the door, not in
the mddle of the night? A locked door isn't a bad idea, if
you' re al one and you've got the sorcery to nmake it stick. A
man gets tired," said Rat.

"Not Urza," Xantcha said softly as the sphere touched
down and col | apsed.

Wthout the sphere's skin to support them their
supplies rearranged t hensel ves across the ground. It was
qui cker than the chaos they endured when the sphere tunbl ed
through the air, but quite a bit nore painful on the hard
ground; a wooden box corner came down squarely on Xantcha's
cold ankl e.

She was still cursing when the eldritch | ocks vani shed.
Urza appeared in the open doorway.

" Xant cha! Where have-?"

He'd noticed Rat. His eyes began to gl ow. Xantcha
hadn't considered the possibility that Urza mght sinply
kill any stranger who appeared outside his door

"No!" Xantcha wanted to get herself between the two
men, but her feet wouldn't cooperate. "Urza! Listen to ne!"

She' d no sooner gotten Urza's attention than Rat
wested it away again with a single, soft-spoken word:

"Brother . . ."

Every night in the village Xantcha had sat up w th Rat
telling himabout Uza and Urza's obsessions. She'd warned
hi m about Urza's uncanny eyes and the tabl etop where his
ghats recreated-refined-the scenes fromKayla's epic. She'd
taught himthe rudi ments of the polyglot |anguage she and
Urza spoke when they were al one because it was rich in the
words he'd shared with M shra, when they were both nen.
She'd taught himthe word for brother and insisted he
practice it until he got it right, but the word he'd said
was pure Efuand dial ect.

For a monent the space between them was as dark as the
space between the stars overhead, then the gol den Iight
that had been in the cottage flowed from U za toward Rat,
who didn't flinch as it surrounded him

"You wi shed to see nme, Brother," he continued in
Ef uand. "It's been a long, hard journey, but |I've cone
back. "

Urza could absorb a new | anguage as easily as a pl owed
field absorbed the spring rains. Mst of the tine, he
didn't notice the switch, but Xantcha had thought Urza
m ght pay attention to Mshra's | anguage, to the | anguage
t hat anyone pretending to be M shra spoke during the
critical first noments of their encounter. She was ready to
kill Rat with her own hands, if Urza didn't do it for her
H s eyes hadn't stopped gl owi ng, and she'd seen those
jewels obliterate creatures vastly nore powerful than an
overconfident slave from Ef uan Pi ncar



"Speak to ne, Urza. It's been so |long. W never
finished our |ast conversation, never truly began it."

"Where?" Urza asked, a whisper on a cold, cold wind. At
| east he'd spoken Efuand.

"Before the blood-red tent of the warlord of Kroog. W
stood as far apart as we stand now. You said we should
remenber that we were brothers.”

"The tent was not red, and | said no such thing."

"Do you call nme a liar, Brother? | renenber |ess,

Brot her, but | renmenber very clearly. |I have been here al
the tine, waiting for you; it would have been easier if
your menory were not flawed."

Urza's eyes took on the painful brilliance of the
G inmer Moon. Xantcha was certain that Rat would sizzle
like raindrops in a bonfire, yet the light didn't harm him
and after a few rib-thunping heartbeats she began to

petceive Rat's unexpected brilliance. The real M shra had
been suprenely confident and never, even in the best of
times, willing to concede a point to his elder brother

Bet ween Urza and M shra, attitude was nore inportant than
| anguage, and Rat had the right attitude.

"It is possible,” Uza conceded as his eyes dimed to a
nmortal color. "Each time | refine ny automata, | |earn what
| had forgotten. It is a short step between forgotten and
m sremem bered. "

Rai sing his hand, Urza took a hesitant stride toward
Rat- toward M shra. He stopped short of touching his
putative brother's flesh

"I dreaned that in tinme, through time, I'd find a way
to talk to you, to warn you of the dangers neither of us
saw when we were alive together. | never dreaned that you

would find ne. You. It is you, Mshra?"

Urza noved wi thout noving, placing his open hand across
Rat's cheek. Even Xantcha, who knew Urza coul d change his
shape faster than muscle could nove bone, was stunned. As
for Rat himself-Rat, who' d refused to believe her warnings
that her Urza was the Urza who' d beconme nore |ike a god
than a man- he went deathly pale beneath Urza's |ong,
el egant and essentially lifeless fingers. H's eyes rolled,
and his body sl ackened: he'd fainted, but Urza's curiosity
kept hi m upri ght.

"They took your skin, Mshra, and stretched it over one
of their abom nations. Do you renenber? Do you renenber
them com ng for you? Do you renenber dying?"

Rat's linp arns and | egs began to trenble. Xantcha's
breath caught in her throat. She'd never believed that U za
was cruel, nerely careless. He'd lived so long in his own
mad isolation that he'd forgotten the frailties of ordinary
flesh, especially of flesh nore ordinary than that of a
Phyrexi an newt. She was certain that once Urza noticed what
was he was doing, he'd relent. He could heal as readily as
he har ned.

But Urza didn't notice what he was doing to the youth
she'd brought from Efuan Pincar. Rat withed |ike a stuck
serpent. Bl ood seeped fromhis nose. Xantcha threw herself
into the golden |ight.

"Stop!" Xantcha seized U za's outstretched arm She
m ght have been a fly on a nountain top for the effect she
had. "You're killing him"

Suddenly, Urza's arm hung at his side again. Xantcha



reel ed backward, fighting for bal ance while Rat coll apsed.

"There is nothing in his mnd. | sought the answers
t hat have el uded ne: when did the Phyrexi ans cone for hinf
Did he fight? Did he surrender willingly? Did he call ny
nane? He has no answers, Xantcha. He has nothing at all. M
brother's mind is as enpty as yours. | do not understand.
found you too | ate; the damage had al ready been done. But
how and why has M shra come back to me if he is not
hinself, if his mind is not alive with the thoughts | know
shoul d be there."

Xant cha knew her m nd was enpty. She was Phyrexian, a
newt engendered in a vat of turgid sline. She had no
i magi nati on, no great thoughts or anbitions, not even a
heart that could be crushed by humliation, whether that
humi i ati on came from U za or G X

Rat was another matter. He lay face-down in a heap of
awkwardly bent linmbs. "He's a man," Xantcha snarled. She'd
caught her bal ance, but kept her distance. Another step
closer and she'd be a child looking up to neet Urza's eyes.
She was too angry for that. "His mind is his owm. It's not
a book for you to read and cast aside!"

Xant cha coul dn't guess whether Rat was still alive,
even when Urza put his foot against the youth's flank to
shove hi monto his back

"This is only the first. There will be others. The
first is never final; there nust always be refinenents. I|f
| have learned nothing else, | have learned that. | was
working in the wong direction- thinking that |I'd have to
reach back through tine to find Mshra and the truth. And
because | was not |ooking for Mshra, he could not find ne,

not as he nust find ne. But his truth will come to nme once
| have refined the path. | can see them Xantcha: a |line of
M shras, each bearing a piece of the truth. They will cone

and cone until one of thembears it all."” U za headed to
his open door. "There is no time." He stopped and | aughed
aloud. "Tinme, Xantcha . . . think of it! | have finally
found the way to negate time. | will start again. Do not
disturb ne."

He was mad, Xantcha rem nded herself, and she'd been a
fool to think she could outwit him Unlike Rat, Urza never
changed his mnd. He interpreted everything through the
prismof his obsessions. Urza couldn't be held responsible
for what had happened.

That burden fell on her.

Xant cha had never kept count of those she'd slain or
wat ched die. Surely there were hundreds . . . thousands, if
she included Phyrexi ans, but she'd never betrayed anyone as
she'd betrayed Ratepe, son of M deah. She knelt beside him
straightening his corpse, starting with his | egs. Ratepe

hadn't begun to stiffen; his skin was still warm
"There will be no others!"™ Urza turned around. "What
did you say?" "I said, this was a nman, U za. He was a man

born and living until you killed him He wasn't an artifact
on your table that you could sweep onto the floor when you
were finished with him You didn't make him" She
hesitated. Burdened with guilt, she saw that her clever
pl an to have Ratepe pose as M shra required confession
"That tabletop didn't reach through the past. | went

| ooking for a man who resenbl ed your brother, | found him
and | brought him here.



"I won't do it again, so there won't-"

"You, Xantcha? Don't speak nonsense. This was ny
brother- the first shadow of ny brother. You could not have
found hi mwi thout ne."

"I'"'mnot speaki ng nonsense! You had nothing to do with
this, Uza. This was ny idea, ny bad idea. H s nane was
never M shra. H s nane was Ratepe, son of M deah. | bought
himfroma slaver in Efuan Pincar."

Urza appeared thunderstruck. Xantcha | eaned forward to
strai ghten Ratepe's other |eg. Efuands buried their dead in
grass-lined graves that faced the sunrise. She'd hel ped dig
several of them There was a suitable spot not far from her
wi ndow where she'd see it easily and lament her folly each
time she did.

Unl ess she left . . . soared back to Efuan Pincar to do
battle with the Phyrexians in Ratepe's name. If the cyst
woul d still respond to her whins. If Urza didn't destroy

her when his thoughts finally made their way back to the
world of |life and death.

She reached for Ratepe's crooked arm

"A slaver? You sought ny brother's avatar in a slaver's
pens?"

Avatar-a spirit captured in flesh. Xantcha recognized
the word but had never consciously used it; it was the
right word, though, for what she'd wanted Ratepe to becone.
"Yes." She straightened Ratepe's el bow. "M shra was a
Fallaji slave."

"M shra was advisor to the gadir."

"M shra was a slave. The Fallaji captured himbefore
you got to Yotia; they never freed himnot formally. It's
in The Antiquity Wars. He told Kayla, and she wote down
his words."

Xant cha had never told Urza about her chest filled with
copies of his wife's epic. He hadn't asked, hadn't
vol unt eered any sense of his past here in his hone, except
what arose fromhis tabletop artifacts. He didn't appear
pl eased to hear Kayla's name falling off her tongue.

Xant cha sensed she was |iving dangerously, very
dangerously.

She took Ratepe's hand. It was stiff; rigor had begun
Gently, she uncurled his fingers.

They resisted, tightened, squeezed.

Bef ore she coul d think, Xantcha jerked her hand away- or
tried to. Ratepe didn't let go, and she stayed where she
was, kneeling beside him breathless with shock. She | ooked
down. He wi nked, then kept both eyes shut.

"Waste not, want not," she whispered and cast her
gl ance quickly in Una's direction but Urza was el sewhere.

"I did not tell you to read that story." H's voice cane
froma cold place, far fromhis heart. "Kayla Bin-Kroog
never knew the truth and did not wite it, either. She
chose to live in a mist, with neither |ight nor shadow to
gui de her. You cannot believe anything in The Antiquity
Wars, Xantcha, especially about Mshra. My wife saw her
worl d through a veil of enobtions. She saw peopl e, not
patterns, and when she saw ny brother . . ." He didn't
finish his thought, but offered another: "She didn't nean
to betray me. |I'msure she thought she could be the bridge
between us; it was too late. | honored Harbin, but after
that, it was all lies between us. | couldn't trust her. You



can't either."

Bef ore Xantcha coul d say that Kayla's version of the
war made nore sense, Ratepe sat bolt upright.

"I"ve heard it said that there's no way a nan can be
absolutely certain that his wife's child is his and only
one way he can be cer-tain that it's not. Kayla Bi n-Kroog

was an attractive woman, Urza, and wi ser than you'll know.
She did try to beconme a bridge, but not with her body. She
was tenpted. | nmade certain she was tenpted, but she never

succunbed, which, my Brother, begs one al m ghty question
How and why are you so certain Harbin was not your son?"

Suddenly, they were all in darkness as Urza's gol den
i ght vani shed.

"You' ve done it now," Xantcha said softly and with nore
than a little admiration. She'd never gotten the better of
Urza that way. "He's gone 'wal king."

But Urza hadn't 'wal ked away, and when the |i ght
returned it flowed froman Urza that Xantcha had never seen
before: a youthful Urza, dressed in a dirt-laborer's dusty
clothes and smling as he reached out to take Ratepe's
hands.

"l have m ssed you, Brother. 1've had no one to talk
to. Stand up, stand up! Come with nme! Let nme show you what
I've |l earned while you were gone. It was Ashnod, you know "

Rat epe proved he was as consistent as he was reckl ess.
He fol ded his arns across his chest and stayed where he
was. "You've had Xantcha. He's not 'no one.' "

" Xant cha! "
Wil e Urza | aughed, Xantcha got to her feet.
"Xantcha! | rescued Xantcha a thousand years ago-no,

| onger than that, nore than three thousand years ago. Don't
be fool ed by appearances, as | was. She's Phyrexi an-cooked
up in one of their vats. A nmistake. A failure. A slave.
They were getting ready to bury her when | came al ong;

t hought she was Argivian at first. She's loyal ... to ne.
She's got her own reasons for turning on Phyrexia. But her
mndis limted. You can talk to her, but only a fool would
listen.”

Xantcha coul dn't neet Ratepe's eyes. Wien they were
alone and Urza belittled her, she could blame it on his
madness. Now there were three of them standing outside the
cottage. Urza wasn't talking to her, he was talking about
her, and there were no excuses. Al their centuries
toget her, all the experiences no one el se had shared, and
he'd never conquered his distrust, his disdain.

"I think-" Ratepe began, and Xantcha forced herself to
catch his attention

She nouthed the single word, Don't. It didn't matter
what Urza thought of her, so long as he stopped playing
with his tabletop gnats. Xantcha nout hed a second word,
Phyrexia, and nade a fist where Ratepe could see it. She
hoped she'd told himwhat mattered, and that it wasn't her

Ratepe cleared his throat. He said, "I think it is not
the tine to argue, Urza," and nade the words sound sincere.
"W have al ways done too rmuch of that. | always did too
much of that. There, 1've adnmitted it, and the world did
not end. Not yet; not again. You think we made our fatal
nm stake on the Plains of Kor. | think we nade it earlier.
After so long, it doesn't matter, does it? It was the sane
nm st ake either way. We couldn't talk, we could only



conpete. And you won. | see the Weakstone in your left eye
Have you ever heard it singing to you, Urza?"

Si ng?

Anyone who'd read The Antiquity Wars woul d know t hat
Urza's eyes had once been his M ghtstone and his brother's
Weakst one. Tawnos had brought that scrap back to Kayl a.

Rat epe cl ained he'd read Kayla's epic several tinmes, and
bet ween two stones and two eyes, he could have nmade a | ucky
guess. The Weakstone had, indeed, becone Urza's left eye.
But sing? Urza had never nentioned singing.

Xant cha coul dn't guess what had fired Ratepe's all-too-
nortal imagination, but as Uza frowned and stared at the
stars, she guessed it had propelled himtoo far

Then Urza began to speak. "I hear it now, faintly,
wi t hout word, but a song of sadness. Your song?"

Xant cha was st unned.

Urza continued: "The stone we found-the single stone-
was a weapon, you know. The final defense of the Thran
their last sacrifice. They bl ocked the portal to Phyrexia.
You and |, when we sundered the stone, we opened the
portal. We let themback into Dom naria. | never asked you
what you saw that day."

Ratepe grinned. "Didn't | say that we made our mi stake
much earlier?"

Urza cl apped his hands together and | aughed heartily.
"You did! Yes, you did! W' ve got a second chance, brother
This time, we'll talk." He opened his arms, gesturing
toward the open doorway. "Cone, let ne show you what |'ve
| earned while you were gone. Let me show you the wonders of
artifice, pure artifice, Brother-none of those Phyrexian
abom nati ons. And Ashnod! Wit until | show you Ashnod: a
vi per at your breast, Brother. She was their first
conquest, your biggest m stake."

"Show nme everything," Ratepe said, walking into Urza's
enbrace. "Then we'll talk."

Armin arm they wal ked toward the cottage. A few steps
short of the threshold, Ratepe shot a gl ance over his
shoul der. He seemed to expect sonme gesture from her, but
Xant cha, unable to guess what it should be, sinply stood
with her arns |inp at her sides.

"And when we're done talking, Urza, we'll listen to
Xant cha. "

The door shut without a sound. The light was gone, and
Xantcha was left with only nmoonlight to help her haul the
food suppli es.

CHAPTER 9

Cold fog rolled down fromthe nmountains. Xantcha's
fingers stiffened, and the rest of her grew clunsy. Wen
she wasn't tripping over her feet, she dropped bundl es and
cursed loudly, not caring if she disturbed the two nmen on
the other side of the wall.

She didn't disturb them Urza had a new audi ence for
his table-top. He wouldn't notice the world if it ended.
And Rat epe? Rat epe was pl ayi ng the dangerous game Xant cha
had told himto play and playing it better than she'd dared
hope. She'd all but told himnot to pay any attention to
her; she could hardly begrudge obedi ence-or fail to notice
that Urza's door was unwarded. She could have left the



sacks where the sphere had scattered them

Rat epe- Rat - M shra-woul d have defended her right to join
them Xantcha was tenpted to wal k through the door, if only
to hear what the young Efuand woul d say, which, considering
all that hung in the bal ance was a selfish tenptation. She
resisted it until the last of the supplies was stowed in
the pantry and the fog had matured into an ice-needle rain.

Inside her room wth the shutters bolted against the
chill, Xantcha found herself too tired to sl eep. Eyes open
and empty, she ay on her bed able to hear the sounds of
conversation beyond the wall w thout catching any of the
words. She piled pillows atop her face, pulled the blankets
tight, then threw everything aside. Before |ong, Xantcha
had wedged herself into the corner at the foot of the bed.
Wth her knees tucked beneath her chin and a bl anket draped
over her head, Xantcha tried to think of other things...

O her first conversation with U za .

"There is a shelter at the bottomof the hill. Take ne
there. 1'll show you the way to Phyrexia."

* * k* K %

Urza frowned. Xantcha had rarely seen a face creased
wi th dis-pleasure. She expected his jawto fall to the
ground But her rescuer was flexible-a newt |ike herself, or
one of born-fol k, about whom she knew very little. Wen his
frown had sunk as nuch as it could, it rebounded and becane
a bitter |augh.

She knew t he neani ng of that sound.

"It's the truth. I will show you the way. | will take
you to Phyrexia-though, it's only fair to tell you that
avengers stand guard around the Fourth Sphere anbul at or
fields and we'll be destroyed on the spot."

"It's gone. It's gotten away," her rescuer said, stil
| aughi ng.

"The anbul ator's nether end should be there-unless you
| et the searcher get away. The diggers, they don't know how
to roll an anbulator, and the bearers can't."

Xantcha tried to rise and felt |ight-headed, felt Iight
all over. It was not an unprecedented feeling. Every tine
she stepped into a new world there were changes: a
different texture to the air, a different color to the
light, a different sense between her feet and the ground.
She took a deep breath to confirm her suspicions.

"The hill and shelter are where | renenber them but I
am not any place that | renmenber?"

"Yes, ny clever child, | brought you here, and | wll
take you back. The hill is there, but the shelter and this
anbul at or of which you speak, alas, is not."

Xant cha t hought she understood. "You drew the prime end
through itself to bring me to this place?" She hesitated,

but this man who had rescued her deserved the truth. "If
you unanchored the ambulator, |I don't knowif | can take
you to Phyrexia. |'ve seen the searcher-priests set the
stones for Phyrexia, but I've never set themnyself. |
don't know what our fate will be if | set them wong, but
"Il go first."

"No, child, you will not go first," he said, grimand
serious. "Though you have every reason to condenn Phyrexia,
you have becone a traitor to them and traitors can never



be trusted, nust never be trusted.”

Traitor. The word roused a hundred others from
Xantcha's dreans. She supposed it was a truthful word
t hough not as truthful as it would have been if she weren't
a newt who'd never been conpl eated. Insofar as kin pricked
her conscience, it was safe to say that she had none.

"I was Orman' huzra when you found ne, second of the
dodgers. What is ny position now? Wat is yours? Wat do
do, if | cannot be trusted and | cannot go first?"

The man paced the small, stark chanmber in which she'd
awakened. His eyes burned as he wal ked, rem ndi ng Xantcha
of G x. She | owered her head when he stopped in front of
her. He put his hand beneath her chin to raise it. Her
instinct was to resist, to avoid those eyes as she had
avoi ded the eyes of G x, but he overcane her resistance.
Her rescuer had a denon's strength.

"Orman’' huzra. That is not a nanme. \Wat is your nanme?"

“In ny dreanms, | am Xantcha."

The answer failed to please him Fingers tightened on
either side of her jaw. She closed her eyes, but that nade
no di fference. The many-colored light fromhis eyes burnt
like fire in her thoughts.

"Your mind is enpty, Xantcha," he said after an
agoni zi ng nonent. "The Phyrexians took it all away from
you. "

He was wong. Were it not for what the Phyrexians-G x
in particul ar-had done to her, Xantcha was sure she woul d
have died right then. She didn't correct her new conpanion
no nore than she'd corrected G x, and took no smal
satisfaction in the know edge that the sanctuary she'd
created, when G x had confronted her, renmined intact.

"What is ny place? What is yours?" she asked for the
second tine. "What do you dor

"My place was Lord Protector of the Realm and | failed
to do what | should have done. You may call ne Urza."

There were inmages for the word Urza, hideous images.
Xantcha heard the voice of a teacher-priest: If you neet
Urza, destroy him The man in front of her didn't resenble
the image. Even if he had, Xantcha woul d have denied the
i nperative. She wasn't about to destroy an eneny of
Phyr exi a.

"Urza," she repeated. "Uza, | will show you what |
know of the anbul ators.”

Xantcha tried to rise fromher pallet. The anbul at or
had to be beyond the chanber's closed door. It was too
| arge for the chanber itself. She got as far as her knees.
In addition to feeling |light, she was weak. But there were
no marks on her body. Her wounds had heal ed. Xantcha didn't
under stand; she'd been weak before, but never without
wounds.

"Rest," Urza told her, offering her the corner of the
bl anket. "You have been very sick. Many days-at |east a

nont h- have passed since | brought you here . . . but not
t hrough any anbulator. | did, as you suggest, let the
searcher get away. My error, Xantcha. | did not suspect

your anbul ators and seeing your kind on that other plane, |
t hought you had 'wal ked there. My grievous error: the

enpti ness between the planes is no place for a child

wi t hout the necessary spark. You were |ess than a breath,

| ess than a heartbeat, fromdeath before | got you here-



which is not where I'd intended to bring you.

"Do not touch that door!" he warned, then had an
inspiration and pointed his forefinger at it.

The wood gl owed and becane dull, gray stone, like the
rest of the chanber.

"The Phyrexi ans changed you Xantcha, and | coul d not
undo their changes, but w thout what they did, you would
not have lived | ong enough for me to do anything at all
This place is safe for you. It has air and a bal ance of
heat and cold. Qutside, there is nothing. Your skin wll
freeze and your blood will boil. Wthout the spark, you
will not survive. Do you hear ne, Xantcha? Can your enpty
m nd under st and?"

* * k* K %

Xant cha had had no sense of npbdesty, not so soon after
| eavi ng Phyrexia, and the air in the chanber was
confortably warm yet she'd clutched the bl anket tight
around her naked flesh-the sanme as she clutched it
mllennia later in a cold, dark cottage roomwhile sl eet
pelted the roof overhead. Her enpty mnd never had a
probl em understanding Urza's words. It was the inplications
that often left her reeling.

* * k* K %

"I understand," she assured Urza. "This is ny place and
I will remain here. But | do not know about months. | know
days and seasons and years. What is a nmonth?"

Urza cl osed his eyes and, after a dramatic sigh, told
her about the many ways in which born-fol k neasured tine.
Xantcha told himthat Phyrexia was a place where tinme went
unneasured. There was no sun by day nor stars by night. The
First Sphere sky was an unchangi ng featurel ess gray. Al
t he other spheres were nested within the First Sphere. G x
had been dropped into a fumarol e that descended to the
Seventh Sphere. The Ineffable dwelt in the ninth, at
Phyrexia's core.

"Interesting," Uza said. "If you're telling the truth
| have heard the nane G x before, on nmy own plane, where it
was the name of a nountain god before the Phyrexians stole
it. In fifty years of searching, | have heard the name G x
many tinmes. |'ve heard the nane Urza, too, and several that
sound |i ke Sancha. There are only so many sounds that our
nmout hs can make, so many words, so many nanmes. At best,
| anguage is confusion. If you are to be useful to me, you
must never He. Are you telling nme the truth, child?"

She nodded and added, truthfully, "I amnot a child."
The image was quite clear in her mnd; the world for which
she had been destined-the world to which she had not gone-
had children. "Children are born. Children grow. Phyrexians
are decanted by vat-priests and conpl eated by the tender-
priests. Wien | was decanted, | was exactly as | am now.
was not conpl eated, but | was never a child. G x said he
made ne."

Urza shook his head sadly. "It is tenpting, very
tenmpting to believe that there is only one Gx, but |I have
made that m stake before. It is just a sound, a simlar
sound, filled with lies. You do not renenber what you were



bef ore the Phyrexi ans cl ai med you, Xantcha, and that is

just as well. To renmenber what you had lost..." He closed
his eyes a nonent. "You would not be strong enough. By your
race, |I'd say you were twelve, perhaps thirteen- " He shook

a thought out of his mind and began to pace. "You were
born, Xantcha. Life is born or it is not life. Not even the
Phyrexi ans can change that. They steal, they corrupt, and

t hey abomi nate, but they cannot create.

"You renenber the decanting, and | amgrateful that you
renmenber not hing before that because | amcertain that you
were nost horribly transforned. In ny wanderings | have
seen men and wonen in many variations, but | have never
seen one such as you, who is neither."

Urza continued pacing the small chanber. He woul dn't
| ook at her, which was just as well. Xantcha knew many
words for madness and del usion, and they all described
Urza. He had rescued her-saved her life-and he had strange
powers, not nmerely in his glow ng eyes, but an odd sort of
passion that left her believing for a few distracted
heart beats that she had been born on the world at the
bottom of her nenories.

Xant cha ached in the m ssing places when Urza descri bed
her as neither man nor woman. After G x's excoriation
whi |l e she'd hi dden among the gremins, she'd had
opportunity to observe the differences between the two
types of born-folk: nen and wonen. If Urza was right, she
had even nore reason to wage war agai nst Phyrexia.

But Urza had to be wong. He didn't know Phyrexia. He'd
never peeked into a vat to see the withing shape of a
hal f-grown newt. He'd never seen tender-priests throw ng
buckets of rendered flesh into those vats. Meat-sludge was
the source of Xantcha's menories, neat-sludge and G x's
anbiti on. Nothing had been taken from her. She was enpty,
as Urza had told her, filled with nenories that weren't her
own.

Urza confirmed Xantcha's sel f-judgment as he paced
"Yes, it is better that you don't renenber, better that
your mind is enpty and you have no imagi nation left that

would fill it. Mshra knew what he had becone, and it drove
himmad. | will keep you, Xantcha, and avenge your |oss as
| avenge ny brother. You will stay here."

Xantcha didn't argue. She was in a chanber that had
neit her wi ndows nor doors. Her comnpani on was a man- denon
with gl owi ng eyes. There was nothing at all to be gai ned by

argunent. Still, there was at | east one question that had
to be asked:
"May | eat?"

Urza stopped pacing. Hi s eyes darkened to a norta
brown. "You eat? But, you're Phyrexian."
She shrugged and chose her words carefully. "They

didn't take that. | ate froma cauldron when | was in
Phyrexia, but | scrounged when | was excavating. | can
scrounge here, if you'll show ne where the |iving things
are."

"Not hing lives here, Xantcha."

Urza nuttered under his breath. H s hands began to gl ow
as his eyes had. He strode to the nearest wall and thrust
his fingers into what had appeared to be solid stone. The
glow transferred to the stone. The chanber filled with the
hot, acrid snells Xantcha renenbered fromthe furnaces. She



eased backward, blindly clutching the blanket, as if it
could protect her. There was a hollow in the wall now, and
a radi ant nass seething in U za' s hands.

"Bread," Urza said when the seething nass had cool ed.

Xant cha had scrounged bread on a few of the worlds the
searcher-priests had sent her to. The steami ng |oaf U za
handed her | ooked |ike bread and snelled a bit Iike bread,
a bit nore like overheated dust. Its taste was dusty, too,
but she'd eaten worse, much worse, and gorged wi thout
conpl ai nt .

"Do you want nore?"

She didn't answer. Want was an enpty notion. Newts
didn't want. Newts took what they could, what was
avai |l abl e, and waited for another opportunity-which m ght
cone soon, or mght not. Urza faded until he was a pale,
transl ucent shadow, then he was gone. A heartbeat |ater
t he chanber's |ight was gone, too.

Every world Xantcha had seen had spun to its own
rhyt hns, and t hough she hadn't acquired an instinctive
sense of day beconing night, she'd | earned enough about
time to be desperately afraid of the dark. She was ravenous
when Urza finally returned, exhausted because she'd feared
to close her eyes |lest she sleep through his reappearance,
and bl eedi ng where she'd pinched herself to keep awake.
Taking all her risk at once, Xantcha sprang across the
chanmber. She clung ferociously to Urza's sleeve.

"I won't remain here! Bring back the door. Let ne out
or destroy ne!"

Urza stared at her hands. "I brought you sonet hing.
Swallow it, and | can, as you say, bring back the door."

He held out his free arm and opened his hand which held
a nearly transparent |unp about half the size of her fist.
Xant cha had eaten worse nmeals in the Fane of Flesh, but she
didn't think Urza was of fering her supper

"What is it?" she asked, not letting go with either
hand.

"Consider it a gift. I went back to the plane where
found you. The Phyrexi ans were careful to clean up after
t hensel ves, but | was nore careful |ooking for themthis
time. I found a place where the soil had been transforned
wi th bl ack mana, much as you have been. So, | believe you,
Xantcha. You are al nost what you say you are, alnost a
Phyrexi an. You believe the lies they told because when they
transformed you they took your menory and your potenti al
You are a danger to others and to yourself but not to nme. |
wi || unlock your secrets and find answers | need for ny
vengeance."

“I"1l help," Xantcha agreed. She'd agree to anything to
get out of the chanber. After that.

After that would take care of itself.

Letting go of his sleeve with one hand but not the
other, she reached for the lunp. Urza swng it beyond her
reach.

"You must understand, Xantcha, as nuch as you can
understand anything. This is not bread to be wol fed down
like a starving animal. This is an artifact. Wen you
swallowit, it will settle in your stomach and harden into
a cyst, a sort of stone that will remain there for as |ong
as you live. Then, whenever we travel between pl anes or
dwell on a plane where you could not otherw se survive, you



will say a little rhyme that | shall teach you and yawn

mghtily at its end. The cyst will release an arnor that
will cover you conpletely to keep you alive."
"You will conpleat nme?"

Urza gl owered. Xantcha felt him pursuing her thoughts,
her suspicions about the cyst. He rummaged through her
nmenories, yanking on themas if they were the | oose ends of
a stubborn knot. Did he believe O nman' huzra knew not hi ng
about artifacts? She retreated into her private self.

He sensed her escape. She saw t he questions and
di spl easure on his face. Urza wasn't flesh, no nore than
G x, but he had the habits of flesh and all the subtlety of
a freshly decanted new.

"Like a rabbit flees into the brush,"” he said, and
| ooked beyond the chanber. Tears | eaked from U za's eyes,
especially his left eye. Then he shuddered, and the tear
tracks vani shed. "No, | don't conmpleat. That is

abomi nation. My artifact will be inside you, because that
is the best place for it, but is a tool, nothing nore and
never a part of you. Never! | cannot erase the nmenories of

Phyrexia from your m nd-and woul d not, because they will
prove useful to ny vengeance-but you are no | onger
Phyrexi an, and you nust not think of Phyrexian

abomi nations."

"Artifacts are tools," she recited as she woul d have
once recited to the teacher-priests. A tool that she would
swal | ow, but that would remain in her belly forever but
wi t hout becoming a part of her. It wasn't reasonable, but
reason wasn't inportant to a Phyrexian, and she woul d be
Phyrexi an forever.

Uza let the lump flow into her hand. It was cold and
clinging. Xantcha's stonmach churned in protest. Gaggi ng,
she I ost her grip on Uza's sleeve and nearly dropped the
artifact as well.

"Swal low it whole. Don't chewon it!"

"Waste not, want not," Xantcha nuttered. "Waste not,
want not."

She raised her hand to her mouth and nearly fainted.
She tried again, breathing out as she raised her hand. The
artifact quivered and darkened. Then she cl osed her eyes
and slurped it down without inhaling. It stuck in her
throat. She sl apped her hands over her lips, fighting the
instinct to spit the lunp across the chanber.

For something that was only a tool, Urza's artifact
felt alive as it oozed down Xantcha's throat, got
confortable in her gut, and hardened into a stone. She was
on her knees, bangi ng her forehead on the fl oor when the
horrifying process finally stopped.

"See? Al over. Nothing to it."

She rested her head on the floor another nonent before
pushi ng hersel f upright.

"I"mready."
Her voice felt different. The artifact had deposited a
trail as it had noved down her throat. It still clung to

her teeth and tongue. She coughed into her hand and studi ed
drops of spittle that glistened briefly then turned to
white powder. Urza taught her the rhyne that woul d rel ease
the cyst's power. Pressure built in her gut as she repeated
it. The yawn that followed was involuntary, and the
sensation of an oily liquid surging fromwithin, covering



her completely within two heartbeats, would have driven her
to hysteria if it had lasted for a third.

Urza clutched her wists. The cyst's |iquid-her arnor-
tingled. He began to fade and, |ooking down, Xantcha saw
hersel f fading as well.

She' d barely begun to scream when her substance was
restored, covered by clothing less fine than Urza's, but
finer than the rags she'd known all her life. Tenpted to
fondl e the dark blue sleeve, she discovered it was
i llusion, visible but intangible.

"Later," Urza assured her. "Not long. | won't have a
naked conpani on. Look upon this . . . Tell ne: Have you
ever seen its |like beforeT

Xant cha gathered her wits. They stood on a bare-rock
pl ain. The sky was a cl oudl ess pale blue; light came from
an intensely white sun-star so high overhead that she
t hought she shoul d have been hot and sweating. Yet the
plain was cold, the wind colder. She could hear the w nd
and see the dust it raised. When she thought about it,
Xantcha wasn't at all sure how she knew it was cold. Wth
Urza's arnor surrounding her, she felt nothing agai nst her
skin. The sensation, or |ack of sensation, so intrigued her
that Urza had to clear his throat twi ce before she saw the
dr agon.

"Wth that," he said, pride evident in his voice, "I
shal | destroy Phyrexia."

The dragon was dead bl ack in the sunlight. Xantcha
wal ked cl oser until she was certain that it was, indeed,
made froma netal, though even when she touched a pillar-
like hind | eg, she couldn't say which nmetal. It was bipeda
in structure, and her head cane barely to its bent knees.
Its torso, as yet unfinished, was a maze of tanks and
t ubes.

"Napht ha, " Urza expl ai ned before she asked her
guestion. "Phyrexians, the Phyrexians | mean to destroy,
are sleeked with oil. They burn.”

Xant cha nodded, recalling the Fourth Sphere | akes of
sl ag and naphtha and the screans that sonetines arose from
them Scaffolding struts extruded fromthe dragon's
count erbal ancing tail. She seized one. Urza warned her to
be careful; she had no intention of being anything el se,
but he'd asked a question and she neant to give himan
honest answer.

The cyst-nade arnor noved with her however Xantcha
contorted herself, even hanging by one knee to get a better
| ook at the claws on the dragon's sonmewhat short arns. |f
its arms were short, its teeth were long and varied: sharp
spi kes, razor-edge wedges, rasps, and crushing anvils, al
cunningly geared so that whoever sat in the U za-sized gap
bet ween the dragon's shoul ders could bring his best neta
weapons to bear on a particular eneny-if a gout of flam ng
napht ha proved insufficient to destroy them

More unfini shed scaffol ding rose above and behind the
dragon's shoul ders: protection, she guessed, for Urza, but
possi bly he intended to finish his engine with w ngs. She
judged it little nore than half finished and al ready
heavi er than anything she'd seen on the First Sphere.

Per haps he'd concocted a nore potent fuel than glistening
oil. Xantcha finished her exploration w thout finding the
source of the engine's power.



After dangling fromthe dragon's forearm Xantcha
dropped three or four times her height. She was out of
practice, hitting her chin on her knee as she absorbed the
i npact. Her Up shoul d have been a bl oody mess. She was
pl easantly inpressed with Uza's gift, but as for his
dragon .

"I'f you had a hundred of them" Her voice was
definitely thicker, deeper, and distant-sounding to her
arnor - pl ugged ears. "You could take one of the Fanes and
hold it against the denmons, but not against the Ineffable."

"You don't appreciate what this is, Xantcha. | have
built a dragon ten tines stronger than anything M shra or
had during our msbegotten war. Wen it is finished, not
even the Thran could stand against it."

Xant cha shrugged. She didn't know the Thran. "It will
have to be very powerful, then, when it is finished."

"You have been blinded, Xantcha, by what they did to
you, by what you can't renenber, but they are not as
powerful as they've made you believe. Wen ny dragon is
fini shed-when |'ve found the rest of what | need-"

"Found?" Her scavenging curiosity had been aroused.
"You found this? You did not make it, as you nade the bread
and tool ?"

"I found the materials, Xantcha, and | shaped themto
nmy needs. To nake a dragon like this, to make it as | nade
your bread . . . even for me it would be exhausting, and in
the end-" Urza lowered his voice-"not quite real."

Xant cha cocked her head.

"That bread filled your stomach and was nutritious. It
woul d keep you alive, but you wouldn't thrive on it-at
least, | don't think you would. When I was a man, | could
not have thrived on it. Things that are nade, whether they
are made from nothing or something else, no matter how well

made they are, aren't quite real. It's easier-better-to
start with sonmething simlar to what you want to have at
the end and change it, little by little."

"Conpl eat it?"

"Yes-" Urza began, then stopped suddenly and stared
harshly at her, eyes a-shimer. "No. Conpleation is a
Phyrexian taint. Do not use that word. Only artifacts can
be made. Everything el se must be born, nust live and grow. "

Xant cha studi ed her conpanion with equal intensity,

t hough her eyes, of course, could not sparkle. "W were
taught that the |neffable nmade Phyrexia."

"Lies, Xantcha. They told you lies."

"I was told many lies," she agreed.

Urza took her wrists again.

"Until now," he said, "I have dwelt here beside ny
greatest artifact, but now that | have taken charge of you
I will have to have a dwelling in a nore hospitable place

It is no great inconveni ence. For every hospitable plane
there are several out-of-the-way planes such as this. Wile
t hese pl ains have supplied me with the ores | needed for ny
dragon's bones, they aren't where power-stones are to be
found. "

Xantcha had started to ask what a powerstone was when
her armor began to tingle and Urza began to grow
transparent in the stark sunlight. They were underway
bef ore Xantcha coul d ask where they were going, and though
she'd al ready guessed that her inmage for a world was the



same as Urza's imge for a plane, getting dragged from one
world to the next with his hands cl anped around her wists
was worse than sinking through the anbul at ors.

VWet her her eyes were open or closed, Xantcha saw the
same many-col ored streaks whirling around her. Every sense,
every perception was stretched to its opposite extreme and
held there for what mi ght have been a single nmoment or
m ght have been eternity. The silence was deafening, the
cold so intense she feared she'd nelt, the viselike
pressure so great she feared she'd explode. And, to
conpl ete the experience, when Urza finally rel eased
Xantcha, her clinging arnmor transforned abruptly into a
| ayer of white paste.

Pushed past her Iimt, Xantcha gave into the panic and
terror, clawi ng the residue as she ran blindly away from
Urza. She tripped, as was inevitable, and fell hard enough
to knock the wind fromher. Urza knelt and touched her. The
arnor residue was gone in an instant.

"I tested it on myself," he explained. He hel ped her to
her feet and laid his hands on her scrapes and brui ses,
healing themwi th gentle heat.

Xant cha had endured much in her unnmeasured |ife, none
of it gentle. She pulled away when she could and realized
he'd brought her back to the place where she'd been beaten
Parting her lips, she tasted the air; the tang of
glistening oil was faint, stale.

"They're gone," she said.

"And not long after | rescued you. The |ocals would not
know t he Phyrexi ans had ever been here. | would not have
known, if | had not found themfirst. This is the place,
the very place, where they brought you and where the | ast
of them stood before | eav-ing."

Urza scuffed the ground with his boot. There was
nothing visibly different, but novenent rel eased the scent
of glistening oil to the air.

"It is a famliar place for you, isn't it? You lived
here, found food here. Conquer your nightmares, Xantcha.
The Phyrexians will not return. They are cowards, Xantcha;
they only prey upon the weak. They grasped ny brother, but
they never canme to me. They know ne, Xantcha, and they will
not return. This will be the place where you can dwell
while | conplete nmy dragon, the place where you can | ay out
your w etched nenories for ny understanding.”

Xantcha tried to understand her new conpani on and
failed. He was wong, sinmply wong, about so many things,
yet he had the power to wal k between worlds. No Phyrexian
not even a denon like G x, could do that. Urza did not give
orders, not in a Phyrexian sense. Still, Xantcha had no
alternative but to obey himas she'd obeyed Gx, silently
and wi thout grace. She started up the path to the caves.

"Where are you goi ng?"

Let him haul her back; he had that power. O let him
follow, which he did.

The cave was seal ed, of course, and carefully, wth
stones, dirt, and plant life. The locals, as U za had
called them wouldn't know the treasures of their ancestors
had been plundered, but Xantcha knew. She began pul ling
weeds and hurling dirt with her bare hands.

Urza intervened. "Child, what are you doi ng?"

"I"'mnot a child," she rem nded him "They brought ne



here to extract an arny. If it's gone, then you may be
right that no Phyrexian will return. If it's not..."
Xant cha went back to work.

"You'll be digging forever,'
"There are better ways."

For a monent, Urza stood stock-still with his eyes
cl osed. Wien he opened them they blazed with crinson
light. A swirling cloud, about tw ce his height, bloomed in
the air before the cave's seal ed nouth. He spoke a single
word whose neaning, if it had any, Xantcha didn't know, and
the cloud rooted itself where she had been digging.

Fasci nated, Xantcha attenpted to put her hand in the
smal |, bright windstorm Urza touched her arm and she
coul d not nove.

"W will cone back tomorrow and see what is to be seen
Meanwhile, we will find food-it has been too |ong since
have enjoyed a nmeal -and you will begin telling ne
everyt hing you remenber."

Urza took Xantcha's wists and pulled her into the
bet ween- worl ds before she could recite her arnor-rel easing
rhyme. The journey lasted | ess than a heartbeat, |ess than
an airless breath. They emerged in what U za called a town,
where Xantcha found herself surrounded by born-fol k: al
flesh, like her, all different, too, and chattering a
| anguage she coul dn't understand. He took her to an inn
gave orders in the born-fol k | anguage, told her to sit in a
chair as he did, to drink froma cup and to use a knife and
fork rather than her fingers when she ate.

It was difficult, but U za was adamant. Xantcha ate
until the knife, at |east, was confortable in her hands.

Later, there was nusic, exactly as Xantcha had dreaned
it woul d be, and danci ng whi ch she woul d have joined if
Urza had not said:

"Too soon, child. Your eyes are open, but you do not
truly see.”

VWhen the nusic and danci ng had ended, Urza | ed her from
the inn to the night and through the between-worlds to the
forest. He was gone when Xantcha awoke, |ong after sunrise.
The scent of glistening oil was stronger, wafting down from

Urza pul | ed her aside.

the cave. She renmenbered the knife and wi shed she still had
it in her hand, even though it woul d have been usel ess
agai nst a Phyrexian ... or Urza.

Urza was inside the cave, and so were nost of the
artifacts. Tiptoeing to the brink of an excavation trench
Xant cha wat ched Urza dismantl e one of the insect warriors.
He was faster and nore powerful. Wen its mandi bl e cl aws
cl osed over his ankle, they shattered. Antennae whips
burned and nelted when they touched his face.

Per haps one dragon woul d be enough, if it was Urza's
dragon, with Urza sitting between its shoul ders.

Xantcha cl eared her throat. "They're com ng back. They
woul dn't have left all this behind. Waste not, want not,
that's our way."

Uza leapt into the air and hovered in front of her
"The Phy-rexian way is not your way, Xantcha, not anynore,

but otherw se, yes, | believe you're right. I'mready for
them tonmorrow, though let us hope it isn't so soon. Wth
time to study these automata, |'Il be nore than ready for

them Xantcha. These could al nost be Thran design. They're
pure artifice, no sentience at all, but perfectly adaptive.



Look!" He held up a pearlescent ring. "A powerstone that
isn't a powerstone. There is water in here, light, and
simpl e mana, the essence of all things. | shall call it
phl ot on, because it burns without consuming itself. It wll
give me power for ny dragon! More power than | ever

dreaned! | shall redesign it
"Vengeance, Xantcha. | shall take vengeance for both of
us. When the Phyrexians return, | will destroy them and

pursue themall the way back to Phyrexia itself."
CHAPTER 10

Urza got his wish. The Phyrexians didn't return to the
cave the next day, or the next after that. Seasons passed,
and years. He dismantled the insect warriors, incorporating
their parts into his redesigned dragon, linking their ring-
shaped hearts into a single great power source.

Ten years passed, ten Domination years, according to
Urza who clainmed his attachnment to his birth-world renai ned
so strong that at any time he knew the sun's angle and the
nmoon' s phase above the cave he called Koil os, the Secret
Heart .

"Come," Urza said one winter norning when Xantcha woul d
have preferred to remain in her nest of pillows and
bl ankets. "It is finished."

He held out his hand and, with a rhyme and a yawn,
Xantcha clasped it. No nore scream ng through the between-
worl ds. She'd nastered her fears and the cyst in her
stomach. Al though she dwelt nostly in the forest where the
Phyrexi an portal had been laid out and where a cottage with
a chi cken coop and garden now stood Urza had insisted that
she acconmpany himto every new world he di scovered. Her
nose for Phyrexians was indisputably better than his.

There were no Phyrexians on the world where Urza had
built and rebuilt his dragon. There was no life at all and
never had been. Una's new dragon wasn't nuch taller than
the old one, but he'd borrowed fromthe insect-warriors.
The new dragon had a spider's eight-legged body. Any two of
the eight legs could be the "front" |egs, and any three
could be destroyed w t hout unbal ancing it.

The many-toot hed head remnai ned fromthe dragon's
previous incarnation, but the short arns had been
| engt hened, and the torso rotated freely behi nd whi chever
pair of legs led the rest. In addition to gouts of blazing
napht ha, the new dragon spat |ightning bolts and spheres of
expl oding fire.

"Phl oton," Urza said, rubbing his hands together.
"Unlimted power!™"

Urza denonstrated each weapon, and though Xantcha stil
t hought a hundred | esser war machi nes woul d be nore
ef fective, she was awed by the destruction Uza's new
dragon brought to the barren, defenseless world. The sky
was streaked with soot and dust. Slag | akes of anmber and
crimson pocked the plains. Everything that wasn't nolten
had been charred. It rem nded her of nothing nore or |ess
than Phyrexia's Fourth Sphere, and she didn't think even a
denon coul d stand against it. There was only one not-so-
smal | probl em

"It's too big. It won't fit through an anmbulator.” "It
won't need an anbulator. It can wal k the planes directly.



Even you could guide it safely.” "I wouldn't know where to
go."

Xant cha had conquered her fears, but no matter how hard
she tried, she couldn't orient herself in the between-
wor | ds enptiness. Worlds-planes-didn't call out to her the
way they called out to Urza. If she lost her grip on Urza's
hand, she fell like a stone to whatever world woul d have
her. Urza's arnmor kept her alive through one failure after
anot her, until Urza conceded that she'd never 'walk the

pl anes.

"You won't have to do anything at all," Urza assured
her. "After |'ve used the anbulator once, 1'Il know where
Phyrexia is, and 1'll 'walk the dragon there. You'll wait,
safe and snug, until | return. Now, watch!"

Bet ween blinks, Urza shifted from beside Xantcha to the
dragon's saddle-seat. It came to life. No, not life,

Xant cha rem nded hersel f, never lifel The dragon was an
artifact, the tool of Urza's vengeance agai nst the

abomi nati ons of Phyrexia. Never mnd that its eyes went
fromdark to blazing or that a ground-shaking roar
acconpani ed each lightning bolt. The dragon was nerely a
tool that took aimat an already bl ackened hill and reduced
it toslaginless tine than it would have taken Xantcha to
eat her breakfast.

"Do you still have doubts?" Urza asked when he'd
returned to her side.

"Mount ai ns don't defend thensel ves. "

Urza took her words for a jest. H s laughter rang
bet ween-worl ds as he whi sked her back to the forest
cott age.

Wth the dragon finished, there was little to do but
wait for the Phyrexians to return, and for Urza, waiting
was difficult. Though he'd |ong since pried every story she
was willing to tell fromher menory, he continued to quiz
her. How high were the First Sphere nountains? Were were
t he Fanes, the arenas? Wich priests were the nost
dangerous and where did they dwell? Wre the iron wverns
solitary creatures or pack hunters? In the Fourth Sphere,
were the furnaces clunped together or did each stand al one?
And were the fumarol es wi de enough to allow his dragon to
descend directly to the interior, or would he have to
dismantl e Phyrexia like a puzzle box?

Worse than the questions were the nights, about one in
four or five, when Urza closed his eyes. Uza's terrible
dreans were too large for his mnd. H s ghosts wal ked the
forest when he slept, recreating a silent drama of anger
and betrayal. Xantcha had built the cottage to protect
herself fromhis dreans, but no wall was thick enough to
i nsul ate her from his angui sh.

Urza's call for vengeance was sonet hing a Phyrexian
coul d understand. From the begi nning Xantcha's life had
been full of threats and reprisals, broken prom ses and
hum liation, but Urza needed nore than vengeance. \Wen his
ni ght mares reached their inevitable climx, he'd cry out
for mercy and beg soneone he called Mshra to forgive him

Urza wouldn't tal k about his nightmares, which got
wor se once the dragon was conplete. He woul dn't answer
Xant cha's questions about the ghosts or their world or
especi ally, about M shra, except to say the Phyrexians
woul d pay for what they'd done to Mshra, or through



M shra- Xantcha coul dn't be sure which. Wenever she dared
mention the nightrmare nane, Urza would fly into a bl eak
rage. Ten or twelve days mi ght pass w thout a word, w thout
even a gesture. Then, w thout warning, he'd rouse fromhis
stupor, and the questions woul d begin again.

Xant cha began to | ook forward to the tines when
restl essness got the better of Urza and he'd head off
bet ween-worl ds, still hoping to stunble across Phyrexia, or
an excavation teamwth its precious anbul ators. He'd be
gone for a nonth, even a season, and her life would be her
own.

Long before the dragon was fini shed, Xantcha had
| earned how to control the substance that energed from her
cyst and expand it into a buoyant sphere instead of the
clinging arnmor Urza had intended. Seated in the sphere,
she'd traveled an irregular circuit of the hamets and
farms surrounding the forest, learning the |ocal dialects
and trading with women who accepted her claimthat she
lived with "an old man of the forest."

She still visited the local wonen, albeit carefully,
| est they notice that she wasn't grow ng ol der the way they
were, but with Urza gone for |onger periods of tine Xantcha
gradual | y expanded her horizons. She was, after all
followng Urza's orders. He didn't want her to renmain near
the cave while he was gone. Urza reasoned that Phyrexians
m ght take her by surprise, extract his secrets from her
enpty mnd, then anbush hi mwhen he returned. He designed
an artifact that was attuned to his eyes. Though snall
enough to be worn as a sparkling pendant, the artifact
could send a signal between-worlds.

"Come back frequently,"” he'd told Xantcha when he hung

the jewel around her neck. "If they've returned, hide
yourself far, far away from here, then break the crysta

and I will return for my- for our-vengeance. Above all

once you've seen a Phyrexian, stay away fromthe forest
until | cone for you. Don't let your curiosity |lead you
into foolishness. If they find you, they will reclaimyou
and you will betray ne. You wouldn't want that to happen."

Twel ve winters, twelve sumrers, and Urza still spoke to

her as if she couldn't think for herself or hear through
his lies. She swore she'd do as he asked. \Watever his
reasons were, Xantcha didn't want to come face-to-face with
anyt hi ng Phyrexi an, even though she suspected Urza woul dn't
cone back for her after he dealt with Phyrexia.

Urza's demands weren't a burden. The chaos and
subtleties of born-folk societies fascinated her. G ving
herself to the world' s wi nd, Xantcha expl ored what ever
struck her curiosity, so long as it didn't reek of
Phyrexia's glistening oil. She | earned to speak the born-
fol k languages, to read their witing, when it existed. The
warrior-cave had a hundred different nanes, all of them
archaic, all of themcurses. In the world' s |arger towns,
where nore fol k knew their history, she discovered it was
better to invent a conpletely false history for herself
than to adnmt she had roots near the warrior-cave.

After a few narrow escapes and near disasters, Xantcha
decided that it was better to disguise herself as well.
Born-fol k had definite notion about the proper places of
young nen and wonen in their societies, and no place at al
for a newt who was neither. An incorrigible lad, a rogue in



t he maki ng, was an easier disguise than a young woman. At
best when she wore a young wonan's cl ot hes, good-
intentioned folk wanted to swallow her into their famlies.
At worst... at worst, she'd been lucky to escape with her
life. But Xantcha did escape and, hardened by Phyrexia,
there was nothing in a born-folks' world that daunted her
for |ong.

The forest world had one noon, which went fromfull to
new to full again in thirty-six days. The born-fol k marked
time by their noon's phases, and Xantcha did, too,
returning to the cave twi ce each nonth. Sonetinmes there was
a nessage fromUrza in the ruins of the neglected cottage.
Sonetimes he was there hinmself, waiting for her, eager to
whi sk her between-worlds to witness his |atest
acconpl i shnent or discovery.

Urza had no one el se. Although he said there were
ot hers who could wal k between pl anes, he avoi ded them and
bom fol k alike.

Wt hout Xantcha, there were only ghosts to break his
silence. If anything would lure Urza back to her after
Phyrexia, Xantcha expected it woul d be I oneliness.

She pitied Uza; it seened he'd lost nore to his
ni ght mares than he believed she'd |l ost to the Phyrexians.
H s artifact pendant was her nost precious possession, a
constant rem nder that never |eft her neck. Yet, she was
always a little relieved when she found the forest
deserted, and except for one nagging worry, she woul d not
have nourned the loss if U za never reappeared in her life.

The worry was her heart, the lunp Xantcha had held in
her hand when the vat-priests decanted her, the lunp they'd
taken from her nonents later, as they took it from every
other newt. It had slipped through her menory sonetine
after she'd become a dodger, but it resurfaced when she
encountered the Trien

The Trien believed that their hearts could hold only so
many m sdeeds before they burst and consigned themto hell.
To defend against eternal torment, the Trien purged their
hearts of error through bloodletting and guilt dances. Urza
had no nore blood within himthan a conpl eat ed Phyrexi an
but she'd thought the guilt dance m ght defeat his
ni ght mares, so she danced with the Trien-to test her
theory-and in the mdst of hysteria and ecstasy she'd
remenbered her own heart.

Xantcha tried to convince herself that the tale the
vat-priests had told her was nerely another of their
countless lies. Her heart hadn't been very big, and no
matter who ni ght have done the counting, her or the
I neffable, she'd nade a | ot of nistakes that hadn't killed
her. But Xantcha had never been particul arly persuasive,
not with Uza nor with herself. For the first tinme
Xantcha's dreans were filled with her own ghosts: newts and
priests, a plundered wi nd-crystal of nusic and beauty,

i nsect warriors with baleful eyes, and even G x as the
ot her demons shoved hi mthrough the Fourth Sphere fumarole.

Worse than dreans, Xantcha began to worry what woul d
happen if Urza succeeded, and all Phyrexia, including the
heart vault beneath the Fane of Flesh, were destroyed.

She conquered her nightmares and worries; obsession
wasn't part of her nature. Still, when the time came, after
nearly two hundred sunmmers of waiting, that Xantcha found



di ggers, bearers, and a handful of gremin dodgers in the
forest cave, she didn't retreat before breaking Urza's
crystal artifact.

* * k* K %

Urza arrived with his dragon | ess than a day |ater and
caught the Phyrexians by surprise. Fromher bolt-hole in
the hill above the warriors' cave, Xantcha heard the
grem ins scream ng and counted the flashes as the diggers
and bearers expl oded.

A handful of diggers made a stand in front of the cave.
Urza toyed with them tossing each again and again before
crushing it. It was a display worthy of Phyrexia inits
cruelty and single-mnded arrogance. Xantcha coul dn't
wat ch. She | ooked away and saw, to her horror, a searcher-
priest not ten paces away. She thought it was hiding,
though it was difficult to inmagi ne any com pl eat Phyrexian
seeki ng shelter anong living trees and ani nal s.

Then insight struck. The searcher was fulfilling its
destiny, watching an artifact Phyrexia would surely covet.
Xant cha coul dn't guess whether the priest had seen her
before she saw it, but a monent later it began to run
toward the anbul ator, which it could-if it had the tine and
t hought qui ckly enough-unan-chor and suck to Phyrexia
behind it.

Xantcha had no neans to tell Urza that he was in danger
of losing his way to Phyrexia and no reason to think she
could stop the searcher-priest or even that she could catch
it before it reached the ambulator, but if it paused to
unanchor the nether end, she hoped she could delay it unti
Urza arrived. After a mmemponi ¢ yawn, she abandoned her
bol t - hol e.

The searcher-priest had no intention of unanchoring the
anbul ator's nether end or even slowing down. It had a score
of strides on Xantcha when its brass foot touched the black
circle. Wth its second step, it crossed the nidpoint and
sank between-worlds. Too fast. Too fast, nenory warned from
t he back of Xantcha's mind; the priests had told themto
enter the anbulators slowy, lest they get caught between
two worl ds.

Expecting an expl osi on, Xantcha skidded off the trai
and hid behind the largest tree she saw. There was no
expl osi on, but when she poked her head around the tree
trunk fire rippled across the anbul ator disk's surface. She
had no idea if the priest had survived. For that matter
Xantcha didn't know if the ambul ator had survived. Urza
woul dn't wel cone the sight of her, not when he'd told her
to stay far away, but Xantcha thought it best to warn him
She stepped in front of the dragon when it burnt a path
through the trees. Urza shot flame to the left of her and
flame to the right. Xantcha ran until she was breathl ess,
then circled back. The dragon sat beside the anbul ator; the
saddl e-seat between its shoul ders was enpty.

Urza had gone to Phyrexia al one.

Xantcha settled down to wait. Mrning becane afternoon
The sky darkened, and the dragon's eyes shone red.

Urza returned, not through the anbulator but in a blaze
of lightning, and Xantcha did nothing to attract his
attention as he renpunted the dragon. Moments |ater they



wer e gone.

The storm ended qui ckly. The anmbul at or beckoned. It
wasn't broken. For the last tine, Xantcha asked herself:

Was her heart inportant enough to risk everything to
rescue it? The priests lied about so many things; only a
fool could believe they hadn't |ied about newt hearts. Try
as she mght, Xantcha couldn't renmenber exactly what hers
had | ooked Iike; nottled anber, perhaps, with bright
rai nbow i nclusions. She'd only seen it that once and never
seen another. Only a fool. .. And she was a fool

On hands and knees, Xantcha crept up to the anbul ator
and was surprised to discover that the searchers had | eft
the prime end in the forest. She began unanchoring it,
careful not to disturb the hard panel where seven jet-black
jewels were set in a silver matrix. Wen the ambul at or was
| oose and rippling, Xantcha yawned. There was a single
sharp pain in her gut as the cyst contracted- draw ng the
arnor out twice in a single day wasn't what Urza had in
m nd when he nade the cyst, but she could do it five tinmnes,
at least, before the process failed. The not-quite-liquid
fl owed beneath her cl ot hes.

She stepped into the unanchored anbulator. It swirled
around her, not unlike the arnor itself. By the tine she'd
reached the mddle, the black disk had shrunk to half its
size and risen to her waist. Xantcha had repressed how nuch
she disliked the anmbul ators. The sinking and suffocating
was worse than follow ng U za between-worlds, and the cyst
made t he passage worse. It swelled in her gut; she thought
she mi ght expl ode before her head energed in Phyrexia.

Because she'd unanchored the prine end in the forest,
the nether end in Phyrexia was al so | oose and shrank as
Xant cha energed. Any Phyrexi an woul d have been suspi ci ous
of a newt who rolled up a anmbul ator behind it. The avengers
that normally guarded the Fourth Sphere field, where scores
of ambul ators were anchored, would have anni hil ated her on
sight, if there had been any left standing. Xantcha assuned
that Urza had anni hilated them as he enmerged; at |east,
somet hi ng had.

Waste not, want not, the Fourth Sphere was even uglier
than she remenbered with acrid air and oily ash drizzling
fromthe soot clouds overhead. The roar of a thousand
furnaces was | ess a sound than a presence, a vise tightened
over her ribs. The holl ow where the anbul ator had been
anchored was bright with bilious yellows, noxious greens,
and an iridescent purple that was the very col or of
di sease. Nothing was alive, of course; it was just filthy

oil, slicked over an eon of detritus not fit for even the
f ur naces.

There wasn't a living Phyrexian, newmt or otherw se, in
si ght.

Grateful, but suspicious of her good fortune, Xantcha
retrieved the glossy disk frombeneath her feet: the
roll ed-up anmbul ator. Holding it by its flexible rim she
twi sted her wists in opposite directions. The disk rippled
and shrank until it was scarcely larger than her palm wth
the jewels protruding on both sides.

After tucking the anbul ator between her belt and her
arnor, Xantcha took her bearings. There was no sun-star for
Phyrexia, especially not here, in the Fourth Sphere. Away
fromthe furnaces, |ight came harsh, constant and wi thout



shadows. But the place was honme, or it had been, and it
cane back to her.

A few strides up the greasy slope, the horizon expanded
and Xantcha saw why her return to Phyrexia had been so
easy: straight ahead, in the direction of the Fane of
Fl esh, the soot clouds had turned red and fire fell from
t he sky.

Urza? Xantcha asked herself and decided it was possible
that Urza was burning his way through Phyrexia. The
anbul ators coul d be anchored anywhere. Once unrolled, they
were tunnels, direct passages fromone specific place to
anot her, no detours allowed, but a 'wal ker made his own
path here, there and everywhere. Urza could change his mind
bet ween-wor | ds, but whenever, wherever, he ended his 'walk,
he stood on a world's surface. In Phyrexia, the surface was
the First Sphere.

VWen she'd dwelt in Phyrexia, before she'd known the
meani ng of silence, Xantcha had been able to ignore the
furnace roar. She reached within herself to renmenber the
trick and realized she'd been gone from Phyrexi a severa
times | onger than she'd been a part of it. But the menory
was there. Xantcha numbed herself to the ambient runbling
and heard the cl angi ng al arns.

She sniled. Those alarnms were struck when a furnace was
about to blow. Every Phyrexi an had an energency place, and
for news that place was the Fane of Flesh, precisely where
she wanted to go. O course, the energency wasn't a
furnace, and the cl oser she got to the spraw ed hul ks of
furnaces, fanes, and gremin shanties, the clearer it was
that in the absence of the expected disaster, panic had
repl aced pl an.

Priests and other conpleated types that Xantcha didn't
renenber, and possibly, had never seen, raced through
gremin town. Their voices were shrill enough to hurt. The
chal | enge was staying out of their way; the shanbles were
already littered with gremins who'd failed

Urza's arnor protected Xantcha fromthe sky; her sense
of purpose did the rest. The Fane of Flesh wasn't the npst
i mpressive structure in the Fourth Sphere, but it stood
near the glistening oil fountain, which had becone a spire
of blue-white flane.

A phal anx of denons made their appearance whil e Xantcha
t hreaded her way through the maze of furnaces. Narrow beans
of anber and orange shot upward fromtheir torsos, into the
reddest clouds. Urza answered with [ightning. In the Fourth
Sphere's filthy skies, the air itself ignited and a web of
fire shot to every part of the horizon. Xantcha felt the
heat through her arnmor. Her instinct was to run, but ash
quickly followed the fire, and the Fourth Sphere went dark

For a monent, flesh had the advantage over netal, at
| east flesh protected by Urza's arnmor. Neither ash nor
snoke irritated Xantcha's eyes, and with a bit of effort
she could see a body's length in front of her. As in the
gremin town alleys, the danger cane fromthe panicked and
the fallen: no one paid any attention to a stray new,
assum ng they could see her

Then the denmons regrouped. A | ow humm ng sound began in
the distance, followed by a cold wind that scoured the air.
As it passed overhead, Xantcha | ooked up and saw t he bottom
of the Third Sphere, a sight she'd never seen before. She



saw the flanes, too, where Urza had burnt through the outer
spheres. Another few nmonents and Xantcha m ght have seen
Urza's dragon, if she hadn't started to run for the Fane.

The rusty doors on the far side of the distening
Fountain were wi de open as Xantcha entered the plaza where
newts were conpl eated. She was in the final sprint for the
Fane, when a vast shadow noved overhead. The last tine
Xant cha had seen Urza's new dragon, she hadn't noticed any
wi ng struts and had assuned the artifact had grown too
heavy for flight. She'd assumed incorrectly. Six of the
dragon's eight |egs supported wi ngs that dwarfed the rest
of its body and yet were highly flexible and maneuverabl e.
The dragon swooped sideways to avoid a denon-flung bolt
whi | e bel ching a tongue of flane.

A furnace expl oded. Metal shards and slag traced
brilliant arcs beneath the Third Sphere ceiling. |npressed
by beauty that was also terrifying and deadly, Xantcha
consi dered the possibility that Uza would win. Then a
tree-sized clot of slag crashed into the plaza. The fl anes
of the Aistening Fountain sputtered and died while yellow
funes rose fromthe new crater beside it. Unless Xantcha
wanted to die with Phyrexia, she had to find her heart and
unroll the anmbul ator while there was still a solid place
left to support the prime end.

Xant cha finished her run with no further distractions.

"Down! Go down!" a jittery vat-priest insisted as soon
as she cleared the open doors. "Newts go down!" Its hooks
and paddl es clattered agai nst each other as it indicated a
deserted corridor.

The priests weren't flesh, but they weren't m ndl ess
artifacts, either. They mght |lack sufficient inmagination
to disobey a fatal command, but they had enough to be
afraid.

"I go," Xantcha replied, the first tine she'd spoken
Phyrexian in centuries. She bungled the pronunciation; the
priest didn't seemto notice.

She' d forgotten how big the Fane was. Maybe she'd never
noti ced; she'd never gone anywhere within it w thout a
cadre of other newts and priests surrounding her. One
corridor was as good as another when she had no idea where
her heart m ght be, and the one the vat-priest had pointed
toward was the broadest and best |lit. She read the gl yph
i nscriptions on the walls, hoping they would provide a
clue, but they were only exhortations, lies, and enpty
prom ses, like everything else in Phyrexia.

The Fane of Flesh was quieter, cleaner than anything
beyond its precincts. Its walls had, so far, resisted the
outside flames. But it had taken damage. Turning a corner
Xant cha came upon a pile of rubble froma collapsed ceiling
and a defunct vat-priest crushed beneath it. She wenched
one of the priest's long hooks fromits shoul der socket and
kept goi ng.

A teacher-priest waited at another corner. Its eyes
were flesh within a flat, bronze mask. They darted between
t he hook, Xantcha's face, her boots and her belt. "Newt ?"
it asked.

Xant cha had taken the hook as a weapon, but the priest
assuned it was part of her, that it and her |eather
garnments, were evidence that she'd begun her conpleation

"The hearts. Were are the hearts? | amsent to guard



the hearts.”

Fl esh eyes blinked stupidly. "Hearts? Wat nmatter the
heart s?"

"We are attacked; they are the future. I amsent to
guard them"

"Who sent you?" it asked after another nonment's
hesi tati on.

"A denmon," Xantcha replied. Small lies weren't worth
the effort of defending them "Were are the hearts? "

The teacher-priest continued to blink. Xantcha feared
it didn't know where the hearts were stored, not a
conf ession one priest would want to make to anot her
especi ally anot her under a denon's conmand. |t asked,

"Whi ch denmon?" as thunder waves punmel ed the Fane and rust
rained fromthe ceiling.

Xantcha had no tinme to wonder whether the strike was
for Uza or against him G x was dead, thrust through a
fumarol e centuries ago. Still, any answer was better than
none.

"The Great G x sent ne."

Her bl uff worked. The teacher-priest just needed a
nane. It quaked as it gave her detailed directions to a
vault so far beneath the Fourth Sphere floor it m ght
actual ly have been on the Fifth. Mre blasts shook the
Fane. A stairway she was supposed to use was clogged with
debris and the scent of fire.

“"I"ll have to tell Urza that he's wong," Xantcha
conpl ai ned as she put her hand on the portal artifact
tucked beneath her belt. "I wouldn't be standi ng here,
waiting to die, if I didn't have sonme dam fool useless
i magi nation."

She coul d have gotten out. The corridor was w de enough
to unroll the portal. She'd be back in the forest. Safe. O
not safe. Ambulators could only be rolled up fromtheir
prime end. If she left the anbulator's prime end here in
the corridor and the Fane coll apsed, the rubble m ght
follow her to the forest ... all of Phyrexia mght follow
her .

Waste not, want not! | never thought of that.

VWen she used the anbul ator to escape, it would be a
three-step process: first to the forest to anchor the
net her end, back to Phyrexia to | oosen the prine, and then
anot her passage back to the forest. Tinming had beconme even
nore critical

Xant cha | ooked around for an intact stairway. She found
one and found the vault, too. Measured by the world she'd
| eft, Xantcha guessed she'd spent a norning in Phyrexia.
Looki ng down at the mass of softly glow ng hearts, she
guessed it might take a lifetinme to find her own.

The Ineffable's plan for Phyrexia was precise, even
rigid, but the plan didn't cover every contingency. Vat-
priests dutifully brought newt hearts to the vault, then
simply heaved the little stones into a pit, one for every
newt ever decanted. At the surface the pit was about tw ce
the size of an unrolled anbul ator. Wen she thrust the vat-
priest's hook into the chaos, it went in all the way to the
shoul der gears wi thout striking anything solid.

The pit seethed. Countless gl owi ng anber fists and a
smal | er nunmber of dark ones were vibrating constantly
agai nst one another. On her knees, Xantcha could hear a



steady chorus of sighs and gasps. She wondered about the
dark ones and got lucky. She heard a pop! right in front of
her, then watched as a gl owi ng heart brightened, then went
dar k.

Deat h?

Phyrexi ans were dying in Uza's assault. Were their
hearts, |ong detached fromtheir conpl eated bodi es, going
dark as they did? Xantcha retrieved the newy darkened
stone with the vat-priest's hook. Tiny scratches marred its
surface: marks left as the heart stone clattered against
its companions or a record of errors made by the I|neffable?
She read the glyphs on the walls. They repeated the
fam liar teacher-priest lies.

Xant cha picked up a glowing stone. Its warnth and
subtl ety was tangi ble even through Urza's arnor. She picked
up a second glowi ng heart and found it just as warm j ust
as subtle, yet also different. But every dark stone felt as
inert as the first she had touched.

The teacher-priests m ght not have told the whol e
truth, but they'd told enough. There was a vital bond
bet ween Phyrexi ans and their detached hearts. She hadn't
been a total fool. There was good reason to rescue the
stone she'd carried out of the vats.

And precious little hope of finding it anong all the
ot hers.

Tears of frustration rolled down Xantcha's arnored
cheeks. They funed when they | anded on the gl owi ng stones
cradled in her |ap. Another shudder rocked the Fane. Wen
it ended, a score of hearts had popped and di mred. Mre
Phyrexi an deaths to Urza's credit, but imagine what his
dragon engine could do if Urza brought its weapons to bear
where Xantcha sat. |magi ne what she could do. The hearts
weren't so hard that she couldn't break them and if her
tears could nake the stones funme, what night her blood do
if she chose to sacrifice herself for vengeance?

She'd been willing to die for much | ess before U za
rescued her, but she'd cone to the Fane of Flesh because
she wanted to live

Choi ces and questions, all of them norbid, paralyzed
Xantcha at the edge of the pit, and then she heard
| aughter. She scranbled to her feet, scattering hearts,
crushing themin her frantic clunsiness. There was no one
behi nd her. The laughter hadn't come fromthe corridor, it
cane fromwithin . . . within her mind and within her
heart.

Throwi ng the hook aside, Xantcha waded in the pit,
sweepi ng her open hands in front of her, noving toward the
| aught er. She found what she was | ooking for not far bel ow
the surface, neither in the niddle nor at the pit's edge.
There was nothing to distinguish it fromany other heart
stone-a few scratches, but no nore than any other stone
she'd touched, glowing or dark. Yet it was hers; it had to
be hers: Urza's arnor absorbed it as it lay in her hand.

Anot her burst of popping hearts interrupted Xantcha's
reverie. A hundred, perhaps several hundred, Phyrexians had
di ed since she entered the vault, and the chanber was as
bright as it had been when she entered. Xantcha tried to
cal cul ate how many gl owi ng hearts lay on the surface, how
many nore mght | ay beneath. She gave up after a few
attenpts, but not before she'd decided that unless she told



Urza about the heart vault, it would be a very long battle
bef ore he achi eved vengeance.

Her heart was too big to swallow, too risky to carry in
her hand. Xantcha tucked it carefully inside her boot
bef ore she headed off.

* * k* K %

Fi ndi ng her way out of the Fane was harder than finding
Urza. Flames, snoke and sorcery ratcheted through one-
quarter of what passed for the Fourth Sphere sky. While
she'd been | ooking for her heart, the denons had nmounted a
count er att ack.

Urza's hul ki ng dragon was surrounded by Phyrexia's
smal | er defenders: dragons, wyverns and whatever el se had
been sumoned fromthe First Sphere through the very hole
Urza had burnt for hinself. As she'd warned him
i ndi vidually Phyrexia had nothing that could equal his
devastating tool, but in Phyrexia, individuals weren't
i nportant. For every conpleated priest, even for every
scrap-nmade di gger or bearer, there were twenty warriors:
fl eshl ess, obedient, and relentless. The denpons ained the
warriors at Urza's dragon where they died by the score and
occasional ly di d damage.

The dragon's w ngs were shredded and usel ess. Two of
its legs had been disabled; a third burst into nmelting
flames whil e Xantcha | ooked for a path through the
Phyrexian lines. Urza could still defend hinself in al
quarters but if-when-he lost a fourth leg, there' d be gaps,
and it wouldn't take imagination to exploit them

You're lost! Xantcha shouted silently, adding an inage
of the vault of hearts, There's a better way! 'Wal k away
now But though Urza could easily extract thoughts from her
m nd, she'd never been able to insert her thoughts into
hi s.

There were hundreds of Phyrexians on the battlefield
and even a fewgrenlins. Al of themwere in greater danger
of being tranpled by the relentless warriors than they were
fromanything in the dragon's arsenal, but their presence,
a thin | ayer of chaos across the field, was Xantcha's best
hope of getting to Urza.

Relying on Urza's arnmor to protect her from everything
except her own stupidity, Xantcha dodged fire, |ightning
and the distortions of sorcery as she threaded her way
t hrough the Phyrexian circle. Once she canme face to back
with a demon. It was dark and asynmetric, with pincers on
one armand a six-fingered hand on the other, and it had
eyes in several places, including the back of its head.

Not hing |i ke G x, except for the nmalice and intelligence in
its shiny red eyes. It studied her fromboots to hair and
vat-priest hook. Xantcha was sure it knew she wasn't what
she was pretending to be, and equally sure Urza's arnor

woul dn't protect her fromits wath.

Just then a wyvern screaned, and the denon turned away.

A wall of sharp, noxious yellow crystals exploded from
t he ground between Xantcha and t he denmon. She staggered
back and wat ched the dermon uncoil |ike an angry serpent,
writhing toward the dragon. Urza's arnmor protected Xantcha
fromflames and enptiness and corrosive vapors, too. She
followed the wall of crystals as it extended across



Phyrexia's Fourth Sphere toward Urza and his dragon. |f
Urza struck down the wall, Xantcha was nmeat. If he didn't,
it would claimthe fourth leg fromhis dragon

But not before she swung up into the |leg' s scaffol ding,
clinmbing for her life and his.

Xant cha made an easy target, running across the
dragon's back, but nothing attacked. The Phyrexians
overhead didn't recognize her as an eneny, and Urza's
attention was centered on the noxious wall. Xantcha fel
hard when the | eg coll apsed. Wrse, there was bl ood on her
hands when she haul ed herself back up. Either her arnor was
weakeni ng, or Urza was.

She swung down between the dragon's shoul ders expecting
t he worst.

Urza reclined in a wire shrouded couch. Snoke rose from
his charred trousers. The dragon's wounds were refl ected on
hi s body. Bruises, contusions-bleeding contusions-covered
Urza's hands and face.

Xant cha had never seen Urza hurt. She'd assuned he
could be destroyed. She hadn't imagi ned that he could be
wounded. She stood, confused and usel ess, for severa
nmonents before she found the courage to touch his shoul der
"Uza? Uza, it's time to 'walk away fromhere, if you
can."

No response.

"Urza? Urza, can you hear ne? It's me, Xantcha." She
put some strength into her hand. The whol e couch rocked a
bit, but there was no response fromUrza. He was still in
control of the dragon, still fighting. As m ndless as any
of the wyverns, Urza had abandoned senti ence and becone the
tool. "Listen to ne, Urzal Vengeance is slipping away.

You' ve got to | eave now "

Urza's eyes opened. They were horrible to behold. He
started to say the one word that would have been nore
horrible to hear than his eyes were to see, but he didn't
finish: "Yawg- "

The I neffable. The name that must not be spoken
Xantcha knew it; they all knewit. It was with themin the
vats. But Urza should not have known it. He'd never gotten
anyt hi ng out of Xantcha's mind that she had not been
willing to give him and she'd never have given himthat.

Every instinct said run, now, alone. Xantcha resisted.
Urza had rescued her when she'd had no hope. She woul dn't
| eave hi m behi nd.

Xant cha reached across the couch and took Urza's wists
as he so often took hers. She steeled her nerves and stared
into his seething eyes. "Now, U za. W've got to | eave now
"Wal k us somewhere safe-to the cave where you took me. And
leave . . . leave that nane behind."

" Yaug- "

"Xantcha!" she screaned her own name at his face

H s hands grasped hers and her vision went bl ack.

CHAPTER 11

The supplies were stowed, safe against nmist, mce, and
anyt hi ng el se the changeabl e climte of Chran R dge m ght
drop on the cottage. Xantcha had checked themtw ce during
the interm nable night. She'd nade herself a pot of tea and
drunk it all. The herbs shoul d have hel ped her rel ax, but



they hadn't. Dawn's golden light fell sideways on the bed
where she hadn't slept.

Her door was wi de open, inviting shadows. Urza's
wasn't. It wasn't warded with | ayers of "leave nme al one"
sorcery, but it wasn't |eaking sound. The sounds had
st opped coming through the wall in the unneasured hours
after mdnight. Ratepe, Xantcha had told herself, had
probably fallen asleep, and Urza rarely nade noi se when he
was al one. Not hi ng unusual. Nothing to worry about. So why
had she opened her door? Wiy had she spent the last of the
ni ght danp and shivering? Hadn't Ratepe denonstrated, if
not an ability to take care of hinmself, then an inclination
to ignore her advice?

And hadn't Urza wel comed Ratepe nore enthusiastically
than she'd dare hope? \Whatever had brought silence to the
far side of the wall, it wouldn't have been nurder. No
matt er how annoyi ng Ratepe got, he'd survive.

Xant cha unwound her bl ankets. Her joints creaked.
Phyrexi a was easier on flesh and bone than the Chran Ri dge.
She broke the ice in her washstand, cleared her head with a
few breat ht aki ng spl ashes, then went outside and |istened
at the door. She'd give themuntil mdday. |If Ratepe hadn't
reappeared by then, Xantcha planned to take a chisel to the
cottage's conmmon wall. Before that, she had one nore ganbit
to try and put her chisel to work on the hardened ashes
under neat h her outdoor hearth.

VWen the fire was just right Xantcha covered it with an
iron grate and covered the grate with a rasher of bacon. A
friendly breeze carried the aromas into the cottage. She
never knew when or if U za would be in a nood to eat, but
if Ratepe was alive, he'd be out the door before the bacon
burnt.

Ri ght on schedul e Ratepe appeared in the doorway. "By
t he book! That snells good." He didn't have the cross-
grai ned | ook of a man who'd just awakened, and he said
somet hi ng- Xant cha coul dn't hear what-over his shoul der
before closing the door behind him "I'm starving."

"I see you survived." Xantcha hadn't realized how angry
she was until she heard her own voice. "Here, eat. Starting
tomorrow, you can cook your own." On his own hearth, too.
Xantcha wasn't sharing, at |least not until she'd cal ned
down.

Rat epe had the sense to approach her cautiously.

"You' re angry about |ast night?"

Xant cha sl amed hot, crisp bacon on a wooden platter
and thrust it at him She didn't know why she was so upset
and didn't want to discuss the matter

"I guess it got out of hand. When | saw himUrza. He is
Urza, the Uza, Uza the Artificer. You were right, you
know. Back in Efuan Pincar, | didn't believe you. | thought
maybe you thought he was Urza, but | didn't think he could
be the Urza, the by-the-holy-book Artificer!" Ratepe paused

| ong enough to inhale a piece of bacon. "I thought I'd been
as scared as | could get before | net you, but that was
before he touched nme. Avohir! | swear 1'll never be afraid
again."

"Don't nmke prom ses you can't keep."

"There can't be anything scarier." Ratepe shook his
head and shoved anot her piece into his nouth.

This time he chewed before he swall owed. She was about



to criticize his manners, but he was too fast for her

"He's Urza. Uza is Uza, the real Urza. And I'm
Mshra. I"'mtalking to a | egend, watching things, hearing
things | can't imagi ne, because Urza-Urza the Artificer
straight out of The Antiquity Wars, thinks |I'mhis brother
M shra the M ghty, Mshra the Destroyer, and we're going to
put what's wong back to rights again."

Anot her pause. More bacon, nore bad manners, but then
he hadn't had manners before. His face was flushed and his
eyes never stopped noving.

"I'm M shra. Avohir! I"'mMshra.... He tries to trick
me sonetinmes, says things he doesn't believe, things
shoul dn't believe. | have to watch himclose ... watch him
close. Did you see his eyes, Xantcha? Avohir! | think he's
alittle touched? But | stay ahead of him nearly. | have
to. I"'malmghty Mshra-"

Xant cha had had enough of Ratepe's babbling. She wasn't
as fast as Urza, but she was fast enough to seize a woul d-
be M shra by the neck of his tunic and whirl him agai nst
t he nearest post. Danp debris fromthe thatching rained
down on them bot h.

"You are not Mshra, you nerely pretend to be M shra.
You are Ratepe, son of M deah, and the day you forget that
will be the day you die, because he is Uza and you cannot
hope to 'stay ahead of him' Do you understand?"

Wen a wi de-eyed Ratepe didn't i mediately say yes,
Xantcha rattled his spine against the post. H's chin bobbed
vi gorously. She released his tunic and stepped back. The
greater part of her anger was gone.

"I know who | am Xantcha," Ratepe insisted, sounding
nore |like hinself, nore |ike the youth Xantcha thought she
knew. "I"'m Rat, just Rat. But if | don't forget, just a
[ittle-when he | ooks at ne, Xantcha-when Urza the Artificer
| ooks at nme, if | don't let nyself believe I amwho he
thinks I amwho you told ne to be- then . . ." He stared at
the closed door. "Wen | saw his eyes. | never believed
that part, Xantcha. It's not in The Antiquity Wars.

Kayl a wrote about Tawnos conming to tell her about how
he'd seen Urza with the Wakstone and M ght st one enbedded
in his skull. She thought it was all lies, nice lies
because Tawnos didn't want her to know the truth. The idea
that the Wakstone or the M ght-stone kept Urza alive,
that's not even in Jarsyl. There's only one source for the
stuff about Urza's eyes glowing with all the power of the
syl ex: four scraps of parchment bound by m stake at the
back of the T'm |l codex. They're supposed to be Tawnos's
deat hbed confession. My father said it was pure apocrypha.
But it wasn't! Urza's eyes, they are the Wakstone and the
M ght stone, aren't they? They're what've kept himalive, if
Uza really is alive, if he's not just something the stones
have created."

Waste not, want not, Xantcha hadn't found Mshra the
Destroyer, she'd found M shra the skeptic and M shra the
babbl i ng pedant! She shot him a disbelieving | ook. "Don't
ask ne. Last night, you were the one who said that the
Weakst one was singing to you."

Rat epe wi nced and wal ked past the bacon wi thout taking
any.

"Two eyes, two stones,
you'd gotten |ucky."

Xant cha continued. "I thought



"I heard sonething, not with ny ears, but inside ny
head." He stopped and faced her, confusion painfully
evident on his face. "I called it singing, 'cause that's
the best word I had. And it canme fromhis left eye." He sat
down on the ash bucket, staring at his feet. "Do you want
to know how | knew whi ch eye was whi ch?"

Measured by his expression, she wouldn't like the
answer but, "Go ahead, enlighten ne."

"It told ne. It told me what it was and that it had
been waiting for soneone who could hear it. Wen U za said
Harbin wasn't his son, it was, it was .. ," Ratepe nade a
hel pl ess gesture that ended with his fingertips pressed
against his tenples. "Not pain, but like the feeling that
cones after pain." He stopped again and cl osed his eyes

bef ore continuing. "Xantcha, | heard Mshra. Wll, not
quite heard him It was just there, in ny mnd, fromthe
stone. | knew what M shra thought, what he woul d have said.

Not his words, exactly. My words." H s eyes opened. He
stared at Xantcha with only a shadow of his usua

cockiness. "I know who | am Xantcha.
' m Rat epe, son of M deah, or, just Rat now, 'cause
| ost everything when |I becane a slave. | was born al nost

ei ghteen years ago in the city of Pincar, on the sixth day
after the Festival of Fruits in the sixth year of Tabarna's

reign. I"'mme. But, Xantcha, pretending to be Mshra, the
way you asked ne to-" He broke the stare. "It's not
pretend. | could get lost. | could wind up thinking | am

M shra before this is over."

Xantcha bit her lip and sighed. Ratepe wasn't | ooking,
didn't seemto have heard. "Right now, while you're sitting
there, can you hear the Wakstone singing Mshra's thoughts
in your mnd?"

He shook his head. "Only when |I'm | ooking at U za's
eyes, or when he's | ooking at ne."

She began anot her sigh, of relief this time, but she
began too soon

"I"'mworried, Xantcha. It's so real, so easy to imagine
him and that's after just one night. By next year when I'm
supposed to go back to Efuan Pincar ... ? You should' ve
war ned ne."

Trust Rat-or Ratepe-or M shra-or whatever he wanted to
call hinself to go for the guilt. "I didn't know about the
singing. | knew about Urza's eyes, where they came from
anyway, and | did warn you about that. But singing and
M shra? Beyond The Antiquity Wars, | don't know anything
but what Urza's told ne, and | guess there's a lot he
didn't."

The rest of Xantcha's anger went with that adm ssion
She | eaned agai nst a porch post, grateful that no one was
| ooking at her. All those times Urza had gl owered at her
eyes abl aze-had the voice of Mshra' s Wakstone tried to
make itself heard in her mnd? Wiy, really, had she gone in
search of a false Mshra? Wat had drawn her to Ratepe?
She'd known he was the one to fulfill her plans before
she'd gotten a good | ook at him

"Can | trust nysel f?"

Xant cha had no assurances, not for herself or for him
"l don't know "

Rat epe folded his arns tightly across his ribs and
shrank within hinmself. Xantcha had spent all her life with



Phyrexi ans or Urza. She wasn't accustoned to expressive
faces and wasn't prepared for the gust of enpathy that blew
fromRatepe to her. She tried to shake it off with a change
of subject and a touch of hunor.

"What were the three of you tal king about all night?"

Rat epe wasn't interested. "A year fromnow, will there
be anything left of me? WII | be nyself?"
"I"'mstill me," Xantcha answered.

"Right. W tal ked, sone, about you."

She shoul d have expected that, but hadn't. "I haven't
lied to you, Ratepe, not about the inportant things. The
Phyrexians are real, and Urza's the only one with the power
to defeat them"

"But Urza's wits are addled, aren't they? And you
t hought you'd cure himif you scrounged up soneone who'd
rem nd himof his brother. You thought you could make him
stop living in the past.”

"I told you that before we left Medran."

"Are you as old as he is?"

Xant cha found the question surprisingly difficult to
answer. "Younger, a bit... | think. You're not the only one
who doesn't know who or what to trust inside. He told you
was Phyrexi an?"

"Repeatedly. But, since he thinks I'm M shra, he's not
infallible."

The bacon was burni ng. Xantcha scraped the charred
rashers onto the platter and nade of show of eating one,
swal  owi ng time while she deci ded how to answer.

"You can believe him" She took a deep breath and
recited-in Phyrexi an squeal s, squeaks, and chattering, as
best she could renmenber themthe first |esson she'd |earned
fromthe vat-priests. "Newts you are, and newts you shal
remain. Obey and learn. Pay attention. Make no m stakes."

Rat epe gaped. "That day, in the sphere, when you cut
yourself-1f 1'd taken the knife fromyou-"

“I"d bleed no matter where you cut nme. It would have
hurt. You could have killed nme, you were inside the sphere.
I"mnot Urza. | don't think Uza can be killed. | don't
think he's alive, not the way you and | are.”

"You and |, Xantcha? No one | know lives for three
t housand years."

"Closer to thirty-four hundred, | think. Urza believes
I was born on anot her plane and that the Phyrexians stole
me while | was still a child then conpl eated ne the way
t hey conpl eated M shra.

But that can't be true. | don't know what happened to
M shra, but with newts, we've got to be conpleated while
we're still new. Urza's never accepted that | was dragged
out of a vat in the Fane of Flesh."

"So, in addition to everything el se, Phyrexians are
i mortal ?"

"To survive the conpl eation, newts have to be very
resilient, imortally resilient. But Phyrexians can die,
especially newts, just not of age or anything el se that
born-fol k m ght call natural."

"And after thirty-four hundred years, Urza stil
doesn't believe you?"

"Urza's mad, Ratepe. What he knows and what he believes
aren't always the sane. Most of the tinme it doesn't make
any difference, as long as he acts to defeat Phyrexia and



stops trying to recreate the past on a tabletop.™

Rat epe nodded. "He showed nme what he was working on."

"Agai n?" Xantcha coul dn't nuster surprise or
i ndi gnation, only weariness.

"I guess, if you say so. Funny thing, with the
Weakstone, | get a sense of everything that happened to
Mshra." He fell silent until Xantcha | ooked at him
"You're half-right about what happened. U za's half-right,
too. Phyrexi ans wanted the Wakstone. When M shra woul dn't
surrender it, one of themtried to kill him The Weakstone
kept himalive then and even when they took himapart
later, but it couldn't keep him sane." Ratepe strangled a
| augh. "Maybe burning his own mnd was the | ast sane thing
M shra did. After that, there're only images, like
paintings on a wall, and waiting, endless waiting, for U za
to listen.”

"And now M shra, or the Wakstone, or both of them
t oget her have you to speak for them"

"So far, | listen, but |I speak for myself."

"What does that nean?"

Rat epe began to pace. He made a fist with his right
hand and pounded it against his left palm "It means |'d do
anything to have ny life back. I wish I'd never seen you.
wish | was still a slave in Medran. Tucktah and Garve only
had nmy body. My thoughts were safe. | didn't know the
nmeani ng of powerless until | |looked into Uza's eyes. |I'm
as dead as he is, as Mshra, as you."

The sel f-procl ai med dead nman stopped besi de the bacon
platter and ate a rasher

"I'''mnot dead."”

"No, you're Phyrexian," Ratepe retorted between
swal  ows. "You weren't born, you were inmortal when you
were decanted. How could you ever be dead?"

Xantcha ignored the question. "A year, Ratepe, or |ess.
As soon as Urza turns away fromthe past, 1'Il take you
back to Efuan Pincar. You have nmy word for that."

Sil ence, then: "Urza doesn't trust you."

That stung, even if Ratepe was only repeating sonething
that Xantcha had heard countless tines before. "I would
never betray him.. or you."

"But you're Phyrexian. If | believe you, you' ve never
been anyt hi ng but Phyrexian. They're your kin. My father
once told ne not to trust a man who led a fight against his
kin. Betrayal is a nasty habit that once acquired is never
cast aside."”

"Your father is dead." Wen it came to cruelty, Xantcha
had been taught by nasters.

Rat epe stiffened. Leaving the |ast rashers of bacon on
the platter, he wal ked a straight path away fromthe
cottage. Xantcha let him go. She banked the fire, ate the
| ast of the soggy bacon, and retreated to her room Her
treasured copies of The Antiquity Wars offered no sol ace,
not against the turmil she'd invited into her life when
she'd bought herself a slave. And though there was no
chance that she'd fall asleep, Xantcha threw herself down
on her mattress and pill ows.

She was still there, weary, lost in time, and wall ow ng
in an endl ess array of painful menories, when she sensed a
dar keni ng and heard a gentle tapping on her open door. "Are
you awake?"



I f Xantcha hadn't been awake, she wouldn't have heard
Rat epe' s question. If she'd had her wits, she could have
answered himw th unnoving silence and he m ght have gone
away. But Xantcha couldn't remenber the last tine anyone
had knocked on her door. Sheer surprise lifted her onto her
el bows, revealing her secret before she had a chance to
keep it.

Rat epe crossed her threshold and settled hinself at her
table, on her stool. There was only one in the room
Xantcha sat up on the mattress, not entirely pleased with
the situation. Ratepe stiffened. He seened to reconsider
his visit, but spoke softly instead.

"I"'msorry. I"'mangry and |'m scared and just plain
stupid. You're the closest |I've got to a friend right now
| shouldn't've said what | said. I"'msorry." He held out
hi s hand.

Xant cha knew the signal. It was oddly consistent across
t he pl anes where nen and wonen abounded. Snile if you're
happy, frown when you're not. Make a fist when you're
angry, but offer your open hand for trust. It was as if nen
and worren were born knowi ng the sane gestures.

She kept her hands wapped around her pillow "Betrayed
by the truth?"

He winced and | owered his hand. "Not the truth. Just
words | knew would hurt. You did it, too. Call it square?"

"\Why not ?"

Xant cha of fered her hand whi ch Ratepe seized and shook
vi gorously, then released as if he was glad to have the
ritual behind him A suspicion he confirned with his next
remark.

"Urza's gone. | knocked on his door. | thought 1'd talk
to himand ask his advice. | know, that was stupid, too.
But, the door opened... and he's not in there."

Xant cha spun herself off the bed and toward the door
"He's gone "wal ki ng."

"I didn't see himleave, Xantcha, and | woul d' ve.
didn't go far, not out of sight. He's vanished."

"Pl aneswal ki ng, " she expl ai ned, |eading the way to the
porch and the door to Urza's larger quarters. "Dominaria's
a plane, Mag, Vatraquaz, Equilor, Serra's realm even
Phyrexia, they're all planes, all worlds, and Urza can
"wal k anong them Don't ask how. | don't know. | just close
nmy eyes and die a little every tinme. The sphere that |
brought you here in started off as armor, so | could
survive when he pulled ne after him"

"But? You're Phyrexian. The Phyrexians . . . how do
t hey get here?"
"Armbul ators . . . artifacts."

Xant cha put her wei ght against the door and shoved it
open. Not a nonment's doubt that Urza was gone, but one of
surprise when she saw that the table was clear

"You said you saw hi mworking at the table?" Ratepe
barreled into her, keeping his balance only by grabbing her
shoul ders. He let go quickly, as he had when their hands
had touched. "It was a battlefield, "The Dawn of Fire." Can
you tell where he's gone?"

Xant cha shrugged and hurried to the table. No dust, no
silver droplets, no gnats stuck in the wood grain or
stranded on the floor. She tried to remenber another tine
when Urza had cl eaned up after hinself so thoroughly. She



couldn't. "Phyrexi a?" Ratepe asked, at her side again. "He
wasn't ready for a battle, and there'll be a battle, if he
ever goes back to Phyrexia. No, | think he's still here,
sonewhere on Dominaria."

"But you said 'anong worlds.'

"The fastest way fromhere and there on Domnaria is to
go between-worlds. Did he nention Baszerat or Morvern?"

Rat epe made a sour face. "No. Wiy woul d anyone mention
Baszerat and Morvern?"

"Because the Phyrexians are there, on both sides of a

war. | told himto go and see for hinmself. Wth all the
excitement last night, | forgot to ask hi mwhat he
| earned. "

"That the Baszerati are swine and the Mrvernish are
sheep?" After so many worlds and so many years of
wandering, Xantcha tended to see sinmlarities. Ratepe had a
one-worl der's perspective, which she tried to change. "They
are equal ly besi eged, equally vul nerable. The Phyrexians
are the eneny; nothing el se matters. It was snelling them
in Baszerat and Mrvern that convinced nme the tinme was
right to go looking for you. Uza's got to hold the line in
Baszerat and Mdrvern or it will be too late.™

Rat epe sul ked. "Why not hold the Iine in Efuan Pincar?
The Phyrexians are there, too, aren't they?"

"l haven't talked to himabout Efuan Pincar."

"I did." He saw her gasp and added, "You didn't say
shoul dn't."

When Xantcha had hatched her schene to end Urza's
madness by bringing himface-to-face with his brother
she'd i magi ned that she'd be setting the pace, planning the
strategies until Uza's wits were sharp again. Her plans
had been going awy al most fromthe beginning, certainly
since the burning village. While she cane to ternms with her
error, Ratepe attacked the silence.

"He didn't seemto know our history, so | tried to tel
hi m everything fromthe Landi ngs on. He seened interested.
He asked questions and | answered them He seened surprised
that | could, because he said ny mnd was enpty. But he
paid the closest attention toward the end when | told him
about the Shratta and the Red-Stripes. Especially the
Shratta and Avohir and our holy book. | told himour famly
wasn't religious, that if he really wanted to know, he
should visit the tenples of Pincar and listen to the
priests. There are still wise priests in Pincar, | think
The Shratta can't have gotten themall."

"Enough, Ratepe," Xantcha said with a sigh and a finger
laid on Ratepe's upper lip. He flinched again. They both
took a step back. The increased di stance nade conversation
alittle easier; eye contact, too, if he'd been willing to
| ook at her. "It's not your fault."

"I shouldn't have told himabout the tenples?"

Xant cha rai sed her eyebrows.

Rat epe corrected hinself. "I shouldn't have told him
about the Phyrexians. | should have asked you first?"

"And | would have told you to wait, even though there's
nothing I want nmore than to get Urza noving. You did what
you thought was right, and it was right. It's not what |
woul d have done. 1've got to get used to that. | warn you
it won't be easy."

"He'll come back, won't he? Urza won't just roar



t hrough Efuan Pincar, killing every Red-Stripe Phyrexian he
can find."

Wth a last |ook at the table, Xantcha headed out.
"There's no second guessing Urza the Artificer, Ratepe-but
if he did, it wouldn't be a bad thing, would it?"

"Killing all the Red-Stripes would | eave the Shratta
wi t hout any enenies.”

Xant cha paused beside the door. "You're assum ng that
there aren't any Phyrexians anmong the Shratta. Renenber
what | told you about the Baszerati and the Mrvernish-the
sheep and the swine? I wouldn't count on it."

She | eft Ratepe standing in the enpty room and had
gotten as far as the well head, beyond the hearth, before he
cane chasing after her

"What do we do now?" Ratepe's cheeks were red above the
dark stubble of a two-day beard. "Foll ow hin®"

"W wait." Xantcha unknotted the winch and let the
bucket drop.

" Somet hi ng coul d go wong."

"All the nore reason to wait.'
"W'd only make it worse."

"Una hadn't ever heard of Efuan Pincar. He didn't know
where it was. He doesn't know our |anguage."

Xantcha let go of the wi nch. "Wat |anguage do you
t hi nk you two have been speaki ng since you got here?"
Ratepe's mouth fell open, but no sound cane out, so she
went on. "I don't know why he says our minds are enpty.
He's willing to plunder themwhen it suits him U za
doesn't know everything you know. You can keep a secret by
just not thinking about it, or by imagining a wall around
it, but in the beginning-and nmaybe all the tinme-best think
that Urza knows what you know. "

Rat epe stood notionl ess except for his breathing, which
was shallow with shock. Hi s flush had faded to waxy pale.
Xant cha cranked the bucket up and offered himsweet water
fromthe ladle. Mdst of it went down his chin, but he found
hi s voi ce.

"He knows what | was thinking? The Weakstone and
M shra? How | thought | was outwitting Urza the Artificer?
Avohir's nercy ..."

Xantcha refilled the | adle and drank. "Maybe. Urza's
mad, Ratepe, He hears what he wants to hear, whether it's
your voice or your thoughts, and he m ght not hear you at
all -but he could. That's what you've got to remenber. |
shoul d've told you sooner." "Do you know what |'m
t hi nki ng?" "Only when your nouth is open.”

He closed it imredi ately, and Xantcha wal ked away,
chuckl ing. She'd gone about ten steps when Ratepe raced
past and stopped, facing her.

"Al'l right. I've had enough . . . You' re Phyrexian. You
weren't born, you crawl ed out of a pit. You're nore than
t hree thousand years ol d, even though you | ook about
twel ve. You dress like a man-a boy. You talk Iike a man,
but Efuand's a tricky | anguage. W talk about things as if
they were men or wonen-a dog is a man, but a cat is a | ady.
Among our sel ves, though, when you say 'l did this,' or 'l
did that,' the forms the sane, whether I'ma man or woman.
Usual ly, the difference is obvious." He swall owed hard, and
Xant cha knew what he was thinking before he opened his
nmout h again. "Last night, Urza, when he'd talk about you

She began cranki ng.



he'd say she and her. What are you, Xantcha, a man or a
wonman?"
"I's it inmportant?"
"Yes, it's inportant.'
"Nei t her."
She wal ked past himand didn't break his arm when he
spun her back to face him
"That's not an answer!"
"I't's not the answer you want.'
"But, Urza . . . ? Wy?"
"Phyrexian's not a tricky | anguage. There are no
famlies, no need for nen or wonen, no words for them

She wrenched free.

ei ther-except in dreanms. | had no need for those words
until |1 nmet a denon. He invaded ny nind. After that and
because of it, |I've thought of nyself as she.”

"Urza?" Ratepe's voice had harshened. He was indignant,
angry.

Xant cha | aughed. "No, not Urza. Long before Urza."

"So, you and Uza . . . ?"

"Urza? You did read The Antiquity Wars, didn't you?
Urza didn't even notice Kayla Bi n-Kroog!"
She | eft Ratepe gaping and cl osed the door behind her

CHAPTER 12

Urza was an honorabl e man, and an honest one. Even when
he'd been an ordinary man, if the word ordi nary had ever
applied to Urza the Artificer, U za had had no great use
for romance or affection, but he'd tolerated friendship,
one friend at a tine.

After Xantcha had pushed hi mout of Phyrexia, he'd
accepted her as a friend.

In the three thousand years since, Xantcha had never
asked for nore nor settled for |ess.

* * k*x K %

They' d stunbl ed through three worlds before the day
during which Urza had ridden his dragon into Phyrexia,
ended. Xantcha was seedier than Urza by then, which nmeant
they were | eaning agai nst each other when Xantcha rel eased
her armor to the cool, night mst. There were unfamliar
stars peeking through the mst and a trio of blue-white
noons.

"Far enough," she whi spered. Her voice had been wrecked
by the bad air of four different worlds. "I've got to
rest."”

"It's not safe! | hear him Yawg-"

Xant cha cringed whenever Urza started to say that word
She seized the crunbling substance of his ornately arnored
tunic. "You're calling the Ineffable! Never say that, never
do that. Every tinme you say that nanme, the Ineffable can
hear you. O all the things | was taught in the Fane of
Fl esh, that one | believe with all ny strength. W' Il never
be safe until you burn that name from your nenory."

Spar ks danced across Una's eyes, which had been a
featurel ess black since he'd dragged them away from
Phyrexia. Xantcha didn't know what he saw, except it had
hi m spooked, and anything that unnerved Urza was nore than
enough for her.



Urza took her suggestion to heart. Heat radiated from
his face. Waste not, want not, if he could literally burn
somet hing fromhis nmenory, he could probably survive it
too. Still, she put nore di stance between them | eading him
by the wist to a rock where he could sit.

"Water, Xantcha. Could you bring nme water?"

He was blind, at least to real things. Hi s vision, he'd
said, was all spots and bubbles, as if he'd stared too |ong
at the sun. There'd been no sun above the Fourth Sphere,
but the dragon had been the target of all the weapons,
sorcerous and elenental, that the denons could ai m

"You'll stay right here?" she asked.

"1 try."

Xantcha didn't ask what he neant. She'd set her feet on
enough worlds to have a sharp sense of where she could
survive and where she couldn't. Phyrexia and the three
wor |l ds after Phyrexia were inhospitable, but this three-
moon worl d was viable. She had her cyst, her heart, and,
tucked inside her tunic, an anbulator. If U za vani shed
before she returned, it wouldn't be the end of her

Heavy rains had fallen recently. Xantcha saw water at
the base of the hill where they energed from between-
worlds. Carrying it was another matter. She quenched her
thirst fromher own cupped hands, but for U za she stripped
of f her tunic, sopped it in the water, and carried it,
dripping, up the hill.

Uza's attenpt to remain seated atop the rock had been
successful. Silhouetted against the softly lit night sky,
hi s shoul ders were slunped forward, and his chin had
di sappeared in the shadows of his arnmored tunic. H s hands
lay inert in his Iap.

"Urza?"

Hi s chin rose

"“I"ve brought you water, without grace or dignity."

"As long as it is wet."

She guided his hand to the sopping cloth. "Quite wet."

Urza sucked noisture fromthe cloth, then w ped his
face. Wien he'd finished, he let her tunic fall. Xantcha
sat at his feet.

"I's there anything nmore | can do for you? WIIl you eat?

Food mi ght help. | snmell berries. It's sumrer here."
He shook his head. "Just sit beside me. Sleep, if you
can, child. Morning will come, a sunmer norning."

Xant cha fought into her tunic. The night was cool, not
col d. The garnment was unconfortabl e, nothing worse
Di sconfort was nothing unfam liar. She got confortable
agai nst the rock. Urza shifted his hand to the top of her
head.

"I told you to stay behind.

"I did, for alittle while."

"You coul d have been hurt. | night have left you in
Phyrexi a forever."

Urza was Urza, at the very center of his world and
every other. On a night like this, after the day they'd
survived, his vainglory was reassuring. Xantcha rel axed.

"It went otherw se, U za. | was neither hurt nor |eft
behi nd. "

“I'd still be there but for you."

"You'd be dead, Uza, if you can die, or in the Seventh
Sphere, if you can't, w shing that you could."



"The Seventh Sphere is the place where-" He hesitated.
"Where the | neffabl e puni shes denons?"

“Yes."

"Then | should thank you."

"Yes," Xantcha repeated. "And you shoul d have |i stened
to me when | told you what waited in Phyrexia."

“I will build another dragon, bigger and stronger.
know wher e

Phyrexia is now, tucked across a fathonl ess chasm |

woul d never have seen it '"walking. | wouldn't see it now,
but I know and | can go back. They will die, Xantcha.
will reap themlike a field of overripe grain. The day of

M shra's vengeance is cl oser today than yesterday."

Xant cha swal | owed an ordi nary yawn. "You were
surrounded, Urza. The fourth leg went right after | clinbed
it. You' d destroyed hundreds of Phyrexians, and yet there
were as nmany around you at the end as there had been at the

begi nni ng. "

"I will change ny design."

"A thousand | egs woul dn't be enough. You can't destroy
every Phyrexian by fighting. You'll need allies and an arny

three times the size of Phyrexia. Tactics. Strategy."
Xant cha thought of the heart vault. "O, the perfect target
for a stealthy attack."

"And since when did you beconme ny war consul, child?"

Urza could be disdainful. Strategy and tactics indeed.
She' d need be careful when she nmentioned the heart vault.
Toni ght, while Urza was blind and she was exhausted, wasn't
the right tinme to reveal her discoveries. Another yawn
escaped, entirely normal. Wthout the menonic, the cyst
was just a lunmp in her stomach.

"Sleep, child. I amgrateful. | underestimated ny
enenny. |'ll never do that again."

Xantcha was too tired to celebrate what little victory
she' d achieved. She fell asleep thinking she' d be al one
when she awoke.

She was, but Urza hadn't gone far. Wth nothing nore
than grass, tw gs and small stones, Xantcha's conpani on had
recreated the Fourth Sphere battleground in an area no nore
t han two- paces square. Hi s dragon, made fromtw gs and
woven grass, towered over the other replicas in precisely
t he proportions she renmenbered. She expected it to nove.

"I'"'mawed," she adnitted before her shadow fell across
Uza's small wonders. "You nust be feeling better?"

"As good as a fool can feel."

It was a conment that begged questions, but Xantcha had
| earned to tread softly through confusion. "You can see
agai n?"

"Yes, yes." He | ooked up: black pupils, hazel irises,
white sclera. "You had the right of it, Xantcha. Burn that
nane out of ny nind.

As soon as | did, | began to feel like myself again,
i gnorant and foolish. No one was hurt. No pl anes were
danaged. "

"A few spheres. The priests will be a long tine

repairing the damage. And you destroyed a score of their
dragons and wyverns. Better than | expected, honestly."
"But not good enough. If |I'd come down here-" U za
touched the ground behind the stone-shaped furnaces then
qui ckly rearranged the delicate figures-"I'd have had a



wal | of fire at ny back, and they couldn't have encircled
ne."

Xant cha studied the new array. "How would that be
better? Wth the furnaces behind you, you'd have been held
in one place alnmost fromthe start." Urza gave her a | ook
t hat sparkl ed. She changed the subject. "Are we staying
here while you build another dragon?"

"No. The multiverse is real, Xantcha. At |east every
plane 1'd ever found before was real, until yesterday when
| found Phyrexia. CGoing there and | eaving, those were
"wal king strides like |I've never taken before. It was as if
I'd leapt a vast chasmin a single bound. The chasm |
realize now, is everywhere, and Phyrexia is its far side
No matter where we are, we're only one | eap away from our
eneny and it fromus. Even so, I'll feel better when |I've
put a few knots in ny trail."

She had no argunent with that plan. "Then what? Anot her
dragon? An army? Allies? | found sonething yesterday, Urza,
somet hing | thought was probably lies. | found ny heart."

Xantcha slid her hand into her boot. The anber
continued to glow. She offered it to Urza.

"That is-well, it's not your heart, Xantcha." He didn't
take it. "Your heart beats behind your ribs, child. The
Phyrexians lied to you. They took your past and your
future, but they didn't take your heart." Urza guided her
enpty hand to her breastbone. "There, can you feel it?"

She nodded. All flesh had a blood-heart in its breast.
Newts in the Fane of Flesh had hearts until they were
conpl eated. "This is different,"” she insisted and descri bed
the vault where countless hearts shinmered. "W are
connected to our hearts. W are taught that the Ineffable
keeps watch over our hearts and records our errors on their
surface. Too many errors and-" She drew a |ine across her
t hr oat .

Urza took the anber and held it to the sun. Xantcha
couldn't see his face or his eyes but a strangeness not
unli ke the between-worlds tightened around her. She
couldn't breathe, couldn't even nmuster the strength or will
to gasp until Urza lowered his hand. H's face, when he
turned toward her again, was not pleased.

"Of all abominations, this is the greatest." Urza held

t he anber above her still-outstretched hand but did not
release it. "I would not call it a heart, yet it falls
short of a powerstone. | can imagi ne no purpose for it,

except the one you describe. And you knew where the vault
was ?"

Xant cha sensed Urza had asked a critical question and
that her life m ght depend on her answer. She woul d have
lied, if she'd been certain a lie would satisfy him "I
knew it was somewhere in the Fane of Flesh."

"You didn't tell me?"

"I didn't want to die with all the rest of Phyrexia. |
wasn't certain. | thought you' d laugh and call me a child
again, and I woul d have been too ashaned to follow you."

Not quite an answer, but the truth and, apparently,
sati sfactory. Urza dropped the anber into her hand. Wt hout
consci ous thought, Xantcha clutched it agai nst her bl ood-
heart.

"I wouldn't have-" Urza began, then stopped abruptly
and | ooked down at his grass-and-tw g dragon. "No, very



possi bly your concerns were justified. | do not inmagine
abomi nati ons and have di scouraged you, thinking you

i magi ned them | allowed nyself to forget that your mind is
enpty. Phyrexians have no imagi nation." He crushed the
dragon beneath his boot. "Another m stake. Another error
Forgive ne, Mshra, | cannot see when | need nost to see
and opportunity slips away forever. If only | could relive
yesterday instead of tonorrow "

"You can go back as soon as you've restored your
strength. If | could find the vault. "

Urza shuddered. "They know ne now. Your I|neffable knows
me, | cannot return to Phyrexia, not without absolute
certainty of success and overwhel mi ng strength. For the
sake of vengeance, | mnust be cautious. | cannot make any
nore mstakes. | would be found out before | set foot on
your First Sphere."

Xant cha kept her nouth shut. It wasn't her First
Sphere. Urza had powers that Phyrexia coveted, but he was
oddly reluctant to use them He had to overwhel m what ever
lay before him and when he nmade one of his m stakes, that
m st ake becane a fortress.

"I could go. | have an anbul ator." She lifted the hem
of her tunic, revealing the small black disk tucked beneath
her belt. "If you made a smaller dragon, | could turn it

| oose in the vault."

Urza smiled. "Your courage is |laudable, child, but you
couldn't hope to succeed. W will talk no nore about it."
He reached for the portal. Xantcha retreated, folding her
arns defensively over her belly. "Come child, you have no
need for such an artifact. It is beyond your understandi ng.
Let me have it."

"I"'mnot a child," she warned, the |east incendiary
comment seething on the back of her tongue.

"You see, sinply having a Phyrexian artifact so close
to you taints you, as that name, yesterday, threatened to
taint ne. You haven't the strength to resist its
corruption. You' ve becone willful. Between that and your

heart . . . You're overwhel ned, Xantcha. | should take them
both fromyou, for your own safety, but | will |eave you
your heart, if you give nme the anbul ator."”

"It's mnel" Xantcha protested. "I rolled it up."

She' d seen born-children in her travels and recogni zed
her behavior. Urza didn't have to say another word. Xantcha
handed the ambul ator over.

"Thank you, Xantcha. | will study it closely."

Urza held the anmbul ator between his fingertips where it
vani shed. Perhaps he would study it. Perhaps he would find
a way to add its properties to her cyst. Wi chever or
what ever, Xantcha didn't think she'd see it again, but she
kept her heart. Urza could have everything el se, not that.

He 'wal ked t hrough two nore worlds that day and two
nore the next and the next after that, making knots in
their trail. After two score worlds in half as many days,
Xantcha swore the next would be her last, that she'd let go
of his hands and remai n behind. Any world would be better
t han anot her between-worl ds passage. But the next world was
yel l ow gas, wind, and |ightning that seemed particularly
attracted to her arnor, and the world after that had no
air. Uza made an underground chamber where Xantcha coul d
breathe wi thout her armor and catch up on her sleep



They canme to a swanp with cone-shaped insects as |ong
as her forearm and an abundance of frogs, not Xantcha's
favorite sort of place. It rem nded her of Phyrexia's First
Sphere, but she could breathe and eat and the water, though
bracki sh, didn't nake her sick

"This is far enough for me," she announced when Urza
hel d out his hand. "I don't need to visit every world."

"Only a few nore,"” Urza protested

He'd begun to pace. Since Phyrexia, his restlessness
had steadily worsened until he could scarcely stand still.
He didn't even try to sleep

"I"'mtired," she told him

"You slept last night."

"Last night! Wen was |ast night? \Were was |ast night?
The world with the yellow trees or the one with two suns?
want to stay put | ong enough see the seasons change."

"Farnmer," Urza chided her, a distinct inprovenent over
"child" and the truth as well. She'd spent too nuch tine
scratching in Phyrexia's sterile soil not to appreciate
wor | ds where plants grew naturally.

"I want a hone."

"So do I." An adm ssion she hadn't expected. "It's
here, Xantcha. Dominaria . . . hone. | can feel it each
time we 'wal k, but at every step, a darkness bl ocks ne. The
dar kness was here the last tine, before | found you. It was

like nothing I'd encountered before. | was sure it would
pass, but it hasn't. It's still here, and stronger than
before. "

"Li ke a knife?" she asked, renenbering the runors of
newts trapped on the nether side of broken portals.

"A knife? No, it is as if nultiverse itself had
shattered, as if Dominaria and all the planes that are
bound to it have been broken apart. | have 'wal ked al
around, approaching it fromevery vantage, yet each tinme it
is the same. There is a darkness that is also cold and
repels me. |1've been naking a map in nmy mnd, a shape
beyond words. Wen it's done, | will know that Dominaria is
conpletely sealed fromnme and Phyrexia.

"It is ny fault, you know. It's not merely vengeance
that | require from Phyrexia. | require atonenment The
Phyrexi ans corrupted and destroyed ny brother; that's
vengeance. But we, ny brother and I, let them back into
Dom naria when we destroyed the Thran safeguards. The | and
itself has not forgiven ne, won't forgive me until | have
atoned for our error by destroying Phyrexia. Dom naria
locks me out, as it |ocks out the Phyrexians. | cannot go
horme until | have done what not even the Thran could do:
destroy Phyrexi al

"I want to go home, Xantcha. You, who cannot renenber
where you were born, cannot know true homesi ckness as
know it. | had not thought it would be so difficult. The
| and does not forgive. It has sealed itself against nme. But
it has sealed itself against Phyrexia, too, and though ny
heart aches, | amcontent with nmy exile, know ng that ny
home is safe.”

Xant cha rubbed her tenples. There was truth, usually,
tangl ed through Urza's sel f-centered del usi ons. "Searcher-
priests don't "wal k between-worlds," she said cautiously,
when she thought she had the wheat separated fromthe
chaff. Wen conversation touched M shra, Dominaria or the



nmysterious Thran, Urza's mpoods becane | ess predictabl e than
they usually were. "They use anbul ators, but | don't know
how t hey set the stones to find new worlds. Maybe you can't
be quite certain that Dominaria is safe?"

"I'"mcertain,"” he insisted.

Her thoughts raced along a bright tangent. "You figured
out how to set the stones on ny anbul at or ?"

“"Yes. | set it for Dominaria, and it was destroyed."

Xantcha's m nd went dark. There was nuch she coul d have
said and no reason to say any of it. She turned away with a
si gh.

"When | know, beyond doubt, that Donminaria is
i naccessible, then | will look for a hospitable plane.
mean to take your advice, Xantcha. | will build an arny
three times the size of Phyrexia, and anbul ators | arge
enough to transport them by the thousand! | exam ned your
anbul ator quite thoroughly before it was destroyed. | can
make you another once | find the right materials, and can
make it better.”

Urza expected her to rejoice, so she tried. She took
his armand followed to a "few' nore worlds, thirty-three,
before he was satisfied that Domi naria was inaccessible
behi nd what he called a shard of the nultiverse. U za
i nsisted that, conpared to the mul-tiverse, a thousand
worl ds could be properly termed a "few' worlds. The
multiverse nmeant little to her. Uza's efforts to explain
the planes and nexi that conprised it meant |ess. But the
fact that Uza did try to explain it neant a lot.

"I need a friend," he explained one |lonely night on a
worl d where the air was old and nothing remained alive. "I
need to talk with soneone who has seen what | have seen
some of it, enough to listen w thout going nunb from
despair. And, after |I have talked, | need to hear a voice
that is not ny own."

"But you never listen to ne!l"

"I always listen, Xantcha. You are rarely correct. |
cannot replace what the Phyrexians took away from you. Your
mnd is nostly enpty, and what isn't enpty is filled with
Phyrexi an rubbish. You recite their |ies because you cannot
know better. Your advice, child, is untrustworthy, but you
yourself, are ny friend."

Urza hadn't called her child since they "wal ked away
from Dominaria, and Xantcha didn't like to think that after
so nmuch time together, he continued to distrust her, but an
of fer of friendship, true friendship, was a gift not to be
over | ooked.

"I will never betray you,'
hi s hand between hers.

It was |like stone at first, flexible stone. Then it
sof tened, warnmed, and becane flesh

"I want nothing nmore than to be your friend, Urza."

He smiled, a rare and nortal gesture. "I will take you
wher ever you want, but | would rather you wanted to remain
with me until we find a plane that satisfies both of us."

Late that night, when the fire was cold and Urza had
gone wandering, as he usually did while she slept, Xantcha
shar pened her knife and made an incision in her left flank
the side opposite the cyst. She tucked her anber heart into
the gap, sealed it with a paste of ashes, then bound it
tightly with cloth torn from her spare cl ot hes.

Xantcha said softly, taking



Urza knew i nmedi ately. She'd been a fool to think he
woul dn' t .

"I swallowed it my own way," she told him in no nood
for a lengthy argunment. "It's part of me now, where it
belongs. 1'Il never lose it, no matter where you take ne."

* * k* K %

Xant cha wanted a worl d where she could pretend she'd
been born. Never mind that by their best guess, she was
living near the end of her sixth century and no nore than
seven decades younger than Urza hinmself. Urza wanted a
pl ane where he could recruit an arny. Their wants, she
t hought, should not have been inconpatible, and perhaps
they woul dn't have been, if Urza had been able to sleep. To
give himhis due, Xantcha granted that U za tried to sleep
He knew he needed to dream but whenever he attenpted that
treacherous descent from wakeful ness, he found ni ght nares
i nstead, scream ng nightnmares that spread |like the stench
of rotting fish on a sunmer's day. Until anyone within a
hal f-day's journey could see the flanmes of Phyrexia and the
metal and flesh apparition that U za called M shra.

Strangers did not welcone themfor |ong. Recruiting an
arnmy was inpossible. Wien she was | ucky, Xantcha nursed a
singl e harvest fromthe ground before they went 'walking
again. Wen they found a truly hospitable world with
abundant, rich soil, a broad swath of tenperate climates
and a wealth of vigorous cultures, Xantcha suggested that
Urza build hinmself a tower on the loneliest island in the
| argest sea. He could "walk to such a tower w thout
difficulty and sl eep, she'd hoped, w thout disturbing
anyone.

Urza called the world Moag, and it becane the hone
Xant cha had dreaned about. He built a sheer-walled tower
with neither wi ndows nor doors and filled it with
artifacts. Wthin a decade, its rocky shores had becone a
pl ace of prophecy and | earning where

Urza warned pilgrims of Phyrexian evil and laid the
foundati ons for the arny he hoped eventually to raise.

Xantcha built a cottage with a garden, and in the
seasons when it didn't need tending, she yawned and went
expl oring. Urza had nade her another sunmoni ng crystal
whi ch she wore in friendship but never expected to use.
They met at his island whenever the noon was full, nowhere
el se, no other time. They'd become friends who could talk
about anyt hi ng because they knew whi ch questions to avoi d.

For thirty years, life-Xantcha's apparently inmorta
life- could not have been better. Until the bright autumm
day on Mpag's nost intriguing southern continent when
Xant cha caught the unexpected, unforgettable scent of
glistening oil. She followed it to the source: the newy
refurbi shed tenmple of a fire god with a taste for gold and
bl ood sacrifice.

A born-flesh novice sat beside a burning alns box. For
the hearths of the poor, he said, and though it |ooked Iike
extortion, Xantcha threw copper into the flames. She yawned
out her arnor before entering the sanctuary. Troubl e found
her, one Phyrexian to another, before she reached the fire-
bound al tar.

W apped in concealing robes, it showed only its face



whi ch had the jow s and grizzled beard of a mature man and
the reek of the conpleated. In its gloved hand it carried a
gnarl ed wooden staff that i mediately roused Xantcha's
suspi cion. She had a small sword on her hip. A nace would
have been nore useful, but out of keeping with the rest of
her dandy's di sgui se.

"Where have you been?" it asked in a Phyrexian whisper
that coul d have been m staken for insects buzzing.

"Waiting," Xantcha replied with a nem's soft
inflection. Waiting to see what woul d happen next.

It came faster than she'd expected. There was a priest
of some new type inside those robes, and its staff was as
false as its face. A web of gol den power struck her arnor.
The priest wasn't expecting surprises, not froma new.
Xant cha kicked it once in the md-section and again on the
chin as it fell. Its head separated fromits neck, |eaving
its flesh-face behind. Xantcha understood instantly why
Urza could not purge his brother's last nenory fromhis
m nd. She reached for the not-wooden staff and realized,
bel atedly, that there'd been w tnesses.

Phyrexi an wi tnesses. Four of them were surging out of
the recesses to block her path. They all had staves, and
she'd | ost the advantage of surprise. The sanctuary roof
had a snmoke vent above the altar. Xantcha grabbed the
priest's head instead of its staff as she braced herself
for the agony of winging a sphere fromthe cyst while the
arnmor was still in place around her. There was blood in the
sphere, but it resisted the efforts of the Phyrexians and
their staves to bring it down as it expanded and lifted her
out of imredi ate danger

W1 | power got Xantcha drifting silently just above the
rooftops south of the tenple. But willpower couldn't lift
her high enough to catch the winds that would carry her to
true safety beyond the walls. The cyst couldn't maintain
both the sphere and the arnor for |ong. Already, knife
pai ns ripped through her stomach, and her mouth had filled
wi th bl ood.

Whozy and desperate, Xantcha went to ground in the
foul est mdden she could find: a gaping pit behind a
boneyard. She thought she'd die when the sphere dissol ved
on contact with the m dden scum and she found herself
shoul der-deep in fernenting filth. Wth a death grip on the
nmet al - mesh head-if she dropped it, she'd never have the
courage to fish it out-Xantcha rel eased her arnmor as well
and hoped that uncontrolled nausea woul dn't prevent the
cyst fromrecharging itself.

By sunset, when swarnms of insects m stook her for their
eveni ng meal, Xantcha was ready to surrender to any
Phyrexi an brave enough to haul her out of her hiding place.
She thought about gods and the inconveni ence of not
believing in any of them then filled her lungs for a yawn.
Wth a single, sharp pain that threatened, for one horrible
monent, to fold her in half, the cyst discharged. Xantcha
gasped her way through the menonic that would create the
sphere, and just when she thought she had no endurance
left, it began to swell.

She was seen-certainly she was scented-rising above the
shanbl es’ roofs, slowy at first, then faster as fresh air
lifted her up. There were screans, clanging alarns and,
fromthe open roof of the fire god's tenple, a di aphanous



gout of black sorcery that fell short of its noving target.
The wi nds bl ew westward, into the sunset. Xantcha let them
carry her, until the moon was high, before she began the

I ong tacks that would take her to Urza's tower.

The nobon was a waxi ng crescent when Xantcha set down on
the tower roof five nights later. U za wasn't expecting her
and wasn't pleased to have her within his tower walls.

Xant cha had abandoned her clothes and scrubbed hersel f raw
with sand and water w thout quite ridding herself of the

m dden's aroma. But Urza reserved his greatest displeasure
for the netal -nesh head she stood on his work table.

"Where did you find that?" he demanded and stood |ike
stone whil e Xantcha raced t hrough an account of her
m sadventure in the southern city.

"You struck it down, before wi tnesses? And you brought
it here, as a trophy? Wat were you thinking?"

Urza's enraged eyes lit up the chanber. The air around
hi m shi mmrered with between-worlds |ight. Xantcha thought it
wi se to arnmor herself, but when she opened her mouth Urza
envel oped her in stifling paralysis. Naked and def ensel ess,
she endured a scathing | ecture about the stupidity of newts
who exposed thenselves to their enenm es and jeopardi zed the
delicate plans of their friends.

"I snelled glistening oil," Xantcha countered when

toward dawn, Urza released her fromhis spell. She was
angry by then and incautious. "I was curious. | didn't know
it cane from Phyrexian priests. Maybe it was just a

coi nci dental cooking sauce! | didn't plan to destroy a
Phyrexian, but it seemed better than letting it kill ne,
and as for witnesses, well, | amsorry about that. | didn't
noti ce them standing there until it was too |late. And

brought the head because | thought 1'd better have proof,
because | wasn't sure you'd believe nme without, it. Should
| have let nyself be killed? O captured? Maybe they coul d
have dropped ny head on the roof before they attacked!
Wul d that have been better? Wser, on ny part?"

A silver globe appeared in U za's hand. He cocked his
arm

"Co ahead, throw it. Then what? Make ne into another
nm st ake you can nourn? You can't change the past, Urza. The
Phyrexi ans were here before | found them Enpty-headed f ool

that | am | thought you'd want to know whatever | could

| earn, however | learned it. Waste not, want not, | thought
you'd be glad | survived!" The gl obe vani shed in a shower
of bright red sparks. "I am Truly. But they will have
found ne."

"Phyrexians are here, Urza. It's not necessarily the
same thing. How do you suppose they found Domi naria in the
first place? Searcher-priests |look for nore than artifacts.
That thing-" Xantcha gestured at the netal -mesh head-"had a
face no one would | ook twice at. The searchers have found a
nice, little world, ripe for the plucking. They' ve set
thenselves up in the fire god's cult because what Phyrexia
needs nore than artifacts is ore for its furnaces, and
Mbag's a netal -rich world."

"They' || destroy Mdag, Xantcha. It will all happen
again." "Well, isn't that what you've been waiting for, a
chance to right old wongs?"

"No. No, the price is too high."

"Urza!" Xantcha | ost patience with him "Forget about



listening to ne, do you ever listen to yoursel f?"

He stared at her, nortal-eyed, but as if she were a
stranger rather than his conpanion of the centuries. "Co,
Xantcha. | need to think. I will come for you at the ful
nmoon. "

"Maybe | don't want to 'walk away fromthis. Maybe
want my vengeance!"

"CGo, child! You're disturbing nme. | nust think. | wll
tell you ny decision when |'ve nmade it, not before."

They were back to child again, and he had nmade his
deci sion. Xantcha had been with Urza too |long not to know
when he was lying to her. He'd nmade a hole in the roof, and
she took advantage of it. She gathered the weapons she
hadn't discarded and the sack that held her traveling stash
of gold and gens, these things the m dden hadn't damaged at
all. Only the sack desperately needed replacing, so she
took one of Urza's and swapped the contents before yawning
out the sphere. The hole cl osed as soon as she'd passed
through it.

Morni ng had come, a beautiful norning with nackerel
cl ouds streaking north by northeast, the direction Xantcha
needed, if she were going back to her cottage, which she
deci ded after a heartbeat's thought that she wasn't.
Xantcha set her mind south, to the fire god's city. U za
was going to | eave Mbag, and despite her threats, Xantcha
knew she'd go with him but if he'd intended sinply to
| eave, they could have 'wal ked al ready. They'd |eft other
worlds with I ess warning. No, Urza had sonethi ng pl anned,
and Xantcha wanted to witness it.

As soon as Xantcha reached the coast, she found a
prosperous villa and sneaked into it by noonlight. She |eft
two silver coins and another world's garnet brooch on a
ni ght stand, in exchange for her pick of the young heir's
war drobe. His britches were tight and his boots too big,
but overall she considered it a fair swap. She didn't
linger until sunrise to |earn the househol d' s opinion

Xant cha scuffed up her fine clothes when she reached
the southern city and wove a tale of tragedy and
coi nci dence for the apothecary whose shop w ndow had the
best view of the fire god's tenple. The ow -eyed nerchant
didn't believe a word Xantcha said, but she could read,
count, and conmpound a script better than either of his
journeynen. He took her in with the promise of two neals a
day, one hot, one cold, and a night-pallet across the
threshol d, which was what she'd wanted fromthe start.

She settled in to wait: one day, two days, three, four
Urza cane on the fifth. O rather, a ball of fire descended
fromthe stars during the fifth night. It struck the tenple
wi t h hi deous force. Masonry, stone and burning tinbers flew
across the plaza, smashing through shutters and walls.
Xantcha got her sword fromits hiding place, bid an
unobserved farewell to the apothecary, then went hunting
for Phyrexians through the snoke.

Xantcha found a few, as terrified as any born-folk, or
nore so since glistening oil burnt with a hot blue flane.
She put an end to their msery and with her arnor to
protect her fromboth flames and snoke made her way into
t he sanctuary. The journeynen had succunbed to her
guestions, and told her where the fire god's priests had
their private quarters. Which was where Xantcha expected to



find-and steal -anot her anbul at or

She found a passage back to Phyrexia, but it was unlike
any ambul ator she'd seen before. Instead of a bottomnl ess
bl ack pool, the flesh-faced priests had a solid-seening
di sk that rose edgewi se fromthe stone floor. Face on, it
was as bl ack as the anbul ators Xantcha was familiar wth.
From behind, it sinply wasn't there. One thing hadn't
changed; it still had a pal msized panel with seven bl ack
jewel s where the disk emerged fromthe floor. Since she
couldn't roll the standing-portal up and take it with her,
Xant cha smashed the panel w th her sword.

Snoke and screans bel ched out of the black disk before
it collapsed. Xantcha guessed she'd closed it just in tine.
A pair of lines gouged into the stone was all that remained
when the snoke cl eared. She was rummmagi ng t hrough shel ves
and cabinets, hoping to find a famliar anmbul ator, when the
air grew heavy. The other kind of between-worlds passage,
Urza's kind of 'wal king passage, was openi ng.

"It's me!" she shouted as he canme into view
"Xantcha! \What are you doing here? | could have killed
you. "

They never had established whether Urza's arnor woul d
protect her fromUrza's wath or Uza' s m stakes

"I came for the ambulator. | knew they'd have one, and
I wasn't sure you'd think to roll it." He hadn't when he
rode the dragon into Phyrexia. "It was a new kind," she
admtted. "I couldn't roll it up."”

Urza stared at the lines in the floor. "No, it was a
very old kind. Did you destroy it?"

He was so cal mand reasonable, it worried her. "Yes.
broke the gens. There were screans, then nothing."

"Well, perhaps it is enough. If not, | have left ny
mark above, and | will leave a trail. Are you ready to
"wal k, or are you staying here?"

"You want the Phyrexians to follow us?"

Urza nodded, smiling, and held out his hand. "I want
themto pursue us with all their strength and | eave Mbag in
peace. "

Xant cha took his hand and said, "I don't think it works
that way," but they were between-worlds and her words were

| ost.

* * k*x K %

Xant cha never knew if the second part of Urza's plan
bore fruit, but the first was successful beyond his w | dest
dreans. He stopped laying a deliberate trail after the
fourth world beyond Mbag, but that didn't stop the
searcher-priests and the avenger teans they |ed.

Sonetimes she and Urza got a year's respite between
attacks, never nore. Urza reached into his past for
sentries he called Yotians, never-fail guardi ans shaped
fromwhatever materials a new world offered: clay, stone,
wood, or ice.

He'd 'wal ked her to ice worlds before. They were dark
airless places where the sun was | ost anong the stars and
the ice as hard as steel. Save for the gas worlds, where
there was no solid ground at all, ice worlds were the |east
hospitable worlds in the multi-verse. They never stayed
long on ice, no nmatter how cl ose the pursuit.



Then, years after Mdag by U za's reckoning, he found a
worl d where the ice was nelting, and the air was cold but
breat hable. Once it had been a world |ike Mag. Wole
forests and cities could be glinpsed through the ice when
the light was right. Now it was a brutal place, with nen
who' d forgotten what cities were

Xant cha thought it was as inhospitable as any airless
worl d, but Urza di sagreed and she was disinclined to argue.
He hadn't slept soundly since they |left Mag. The sinple
act of closing his eyes was enough to trigger the
ni ght mar es- hal | uci nati ons of the past, of the Ineffable. To
Xantcha's abiding horror, the forbidden nane had returned
to Uza's menory and cane easily to himwhen he battled
t hr ough hi s ni ght mar es.

Years wi thout proper sleep had taken their toll. U za's
restl essness had grown into a sort of frenzy. He was never
still, always pacing or winging his hands. He babbl ed
constantly. Xantcha fashi oned wax earplugs so she could
sl eep. Wth Phyrexians on their trail, they never strayed
far apart.

And Urza needed her. Wthout her, Urza often didn't
know what was real from what was not. Wthout her gentle
naggi ng, he woul d have forgotten to carve the Yotians or
given themthe appropriate orders. Wthout her willingness
to brave his hallucinations he woul d have gouged the
genstone eyes fromhis skull and put an end to his msery.

Sitting on the opposite side of a fire, with a score of
icy Yotians clanking patrol through the frigid night,

Xant cha wondered if she should et himdie. They were each
over eight hundred years old and though she could stil

pass for an unbearded youth, Urza | ooked his age, or worse.
The arcane power that enabled himto change his appearance
at will had beconme erratic. On nights like tonight, even

t hough he wasn't hallucinating, Uza seenmed to be
surrounded by a between-worlds niasma. Viewed from sone
angl es, he had no substance at all, just seething |ight
that hurt her eyes.

"WIl you eat? Can you eat?" Xantcha asked gently,
trying to ignore the way the hearth flanes were visible
t hrough hi s robes.

Food was no substitute for sleep and dreans, but it
hel ped keep Urza | ooking nmortal. She'd seasoned the stew
pot with the aromatic herbs that had tenpted hi m before.
But it didn't work this tine.

"I'"'mholl ow," he said, a disturbingly accurate
assessment. "Food won't fill me, Xantcha. Eat all you can
Pack the rest. | feel the eyes of the nultiverse upon us."

Xantcha | ost her appetite. Wien U za thought the
mul tiverse was watching him Phyrexians weren't usually far
behi nd. She forced down a small portion-the between-worlds
was easier on a near-enpty stonach-and filled a waterskin
with the rest. The ice-shaped Yotians were al nost as
restless as Urza. Xantcha slung the waterskin and ot her
essentials froma shoul der harness and checked her weapons.
The second-best way to deal with Phyrexians was to batter
them apart. She'd | ong since abandoned her Mag sword in
favor of a short club with a jagged chunk of pure iron for
its head.

The best way to deal with Phyrexi an avengers, however,
was to hide, and let Urza demolish themw th sorcery and



artifice, then wait until he shaped hinmself into a man
again. Waiting was the difficult part. As the years and
wor |l ds and ambushes accunul ated, Urza had never had a

pr obl em vanqui shi ng the avengers, but increasingly he |ost
hinself in the aftermath. Two anbushes ago, he'd devol ved
into a pillar of rainbow light that shimered for three
days before condensing into a solid, famliar form

Consi dering the brutal, backwater worlds they frequented,
Xant cha desperately wanted an anbul ator and the wherew t hal
to set its black stones for a hospitable world.

She' d rai sed the subject as often as she'd dared, which
didn't include this night with the ice Yotians clattering
like crystals through the shadows.

The anbush canme at dawn, in gusts of hot, sour
Phyrexi an wi nd. There were a score of them not counting
the two searcher-priests who squatted beside the flat-black
anbul ator. This tine the avengers resenbl ed huge turtles
wi th bow - shaped carapaces and four broad, shovel-1ike
feet, ideal for churning through snow and ice. Instead of
claws or teeth, their weapons were beans of dark radi ance
t hat shot through an opening where a turtle's head woul d
energe fromits shell.

Xantcha left the turtles for Uza and the Yotians. Safe
in her arnmor and scream ng loudly, she charged the
searcher-priests instead, hoping to steal their ambul ator
They took one | ook at her and retreated into the ambul at or
rolling it up behind them abandoning the avengers. She
cursed them for their cowardice, but searchers were hard to
repl ace. They were subtle for Phyrexians, far nore subtle
t han avengers who, because they were so powerful, were also
st upi d.

She supposed the searchers could bring reinforcenents,

t hough, so far, once they left, they'd stayed gone. But the
ot her skirm shes had been over sooner. lIce was not the

i deal defense when the avengers' weapon was heat. The
Yotians had been utterly destroyed w thout bringing down a
si ngl e Phyrexi an, which nmeant that Urza had to face them
all. He had the skill and power, though the turtles were a
bit tougher, a bit nastier they'd been in the | ast ambush
as if Phyrexia were learning fromits failures-a
frightening notion in and of itself.

There were only eight of the avengers left. U za had
destroyed two of those with dazzling streaks of raw power
fromhis jewel ed eyes. No one | earned faster than Urza. He
never tired nor depleted his resources. So long as there
was substance beneath his feet or stars in the sky
overhead, Urza the Artificer could work his uniquely potent
magi c.

Then, suddenly, his strikes became indeci sive.

A turtle scuttled forward unchal | enged and knocked Urza
backward; the first time Xantcha had ever seen himtouched
in battle. He destroyed it with a glut of flame, but not
before the other turtles pelted himw th bursts of
dar kness.

After that Xantcha expected Urza to make short work of
t he eneny. Instead he becanme vaporous, a man of |ight and
shadow. A turtle paw passed directly through him Xantcha
t hought it was another of Urza's tactical surprises, unti
she watched his counter-strike pass through the turtle.

Xant cha had i magi ned the end many tines, but she never



t hought the end would come fromturtles on an ice-bound
wor | d.

Her armor would protect her . . . probably. Her club
woul d al nost certainly have no effect on avengers meant to
destroy Urza the Artificer, but Xantcha woul d sooner face
her personal end right here, right now, than risk capture
and return to Phyrexia, or-even worse-eternity on this ice-
bound world. She leapt onto the back of the nearest turtle
and took aimat the forward gap in its carapace.

The turtle proved quite agile, bucking |ike an unbroken
horse in its efforts to throw Xantcha off. She held on
until two of the other avengers began targeting her instead
of Urza. The arnor held, barely. Xantcha felt the heat of
dark magic, front and back, and the crack of her ribs as
t hey began to break, one by one, under the hamrer-and-anvil
pressure.

The last thing Xantcha saw was Urza, brighter than the
sun. . ..

Not a bad sight to carry into the darkness.

CHAPTER 13

Sunmer had cone to the Chran ridge sone two nont hs
after Ratepe arrived. Grass in every shade of green rippled
in the wind beneath a blue crystal sky. Xantcha's sphere
rose easily, caught a westward breeze, and began the
journey to Efuan Pincar

"Do you think this is going to work?" Ratepe asked when
the cottage had di sappeared into the folded foothills.

She didn't answer. Ratepe gave her a sul ky | ook, which
she al so ignored. Still sulking, he began rearranging their
traveling gear. Xantcha's head brushed the inner curve.

Rat epe, who was a head-plus taller, was at a nmuch greater
di sadvantage. Wth a dramati c show of deternination, he
shoved the | argest, heaviest box behind them and

uphol stered it with food sacks. Although his efforts made
the sphere easier to maneuver, if he didn't settle down
Xant cha thought she nmight finish the journey al one.

"I don't think I've ever had cushions up here before,"
she said, trying to be pleasant, hoping pleasantry woul d be
enough to cal m her conpani on

"I do what | can," he replied, still sulking.

Ratepe had a flair for solving problens, which didn't
seemto depend on the i mages he gl eaned from Urza's
Weakst one eye.

Even Urza had noticed it and nade a point of discussing
things with himthat he'd never have nmentioned to her
Xantcha told herself this was exactly what she'd wanted-an
Urza who paid attention to the world around him O course,
Urza thought he was talking to his |ong-dead brother, and
Rat epe, though he played his part well, wanted nore than
conver sati on.

These days, Ratepe's mind swamin the menories of a man
who' d been Urza's peer in artifice. He'd absorbed all the
theories of artifact creation, but as clever as he was with
sacks and boxes, he was awkward at the worktable. Perhaps
if he'd been willing to start with sinple things . . . but
i f Ratepe had had the tenperanent for easy beginnings, the
Weakst one probably woul d have ignored him as it had al ways
i gnored Xant cha.



He'd tried pure nmagi c where Xantcha had been certain he
woul d succeed. Urza always said that magic was rooted in
the land. Ratepe's devotion to Efuan Pincar was the
touchstone of his life, and magic often came both | ate and
sudden into a nortal's life, but it wouldn't enter
Ratepe's, no matter how earnestly he invited it. The | owest
bl ow, however, had cone after he'd badgered Urza into
concocti ng anot her cyst.

Rat epe had gul ped the lunp without a heartbeat's
hesitation and withed in agony for two days before he |et
Urza dissolve it. One artifact poisoning wasn't enough
He'd tried twice nore, until Urza-who knew sonmewhere in the
fat hom ess depths of his being that Ratepe was an ordinary
young man and not his brother-refused to brew up anot her
one.

"I don't mind doing the heavy work," Xantcha said. The
sphere was nmoving nicely on its own. She laid her hand on
his arm "I like the company . . . the friendship."

Rat epe was nore than a friend, though both of them were
careful not to put the difference into words. The cottage
had only two roons. Her room had only one bed. The
di fference had conme suddenly. One noment they were each
al one, ignoring another rainy night. The next, they were on
the bed, sitting near each other, then touching. For
warnth, he'd said, and Xantcha had agreed, as if curiosity
had never gotten her into trouble before. As if she hadn't
known the difference between curiosity and need and been
coldly willing to take advantage of it.

It had been awkward at first. Xantcha was, as she'd
war ned, a Phyrexian newt, a vat-grown creature whose
pur pose had never been to | ove another or beget children.
But Ratepe was nothing if not persistent in the face of
chal | enge, and the probl ems, though inconveni ent, had been
surmounted without artifice or nmagic. He was satisfied.

Xant cha was surprised-astoni shed beyond all the words in
all the | anguages she knewto discover that being in | ove
had nothing to do with being born

Rat epe |l aced his fingers through hers. "I could do
nore. You never nade good on your threat to make me cook ny
own food."

"There's only one hearth. | haven't had tine to nake
anot her."

"That's what | nean." Ratepe tightened his hand. "You
do everything. Urza doesn't notice, but | do. You're the
one who nmakes the decisions."

Xant cha | aughed. "You don't know Urza very well."

"I wouldn't know himat all if you hadn't decided to
bring me here. | wake up in the norning, and for a few
monents | think I'"mback in Efuan Pincar with ny famly and
that it's all been a dream | think about telling nmy little
brother, then | | ook over at you-"

She made an unnecessary adjustment to the sphere's
drift, an excuse to reclaimher hand. "Urza's com ng back
tolife, letting go of his obsessions. That's your doing."

Rat epe sighed. "I hadn't noticed."

Ratepe, like Mshra, had a tendency to sul k. Xantcha
had reread The Antiquity Wars | ooking for ways to buoy his
spirits. She'd even asked Urza what could put an end to
Rat epe-or M shra's- bl ack, self-defeating nmobods. Silence,
Urza had replied, had al ways been the best tactic when his



brot her sul ked. M shra couldn't bear to be ignored. Be
patient, out wait himand his quicksilver tenmper would find
anot her target.

Xant cha had | earned endurance without mastering
pati ence. "For the first tinme in two and a half centuries,
Uza's worktable isn't covered with nountains. He's making
artifacts again." Xantcha thunped the box behind her. "New
artifacts, not the same gnats. He pays attention when you
talk to him Wy do you think we're going up to Efuan
Pi ncar ?"

"To appease nme? To keep ne in my place?"

Xantcha's tenper rose. "Don't be ridiculous.”

"No? |'ve done what you wanted. He calls me M shra and

| answer. | listen to the Wakstone and remenber things
never lived, that no one should have |ived. Wwen you or he
says that 1'mso nuch like Mshra ... by Avohir's book, I

want to go outside and smash ny skull with a rock. It's no
conpliment to be conpared with a col d-bl ooded rnurderer, and
that's what they both are, Xantcha. That's what they al ways
were. They care nore about things than people. But | don't
do it, because all |'ve got to replace everything |I've | ost
is you. You asked ne to be Mshra, so | am Al I've asked
of Urza is that he care enough to send a few of his
precious artifacts for Efuan Pincar."

"He does. He has. W're taking these to Pincar GCity,
aren't we?"

"Admit it, you'd both rather be rooting around in
Baszerat or Mrvern. You' ve been down there, what, seven,
ei ght tines?"

"Six, and you could have come. The lines are clearer
there. Urza recogni zes the strategies. It's your war al
over again, just smaller."

"Not my war, damm it! If | were going to fight a war it
woul dn't be in Baszerat or Mrvern!"

Xant cha made the sphere tunbl e and swerve, but those
tricks no | onger worked. Ratepe had overcone his fear of
t he open sky. He kept his balance as easily as she did and
knew perfectly well that she wasn't going to let them drop
to the ground.

"You're wasting your tine. Get rid of the Phyrexians in
Baszerat or Morvern, and they'll keep on fighting each
other. That's what they do."

"And Efuands are so nuch better than Baszerati sw ne
and Morverni sh sheep, or have | got that backward? Are the
Baszerati the swine or the sheep?”

"They're all pig-keepers."

Bel atedl y, Xantcha cl anmped her teeth together and said
not hi ng. She shoul d have taken Urza's advice, hard as
i gnoring Rat was when they couldn't get nore than a
handspan apart. The sphere cane around on two | ong tacks
before he saw fit to speak again.

"Do you think it will work?"

The sane question he'd asked as they'd risen up from
the cottage, but the whiny edge was gone from his voice.
Xant cha risked an honest answer.

"Maybe. The artifacts will work. They'll be our eyes
and ears and noses in the walls. W'll find out where the
Phyrexians are, and if we know that, maybe we'll be able to
figure out what they're up to, what can be done to thwart
them™



"W know they're in the Red-Stripes and we know t he
Red-Stripes are doing the Shratta's dirty work. If there

are any Shratta left. | want to get to Pincar City and get
you into Avohir's tenmple. | want to know what kinds of oils
you snell there. | want you in the palace, so I'll know

what's happened to Tabarna. Has he beconme another M shra, a
man on the outside, a Phyrexian on the inside? Avohir's
mercy-1 was so certain Urza would listen when | said,
"Brother, don't let the Phyrexians do to another man what
they did to nme!l' And what was his response? Pebbles! W're
going to scatter pebbles then cone back, who knows when
and see if any of the pebbles have changed color!" Ratepe
took a breath and began speaking in a dead-on initation of
Urza, "That way | will know for certain if ny eneny has
cone to Efuan Pincar. .

"Sometines |'mnot so sure he is Urza. Maybe he was
once soneone |like ne, then the M ghtstone took over his
life. Avohir! If a man's a nurderer, what's the use of a
consci ence? During the war, the real Urza and the rea
M shra both made hunter-killers, none of this pebbles-on-

t he- path, wait-and-see nonsense. They went right after each
ot her."

"Urza doesn't want to repeat his old m stakes." Waste
not, want not-she was defending U za with the very
argunents that had infuriated her for mllennia. "The
situation in Efuan Pincar is different. He's not sure
what's going on, so he's being careful."

"And putting all his real efforts into Baszerat and
Morvern! Avohir! How many Efuand vill ages have to burn
before they're inportant?"

"I wouldn't know," Xantcha snarled. "Dominaria' s the
only world he's ever cone back to. Everyplace else, he's
just 'wal ked off and left to its fate. Urza may not be
doi ng what you'd like himto do, but he is doing sonething.
He listens to you, Ratepe. He's never really listened to
anyone before. You should be pleased with yourself."

"Not while ny people are dying. Urza's got the power,
Xantcha, and the obligation to use it."

Xantcha was going to rmutter sonething about nen who put
i deas first, but resisted the inmpulse. Prickly silence
persi sted throughout the afternoon. She brought the sphere
down with the sun. Ratepe nade an abortive attenpt to help
set up their canp, but they weren't ready to talk civilly
to each other. Xantcha bani shed himto nearby trees unti
she got the fire lit.

The sky was radiant | avender before she went | ooking
for her troubl esone conpani on. Ratepe had seated hinsel f on
the west-facing bole of a fallen tree. Xantcha got no
reaction as she approached and was rekindling her
irritation when she realized his cheeks were wet. Conpl eat
Phyrexians didn't cry, but newts sonetinmes did, until they
learned it didn't help. "Supper's on the fire."

Rat epe started, realized he'd been weepi ng, and wi ped
his face roughly on his sleeve before neeting her eyes.
"I"'mnot hungry." "Still angry with nme?"

He turned west again. "The Sea-star's above the sun
The Festival of Fruits is over."

A single yell ow star shone in the |lavender. "Berulu,"
she said, giving it the old Argivian nane that Urza used.
It woul d be another week before it rose high enough to be



seen fromthe cottage. "I'm ei ghteen."

Born-fol k, being nortal and having parents and usually
living their whole lives on a single world, kept close
track of their ages. "Is that a significant age?" she asked
politely. Some years were nore inportant than others.

Rat epe swal | owed and spoke in a husky voice. "You and
U za don't live by any cal endar. One day's the same as the
next. There isn't any reason . . . |-1 forgot ny birthday.
It nust have been three, maybe four days ago. Last year-
| ast year we were together. My nother roasted a duck, and
my little brother gave me a honey-cake that was full of
sand. My father gave nme a book, Sup-pulan's Philosophy. The
Shratta burnt it. For them there is only one book. O it
wasn't the Shratta but the Red-Stripes doing Shratta work
who burnt it. It got burnt, that's enough. Burnt and gone."
Ratepe hid his face in his hands as nenory got the better
of him "Go away."

"You think about thenf"

"Go away," he repeated, then added, "Please."

Urza's grief had hardened into obsession. Xantcha
under st ood obsession. Ratepe's flowed freely fromhis heart

and nystified her. "I could roast a duck for you, if | can
find one. WII that hel p?"

"Not now, Xantcha. | know you care, but not now
What ever you say, it only remi nds nme of what's gone."

She retreated. "1'll be by the fire until it is good
and truly dark. Then I will conme back here, if you will not

conme down. This is wild country, Ratepe, and you're not
" The right word, the word that woul dn't of fend him
failed to spring into her nind.

"I"'mnot what? Not clever enough to take care of
nmysel f? Not strong enough? Not inmortal or Phyrexian? You
call me Ratepe now, and you say that you love me, but |'m
still a slave, still Rat."

Agreeing with himwould start a war. "Come down to the
fire. I promise |l will not say anything."

Xantcha kept her promise. It wasn't difficult. Ratepe
wr apped hinmself in a blanket and curled up with his back to
her. She couldn't easily count the nights she'd spent in
silence and al one. None of them had seened as | ong. \Wen he
stretched hinsel f awake after dawn, Xantcha waited for him
to speak first.

"I"'mgoing into the pal ace when we get to Pincar."

She' d hoped for a less inflammatory start to the day.
"No. Inmpossible. You agreed to stay at an inn with our
supplies while | scattered Urza's pebbles in the places
where we don't want to find Phyrexians. Your task is to
help ne find the Shratta strongholds in the countryside
once I'mdone in the city. W need to know if there are any
real Shratta left."

"I know, but |I'mgoing to the palace. Straight to
Tabarna, if he's there, whether he's a nman or somet hi ng
el se. Every Efuand has the right to petition our king. If
he's a man, I'Il tell himthe truth."”

Xant cha pl anned her reply as she set aside a mug of
cold tea. "And if he isn"t?" She'd | earned fromUrza, truth
and logic were worthless with madnmen. It was al ways better
to let themrant until they ran thensel ves down.

"Then they'Il kill me, and you'll have to tell Urza
what happe-nen, and maybe then he'll do sonething."



She grinmaced into her tea. "That's a burden | don't
want to carry. So, let's assume you survive. Let's assune

you're face-to-face with Tabarna. What truth will you tel
your ki ng?"

"I will tell himthat Efuands must stop killing
Efuands. 1'l1 tell Tabarna what the Red-Stripes have done."

"Very bold, but with or w thout Phyrexians, your king
al ready knows what the Red-Stripes are doing in the
Shratta's nane. "

"He can't..." Ratepe's voice trailed off. He'd seen too
much in his short life to disniss her out of hand.

"He nust."

"Not Tabarna. He wouldn't. If he's still in Pincar
Cty, if he's still a man, then he thinks what | thought,

that it's all the Shratta. He doesn't know the truth. He
can't."

Xant cha sipped her tea. "All right, Rat, assume you're
right. The king of Efuan Pincar, a man like yourself, stil
sits on his throne. He doesn't know that there are
Phyrexi ans anmong his Red-Stripe guards. He doesn't know
what those red-striped thugs have done. He doesn't know
that, in all likelihood, the Shratta were the first to be
exterm nated. |f Tabarna doesn't know any of this exists,
then who el se in Efuan Pincar does? And how has this
nanel ess, facel ess person kept your king in ignorance al
t hese years?"

Rat epe' s whol e face tightened in unconfortable silence.
"No." not a denial, but a prayer, "Not Tabarna."

"Best hope that Tabarna is skin stretched over netal

You'll hurt less, when the tine cones, if you' re not
fighting a man who sold his soul to Phyrexia. In the
meantime, until | know where the Phyrexi ans are and who
they are, we will rely on Uza's pebbles and you will stay

out of trouble and danger."

Rat epe wasn't happy. He wasn't stupid, either. After a
slight nod, he busied hinmself folding his blanket.

That day's journey was easier and much qui eter. Ratepe
spent nost of their tine aloft staring at the horizon, but
there were no tears and Xantcha | et him be. Mst of her
journeys had been taken in silence, and though she'd
qui ckly grown accustoned to Ratepe's conpany and
conversation, old habits returned quickly.

She brought them over the Pincar City walls in the
dar kness between nmoon set and sunrise six days later. The
sky was clear, the streets were deserted, and the guards
they could see were nore interested in stayi ng awake unti
the end of their watch than in a dark speck noving across a
dark sky. Xantcha decided to risk a pass above the pal ace.
Few things were as useful as a bird' s eye view of
unfam liar territory.

A few sl ow noving servants were at work in the
courtyards, getting a junmp on their chores before the sun
rose. Sea breezes and frequent showers kept the coasta
city livable in the sumer, but the air was al ways noi st
and if a person had the choice, work was easi er done before
dawn than in mid-afternoon

Xant cha was building a m nd-map of the roya
apartments, servant quarters, and bureaucratic halls when
Rat epe tugged on her sleeve and drew her attention to the
stables. H s lips touched her hair as he whispered.



"Troubl e. "

Si x men, cloaked head to toe but otherw se unnmarked,
led their horses toward the postern gate-the pal ace's
private gate. Probably it wasn't anything significant.

Pal aces throughout the multiverse had simlarly placed
gat es because royal affairs sometines required the sort of
di scretion that others mght call deceit. But while it was
still dark they were in no danger of being seen. Xantcha
wove her fingers, and the sphere floated behind the nen.

The tide was out, exposing a narrow rocky spit between
the ocean and the harbor. The not-unpl easant tang of
seaweed and salt-water nmud perneated the sphere. Xantcha
took a deep breath. No glistening oil. Woever the six
cl oaked men were, they weren't Phyrexian

"Messengers, " she decided softly and the sphere began
to drift backward with the sea breeze

"Foll ow t hem "

"They're nothing, Rat."

"They're trouble. | snell it."

He knew she detected Phyrexians by scent. She knew his
nose wasn't sensitive. "You can't snell trouble, and you
can't see it, either. W ve got to find an alley where we
can set ourselves down wi thout drawing a crowd."

"Xantcha, please? |I've just got a feeling about them |
want to know where they're going. |I'll stay at the inn. |
won't give you any hassle, just-follow then®"

"No conpl aints when we're stuck hiding in a gully
sonmewhere until after sundown?"

"Not a word."

"Not a sound or a gesture, either," she grunbl ed, but
she shifted her hand and they scooted over the pal ace wall.

Their quarry stayed al ong the shoreline, out of side of
the guards on the Pincar walls. Ratepe was likely right.
They weren't up to any good, but that could nean al nost
anyt hi ng, maybe even a neeting with the Shratta. That woul d
be worth know ng about, but she wasn't prepared for
confrontati on.

"W're not getting involved," Xantcha warned. They'd
fallen far enough behind the six nen that Xantcha wasn't
worri ed about being overheard. She did worry about sun
Dom naria wasn't a world where | arge man-nade objects
routinely whizzed through the sky. Urza's ornithopters,
like Urza hinself, were renmenbered nostly for their
wr ongheadedness. She'd foll owed nen for days and never been
noti ced, but nen who were, as Ratepe proclaimed, trouble,
tended to | ooked over their shoul der frequently and m ght
noti ce a shadow where one shouldn't be.

"Not unless we have to." "No unlesses, Rat. W' re not
getting involved." "W've got nore than we had when you
sent me into a burning village."

True enough. Since she knew there were Phyrexians | oose
in Efuan Pincar, Xantcha had fattened their arsenal with a
variety of exploding artifacts and a pair of firepots.
Havi ng protection wasn't the same as using it. She hadn't
survived all these centuries by blundering into soneone
el se's trouble.

"We're following them that's all. In the very unlikely
event that they're going to neet with a Phyrexi an denon,
["I'l think about it." She thought about it as long as it
took her to spin the sphere around and push it, with all of



her mght, toward the opposite horizon

Al t hough Xantcha and Ratepe could still see the city
wal l's, the riders had reached a point where they were
beyond the Pincar guards' sight. Accordingly, they nounted
and gal | oped their horses south.

"They're in a hurry," Ratepe said as Xantcha pushed the
| oaded sphere to its limt. "I wonder where they're going."

"Not far. Not at that speed.”

The | aden sphere coul dn't keep pace. They |ost sight of
the riders, but not the dust cloud their horses raised.

Xant cha took the opportunity to tack behind themand be in
the east with the sun when they caught up again.

"You said you'd follow them " Ratepe said, as the
sphere veered sunward.

"You said no conplaints.”

"If we were on their tails."

"We're on their sun-side flank, it's safer. Trust ne."

As expected, the horses slowed, the dust ebbed, and the
sphere carried Xantcha and Ratepe cl ose enough to see that
the nmen had reined in at the grassy edge of an abandoned
orchard and di smount ed

"That's odd," Xantcha nuttered. A warrior's sunrise
cerenony? She'd seen far stranger traditions.

Rat epe had no i deas or comments. Perhaps he was feeling
foolish or thinking about the |ong day ahead of him
hunkered down in a gully, forbidden by his honor to
conpl ai n. Xant cha tapped hi mon the shoul der

"See that spot down there on the grass?"

She pointed at a dark splotch in the west. Ratepe
nodded.

"That's our shadow. | want you to keep a watch on it,
and if | get careless and it gets close to those nmen or
especially, their horses, | want you to tell ne. W're

going in for a closer look."

"I concede that you were right, and I"'ma fool. Let's
find some shade. The sun's just conme up, and |I'm sweating
al ready. "

"Keep an eye on our shadow. "

Xant cha kept the sun squarely on their backs as they
floated closer. There was no real danger. She'd been seen
el sewhere, even shot at with arrows and spears, none of
whi ch coul d pierce the sphere. Sorcerers were nore of a
problem But sorcerers-sorcerers with the power to damage
with one of Urza's artifacts-were al nbst as easy to detect
as Phyrexi ans and rarer than Phyrexians in Efuan Pincar

As they approached hearing di stance, Xantcha rem nded
Ratepe to be qui et and brought the sphere into the orchard
nearest the men who were tranpling the grass in a rough
circle about ten paces across. She didn't |ike what she
saw.

"I'f you sincerely believe in your god," she said
softly, "start praying that |I'mwong."

"What ?"

She held a finger to her lips.

Rat epe wasn't successful with his prayers, or Avohir,
the all-powerful Efuand god, was |istening el sewhere that
nmorni ng. They hadn't hovered anmong the trees for very long
when one of the nen pulled something black, shiny, and
di sk-shaped from hi s saddl ebags.

Xantcha rmade a fist wi th her non-navigational hand and



swore in the lilting | anguage of a pink-sky world where
curses were considered art.

"Troubl e?" Rat epe asked.

The six men had each grabbed onto the disk and were
beginning to stretch it across the tranpled grass, not the
way she'd |l earned to open an anbul ator, but it had been
nearly two thousand years since she'd | ast seen one.
Undoubt edly there'd been changes.

"Big trouble. We're going to get involved. That's a
passageway to Phyrexia that they're rolling out. Maybe
they're going to visit the Ineffable, but nore l|ikely,
there're sleepers coning in, and we're going to stop them
or die trying. You understand nme?"

Xant cha sei zed Ratepe's shoul der and forced himto | ook
at her. "We either stop those nmen, or you nake dam sure
you don't survive, 'cause sleepers won't cone through
al one, and anything el se that comes through that anbul ator
you don't ever want to neet."

He went bl oodl ess pal e beneath his sweat and neither
nodded nor spoke.

"Under st and?"

"Wwhat can | do?"

"They're not watching their backs. If we're |ucky, we
can set up the firepots, then you keep dropping Urza's toys
into them one after another."

Rat epe nodded, and Xantcha curled her fingers, raising
the sphere slightly, then backing off to the far edge of
the orchard, out of sight of the six nmen, but well wthin
the firepots' range. She brought it down carefully. The
thunp of their supplies hitting the ground as the sphere
col I apsed wasn't |oud enough to disturb the birds in the
nearest trees.

Xant cha ki ssed Ratepe once before she yawned out a
| ayer of armor that woul d make affection pointless. The
firepots were tubes shaped roughly like men's boots, wth
the inmportant difference that when Xantcha unl aced them
their phloton |inings gl owed. She ained them from nmenory.
Cl ose woul d be good enough with the canisters they' d be
using. After she'd piled the fist-sized canisters at
Ratepe's feet and dunped a pair-one filled with conpressed
napht ha, the other with glass shards-into the rapidly
heating firepots, she handed Ratepe her smaller coin pouch

"Anyone gets too close, don't bother with your sword,
just throw one of these at himand duck."

Then the firepots let loose, and it was tine to draw
her sword and run.

The Efuands were sword-arnmed but not arnored. Xantcha
pl anned to take one, naybe two, of them by surprise, and
hoped that the firepots would do the same, but nostly she
hoped that the Efuands woul d abandon the ambul at or before
it spat out reinforcenents. The first part of her plan went
wel | . She met a man charging through the trees, struggling
to draw his sword. Xantcha slew himwi th a side cut across
the gut. It was |oud and nessy but successful

One down, five to go

The firepots, whose trajectory was nore hei ght than
di stance, delivered both of Urza's exploding artifacts
within twenty paces of the ambul ator. They'd spooked the
horses; all six had torn free and bolted, but the naphtha
had fallen beyond the black pool, and the glass hadn't



di sabl ed any of the four men-two still at work anchoring
the ambul ator, two with their swords drawn and com ng after
her-that Xantcha coul d see.

Two nore canisters came hissing out of the norning
sunlight. One fell on the rippling pool and vani shed before
it exploded. No tine to imagi ne where it mght have gone or
what it m ght acconplish when it arrived. The second spread
nore gl ass shards near the two men working on the portal's
rim |f she survived, Xantcha planned to tell Urza that
gl ass shards weren't effective against Efuands. Though
bl oodi ed and clearly in pain, the pair stayed put.

Four plus one was only five. Xantcha hoped Ratepe
renenbered the coins. Then she put himout of her mind. The
swor dsnen positioned thensel ves between her and the ot her
pai r of Efuands. She knew what they saw an undersized
youth with an undersized sword and no apparent arnor. She
knew how to take advantage of mnis-perception. Her arm
trenbled, the tip of her sword pointed at the ground, and
then she ran at the nearer of the pair.

He thought he could beat her attack aside with a sinple
parry. That was his |last m stake. The other thought he had
an easy stroke across the back of her neck. He struck hard
enough to drop Xantcha to one knee, but he'd been expecting
nore and failed to press what little advantage he had.

Xant cha pivoted on her knee, got her weight behind the
hilt, and thrust the bl ade up through his stomach to his
heart.

She left her sword in the corpse and took up his
instead. O the two remmini ng Ef uands, one was on his knees
fussing with the anmbul ator while the other stood guard over
him Black on black patterns flowed across the portal's
surface. Xantcha didn't dare run across it.

She could snell Phyrexia as the Efuand beat aside her
first attack. He was the best of the men she'd faced so far
and respectful. He stayed cal mand bal anced behind his
sword, not in any hurry. Xantcha was in a hurry, and | ed
wi th her enpty, off-weapon hand, seizing his sword m dway
down the blade. It was a risky nove. Urza's arnor coul dn't
make her bigger or heavier than she naturally was. She
couldn't always maintain her grip, and nore than once she'd
wound up with a dislocated shoul der

This time, surprise and luck were with her, at | east
| ong enough to plunge her sword in the swordsman's gut
bef ore she shoved hi m backward, off the blade and into the
bl ack pool. She kicked the kneeling Efuand in the chin, not
a crippling, much less a killing blow, except that he, too,
fell backward, into the now seething anbul at or

Two nore exploding artifacts arrived. One was sinply
[ oud and hurl ed her backward, away from the ambul ator, but
still the last direction she wanted to nove. The other was
fire that spread evenly across the black surface.

Xant cha staggered back to the place where the |ast
Ef uand had been kneeling, the place where she expected to
find a pal msized panel with seven black jewels. The
priests had changed the design. There was neither panel nor
jewels. In their place Xantcha saw a snmooth bl ack stone,
like Urza's magnifying lens, or like the anmbulator itself.
The fire still burnt. Nothing had enmerged. She brought her
sword down on the stone.

The sword shattered.



The fire vanished as if soneone had inhaled it.

And the black on black patterns had turned silver

"Run, Ratepe!" she shouted as |oud as the arnor
permtted, and ignored her own advice.

A Phyrexian emerged fromthe black pool nmoments |ater.
It was a priest of some sort. There was too much netal, al
of it articulated, for it to be anything less than a
searcher, definitely not the scrap-nmade tender or teacher
Xant cha had expected with a band of sleepers. It had a
triangular head with faceted eyes, a bit like Urza's
genst one eyes, though |arge enough that she couldn't have
covered one with splayed fingers. The desi gn needed
i mprovenent. The priest raised a nozzle-tipped arm and
extermnated a flying bird an instant after it was fully
erupted, but ignored Xantcha who crouched unnovi ng sone
three paces fromthe anbul ator's edge

The nozzle armwas al so new to Xantcha. She thought
she'd seen a thin black thread reach out to the bird, but
the attack had been so quick that she couldn't be sure of
anyt hi ng except the bird had di sappeared in a burst of red
light. Nothing, not even a feather, had fallen fromthe
sky.

No doubt Xantcha would find out exactly what it could
do, and since the priest's arns were m snmatched, what
surprises lurked on its right side. Urza's arnmor had never
fail ed.

"Over here, neatling!" Few epithets would get a
priest's attention quicker than calling it a newt. Xantcha
stood up, brandishing her broken sword.

The nozzl e weapon sent sonething very sharp, very hot
at the hollow of Xantcha's neck, and she felt as though it
had come out through her spine. Uza's arnmor flashed a
radi ant cobalt blue, astonishing both her and the priest.

"What is your place?" the priest demanded through
nmout h-parts hidden within its triangle head. It was not an
avenger, nodeled after fleshly predators, it was, despite
its weapons, a thinker, a planner. "Xantcha."

The right arm canme up and shot forth a segnented cabl e,
the tip of which was a fast-spinning flower with razored
petals. It struck Xantcha's face. She felt bones give, but
the flower took greater damage. Steel petals clattered to
t he ground, and pul ses of glistening oil spurted fromthe
still-spinning hub. Xantcha struck quickly with the broken
sword, envel oping the cable and yanked hard. It had two
nmetal |egs and a top-heavy torso. In the Phyrexia she
renmenber ed, such bi pedal priests had a tendency to topple.

And it nearly did, though nearly was worse than not at
all. Xantcha had sinply pulled it closer, and it |lashed the
severed cable of its right armaround her waist. It began
using its netal arnms as clubs. Xantcha coul d neither
retreat nor make good use of her sword. Her right el bow got
cl obbered and broken within the arnor. She managed to get
the sword free of the cable and transferred to her |eft
hand before her right went nunb within the arnmor. Xantcha
took the only stroke she had, a sideswipe at the priest's
ri ght eye.

Two nore of Urza's canisters rai ned down. One was
concussi ve; the other screamed so |oud Xantcha's ears hurt
t hrough the arnor. Together, the canisters jarred sonething
| oose inside the priest. @istening oil poured fromthe



downward point of its triangle head. It struck one fina
time, another blow to her already mangl ed el bow-they truly
had no i magi nati on-before it expired.

He' d saved her life.

Rat epe, son of M deah, had saved her life.

The damm fool either hadn't heard her shout or, nost
likely, had ignored it.

Xantcha withed free of the cable. Numbness had spread
up her right armto her shoulder. She'd survive. U za
hi nsel f had said that a Phyrexian newmt's ability to hea
itself was nothing | ess than m racul ous, but she wasn't
| ooking forward to rel easing the arnor and woul dn't
consider doing it until she'd dealt with the amnbul at or

She got down on her knees and cursed. New designs or
no, the black pool in front of her was definitely the
net her end of an anbul ator, and unl ess she wanted to poke
her head into Phyrexia to | oosen the prine end, there was
no way Xantcha could destroy it conpletely. But she could
make it very dangerous to use, if she could get it rolled
and find some way to break or reset the black | ens. She had
hal f the rimunanchored when yet another pair of canisters
showered her with glass and fire.

"Enough, al ready!"

She noved on to the next anchor

Rat epe arrived noments later. "Xantchal"

"Stay away!" she warned harshly. The pain was bearable
but numbness was maki ng her groggy. She could have used
hel p, but not from soneone who was pure, nortal flesh
"It's not done. Not yet. | told you to run!"

" Xan-"

Xantcha realized she nust | ook bad, broken bones
brui sing her face, her right arm mangl ed and usel ess.
"Don't worry about ne.

"Il be fine in a couple of days. Just. . . get away
fromhere. Mire can cone through, even now. Mke yourself
unnoticeable. |1've to create an inconveni ence."

"1l hel p-"

"You'll hide."

She popped anot her anchor. The pool rippled, black on
bl ack. Ratepe retreated, but not far. She didn't have the
strength to argue with him

"There, by the priest, you'll see a little black gl ass-
circle thing. Don't touch it! Don't touch anything. But
t hi nk about breaking that glass."” Xantcha crawled to the
next anchor.

"Priest? Shratta?"

"No." She pointed at the heap of nmetal that had been
t he Phyrexi an and went back to work on the anchor. Another
eight or ten, and she'd have it |oose.

"Merciful Avohir! Xantcha, what is it?"

"Phyrexian. A priest. | don't know what kind, sonething
new since | left. That's what we're fighting. Except,
that's a priest and not a Phyrexian neant for fighting."

"Not |ike you, then-"

Xant cha | ooked up. He was bent over, reaching out. "I
said, don't touch it!" He straightened. "And I'mnot a
fighter. I'mnot anything, a newt, nothing started, nothing
conpl eated. Just a newt."

"The six-1 killed the last one, myself, with those
coins you left ne." She hadn't heard the expl osions. Wll,



there'd been other things on her mnd. "They called this

a priest? They invited it here, to Efuan Pincar?"

"Big trouble, just like you said. And don't kid
yoursel f. Assune they' ve got nore anbul ators."” She
renenbered the upright disk in the Mbag tenple. "Assune
t hey' ve got worse. Assune that sone of the sleepers are
awake, that there are priests inside the palace, and that
some of your own have been corrupted, starting wi th your
ki ng." Xantcha rel eased anot her anchor. "Look at the gl ass,
will you? My sword broke when I hit it."

A monment or two of silence. She was down to her [ ast
t hree anchors when Ratepe said, "I've got an idea," and ran
into the trees.

He cane back with the firepots and the rest of Urza's
canisters. "W can put it in one of the pots with the
bangers, put one pot on top of the other and let it rip."

Al'l the anchors were up and Xantcha had no better idea,
except to send Ratepe to the far end of the orchard before
she foll owed his suggestions.

Afterward, she renmenbered flying through the air and
landing in a tree.

CHAPTER 14

It had happened before in the between-worlds: a
sensation of falling that |asted until Xantcha opened her
eyes and found herself | ooking at nothing famliar

"Ah, awake at last."

The voice was not quite a man's voi ce, yet deeper than
nost femal e voi ces and quite nel odi ous, though Xantcha
suspected that an acid personality powered it. She could
al nost picture a Phyrexian with that voice, though this
pl ace wasn't Phyrexia. Not a whiff of glistening oi
acconpani ed the voice, and the air was quiet. There was
musi c, in the distance, nusic such as mght be made by
gl ass chimes or bells.

Xant cha remenbered the w nd-crystal on another world.

She realized she was not in a bedroom not in a
buil ding of any sort. The wall to her left and the ceiling
above were a shallow, w nd-eroded cave. Elsewhere, the
worl d was grass. Grass with a woman's voi ce?

"Where am |1 ? How did | get here? Urza? Were's Urza? W
were together on the ice, fighting Phyrexians." She propped
herself up on one elbow. "I have to find him" She was
di zzy. Xantcha was rarely dizzy.

"As you were!"

By its tone, the voice was accustomed to obedi ence.

Xantcha lay flat and returned to her first question
"Where am 1 ?"

"You are here. You are being cared for. There is
not hi ng nore you need to know "

She' d been so many pl aces, picked up so nmany | anguages.
Xantcha had to lie very still, listening to her thoughts
and menories, before she could be sure she did not know the
| anguage she was speaking. It was sinply there in her nind
i npl anted rather than acquired by listening. Another reason
to think of Phyrexia.

Xant cha considered it unlucky to think of Phyrexia once
bef ore breakfast and here she'd thought of it three tines.
She realized she was very hungry.



"I'f I"'mbeing cared for, 1'd |ike something to eat, if
you pl ease. "

Urza said manners were inportant anong strangers,
especi ally when one was at a stranger's nmercy. O course,
he rarely bothered with such niceties. Wth his power, U za
was never at a stranger's mercy.

Xantcha remenbered the turtles, the Phyrexians they'd
been fighting before-before what? She coul dn't remenber how
the skirm sh had ended, only a bright light and a sense
that she'd been falling for a long tinme before she woke up
here, wherever here was.

"The air will sustain you," the voice said. "You do not
need to fill yourself with death."

Anot her thought of Phyrexia, where conpl eat Phyrexians
neither ate nor breathed but were sustained by glistening
oil.

"I need food. I'll hunt it nyself."

"You'll do no such thing!"

Xant cha pushed herself into a sitting position and got
her first look at the voice: a tall woman, thin through the
body, even thinner through the face. Her eyes were gray,
her hair was pale gold, and her lips were a tight,

di sapproving |ine beneath a | arge, but narrow nose. She
seened young, at least to Xantcha. It seened, as well, that
she had never sniled or |aughed.

"Who are you?" Xantcha asked. Though, what are you? was
t he question forenost in her nind

The nmultiverse nmight well contain an infinite nunber of
worlds, but it had no nore than two-score of sentient
types, if Xantcha foll owed Urza's exanpl e and di sregarded
those types that, though clearly sentient, were al so
conpletely feral and w thout the hope of civilization. O
nearly four-score, if she followed her own inclination to
regard nmen and wonen of every type as distinct species.

Uza's type was the nost common and with the arrogance
of the clear majority. He called hinmself sinmply a nman where
others were elf-nmen, or dwarf-nmen, or gremin-nmen. H's
wi fe, Kayla Bin-Kroog had been a wonman, a very beauti ful
worman. When Xantcha had asked Urza for a single word that
united men and wonen, as elves united elf-man and el f-
woman, he'd answered manki nd, which seened to her a better
way of uniting all the men, conmon and rare rather than
conmmon nen with their w ves and daughters.

When she'd denanded a better word, Urza had snarled and
"wal ked away. Xantcha wondered what he'd make of the wonman
standing in front of her. Wonder sparked a hope he was
still alive, and that she'd find himhere, but another
t hought crowded Urza from Xantcha's m nd. She and the
stranger were both dressed in |ong white gowns.

VWere had her clothes gone? Her sword and knives? The
shoul der sack filled with stew and treasure? Except for the
gown, Xantcha was naked. She wondered if the stern-faced
worman was naked, if she was really a woman after all. Her
voi ce was quite deep, and her breasts were a far cry from
gener ous.

That was very nearly a fifth Phyrexian thought before
breakfast, and since the stranger had given no indication
that she was going to answer any of her questions, Xantcha
got her feet under her and pushed hersel f upright. Another
bout of dizziness left her grateful for the nearby rock.



She rested with her back against the stone and took a
nmeasure of the world where she'd awakened. It was a gol den
place of rolling hills and ripened grasses, all caught in
the afterglow of a brilliant sunset, with clear air and
| ayers upon layers of clouds overhead. It was difficult,

t hough, to discern where west lay. Urza had explained it to
her in the earliest days. \Wherever nen dwelt, the sun set
in the west and rose in the east. In all quarters the

hori zon was marked with dazzling anmber peaks that m ght
have been nountains or mght have been clouds. It was
achingly beautiful and al nost as strange.

On inpul se, Xantcha | ooked for her shadow and found it
huddl ed cl ose by her feet, where she'd expect to find it at
hi gh noon. Curiosity became suspicion that got the better
of her manners, "Does this world mark tinme by the sun?" she
asked with a scow, a sixth Phyrexian thought. "Or do you
l[ive in immortal sunset?"

The stranger drew back and seenmed, sonmehow, taller. "W
think of it as sunrise."

"Does the sun ever get risen ?"

"Qur Lady has created all that you can see, each cloud,
each breeze, each stone, each tree and bl ade of grass. She
has created themall at their nmonent of greatest beauty.
There is peace here and no need for change.™

Xantcha let out a long, disbelieving breath. "Wste
not, want not."

"Exactly," the stranger replied, though Xantcha had not
i ntended the Phyrexian maximas a conplinment.

"Are we al one?"

"No. "

"Where are the others?"

"Not here.”

Xantcha's di zzi ness had passed. If there were others
el sewhere, she was ready to | ook for them She took a deep
breath, opened her nouth, and yawned.

"Not here!" the wonan repeated, an enphatic command
this tine.

Li sten and obey the vat-priests had told Xantcha in the
begi nni ng, and despite the passage of tine, she still found
it difficult to disobey, especially when the cyst felt
heavy in her gut, heavy and oddly unreliable. She swall owed
the lunp that was part unemerged sphere and part rising
pani c.

"How did | get here?"

"l don't know. "

"How | ong have | been here."

"Since you arrived."

"Where am | ?"

"\Where you are."

Pani ¢ surged again, and this tinme Xantcha coul dn't
fight it down. "What manner of world is this?" she shouted.
"The sun doesn't rise or set. You give ne answers that
aren't answers. Is this Phyrexia? Is that it? Have | been
br ought back to Phyrexia?"

The stranger blinked but said nothing.

"Can | leave? |Is U za here? Can | find U za?"

More silence. Xantcha wanted to run. She was | ucky she
could wal k. Her |egs had becone the legs of a lethargic
stranger. Every step required concentration, calculation
and blind faith as she transferred weight fromone foot to



the other. After ten strides, Xantcha was panting and
needed to rest. She didn't dare sit down for fear she

woul dn't have the strength to stand again, so she bent from
the hi ps and kept her bal ance by bracing cl amry, shaking
hands on her gown-covered knees.

The stranger wasn't follow ng her. Xantcha pulled
hersel f erect and started wal ki ng again. She took nearly
twenty cautious steps before her strength gave out. The
stranger hadn't noved at all

Urza! Xantcha thought his name with the sane precision
she used with her menoni cs when she yawned. Urza had never
admtted that he was open to her thoughts, but he'd never
denied it, either. Uza, I'min a strange place. Nothing is
all wong, but it's not right, either and |I'm not nyself.

If you're nearby-?

She stopped short of begging or pleading. If he had
survived their last battle . . . and Xantcha was unwilling
to believe that she had outlived Uza the Artificer, and
she certainly couldn't have gotten here on her owmn. If U za
weren't busy with problenms of his own, then he woul d cone.
Until then, she woul d wal k.

The heaviness and |l ethargy didn't go away as the
di zzi ness had, but Xantcha becane accustoned to them as
she woul d have accustoned herself to the rise and fall of a
boat's deck. Xantcha m ght not know where she was or where
she was goi ng, but when she | ooked over her shoul der, she'd
left a clean line through the ripe grass.

The stranger had told at |east one truth. The air was
enough. Xantcha forgot her hunger and never becane thirsty,
even though, she worked up a considerable sweat forcing
hersel f across the hills. Up and down and up agai n.
Eventual | y Xantcha | ost sight of the stranger and the rock
where she'd awakened. There were other rocks al ong her
chosen path, all dun-colored and eroded into curves that
were the sane, yet al so unique.

Once, and once only, Xantcha saw a bush and veered off
her straight path to examine it. The bush was shoul der- hi gh
and sprawming. Its |leaves were tiny but intensely green-the
first green she'd found on this sunset-colored world. Pale
berries clustered on inner branches. Xantcha consi dered
pi cking a handful, then noticed the thorns, too, a |ot of
t hem and each as | ong as her thunb.

The stranger had been appal |l ed when she'd nentioned
hunting for her food, as if nothing here needed anyt hi ng
nmore than air to survive. But if that were true, then why
the thorns, and why were there berries only on the inner
branches? The stranger had spoken of a Lady and of creation
and perfection. Soneone sonewhere was telling lies.

Xantcha left the berries alone. She rejoined her trai
through the grass. If there were predators, they'd have no
trouble finding her. The gol den grass was ripe and brittle.
She'd left a wake of broken stal ks and wi shed she still had
her sword or at least a knife. Aside fromthe stranger
Xant cha had seen nothing living that wasn't also rooted in
the ground, no birds or animals, not even insects. A place
that had berries should have insects.

Even Phyrexi a had insects.

Xant cha wal ked until her body told her it was tinme to
sl eep. How |l ong she'd wal ked or how far were unanswerabl e
guestions. She nade herself a grass mattress besi de anot her



rock, because habit said a rock provided nmore shelter than
open grass. |If the stranger could be believed, night never
fell, the air wouldn't turn cold, and there was no reason
not to sleep soundly, but Xantcha didn't trust the
stranger. She couldn't keep her eyes closed | ong enough for
the grass beneath her to nmake inpressions in her skin and
after a handful of failed naps, she started wal ki ng agai n.

If wal king and fitful napping were a day, then Xantcha
wal ked for three days before she cane upon a famliar
stranger waiting beside a weathered rock. Even renenbering
that she, herself, had been one of several thousand
identical newts, Xantcha was sure it was the same stranger
The rock was the same, and a wake of broken grass began
near by.

The stranger had noved. She was sitting rather than
standi ng, and she was aware that Xantcha had returned,
follow ng her closely with her gray eyes, but she didn't
speak. Silence reigned until Xantcha couldn't bear it.

"You said there were others. Were? How can | find
then?" "You can't."

"Why not? How big is this world? What happened to ne?
Did | trick myself into walking in a circle? Answer ne!
Answer ny questions! Is this some sort of punishnment?"
Manners be dammed, Xantcha threatened the seated wonman with
her fists. "lIs this Phyrexia? Are you sone new kind of
priest?"

The woman's expression froze between shock and di sdai n.
She blinked, but her gray eyes didn't becone flashing
jewels as U za's would have done. Nor did she raise any
ot her defense, yet Xantcha backed away, | owered her arns,
and uncl enched her hands.

"So, you can control yourself. Can you | earn? Can you
sit and wait?"

Xant cha had | earned harder |essons than sitting
opposite an enigmatic stranger, though few that seemed nore
usel ess. O her than the slowy shifting cloud | ayers, the
occasionally rippling grass and the gray-eyed woman, there
was nothing to |l ook at, nothing to occupy Xantcha's
t houghts. And if the goal were self-reflection .

"Urza says that | have no imagi nation," Xantcha
expl ai ned when her |egs had begun to twitch so badly she'd
had to get up and wal k around the rock a few tinmes. "M
mnd is enpty. | can't see nyself without a mrror. It's
because |I'm Phyrexi an." "Lies," the stranger said w thout
| ooki ng up.

"Lies!" Xantcha retorted, ready for an argunent, ready
for anything that would cut the boredom "You're a fine one
to conplain about lies!"

But the stranger didn't take Xantcha's bait, and
Xantcha returned to her chosen place. Days were |onger
beside the rock. Sitting was |ess strenuous than wal ki ng
and despite her suspicions, Xantcha slept soundly with the
stranger nearby. They had a conversational breakthrough on
the fourth day of unrel enting boredomwhen a |ine of black
dots appeared beneath the | owest cloud | ayer

"The ot hers?" Xantcha asked. She woul d have soared off
in the sphere days earlier and over her conpanion's
objections, if the cyst weren't still churning and awkward
in her gut.

The stranger stood up, a first since Xantcha had



returned fromher wal k. Gray eyes rapt on the noving
specks, she wal ked into the unbroken grass. She reached out
toward themw th both arnms stretched to the fingertips. But
t he specks noved on, her arms fell, and she returned to
Xantcha, all sagging shoul ders and weari ness.

In this world without night, it finally dawned on
Xant cha that she nmight have | eapt to the wong concl usions.
"How | ong have you been here?" A friend' s concern rather
than a prisoner's accusation

"I came with you."

Still a circular answer, but the tone had been |ess
al oof . Xantcha persisted. "How | ong ago was that? How nuch
ti me has passed since we've both been here?"

"Tinme is. Tinme cannot be cut and neasured."”

"As long as we've been sitting here, was | |ying under
the rock |l onger than that, or not as |ong?"

The stranger's brow furrowed. She | ooked at her hands.
"Longer. Yes, much | onger."

"Longer than you expected?"

"Very much | onger."

"The air sustains us, but otherw se we've been
forgotten?"

More furrowed brows, nore silence, but the | anguage
impl anted in her mind had words for tinme and forgetting.
Meani ng canme before words. The stranger had to understand
t he questi on.

"Why are we both here, beside this rock and forgotten?
What happened?"

"The angel s found you and anot her-"

"Urza? | was with U za?"

"Wth another not |ike you. His eyes see everything."

Xant cha sl ouched back agai nst the rock. Raw fear
drai ned down her spine. "Urza." She'd been found with Urza.
Everything would be resolved; it was only a matter of tine.
"What happened to Urza?"

"The angel s brought you both to the Lady's pal ace. The
Lady held onto Urza. But you, you are not |like Uza. She
said she could do nothing with you, and you would die. The
Lady does not | ook upon death."

"I was stuck out here to die, and you were put here to

watch nme until | did. But | didn't, and so we're both stuck
here. Is that it?"

"W will wait."

"For what ?"

"The pal ace."

Xant cha pressed her hands over her mouth, |est her
tenmper escape. A newt, she told herself. The gray-eyed
stranger was a newt. She |istened, she obeyed, she had no
i magi nati on and didn't know how to | eap from one thought to
anot her. Xantcha herself had been like that until G x had
cone to the First Sphere, probing her mnd, making her
defend hersel f, changing her forever. Xantcha had no
intention of invading the stranger's privacy. She didn't
have the ability, even if she'd had the intention. Al she
wanted was the answers that would reunite her with U za.

And if her questions changed the stranger, did that
make Xantcha herself another G x? No, she decided and
| owered her hands. She woul d not have poured acid down the
fumarole to G x's grave if he'd done nothing nore than
awaken her sel f-awareness.



"What if we didn't wait,"” Xantcha asked with all the
ent husi asm of a conspirator in pursuit of a partner. "Wat
if we went to the pal ace ourselves."

"W can't."

"Why not? Urza gave nme a gift once. If you could tel
me where the palace is, it could take us both there.™

"No. Inpossible. W shouldn't be speaking of this.
shoul dn't be speaking with you at all. The Lady herself
could do nothing with you. Enough. W will wait... in
perfect silence."

The stranger bowed her head and fol ded her hands in her
lap. Her lips nmoved rapidly as she recited sonething-

Xant cha guessed a prayer-to herself. No matter. The wall
had been breached. Xantcha was a conspirator in search of a
partner, and she had nothing el se to do but plan her next
attack.

Wthin two days she had the stranger's nane, Sosinna,
and the certainty that Sosinna considered herself a woman.
Two days nore and she had the nane of the Lady, Serra.
After that, it was quite easy to keep Sosinna talking,
al t hough the sad truth was that Sosinna knew no nore about
Serra's world than Xantcha had known about Phyrexi a when
Urza first rescued her

Sosinna was a Sister of Serra, one of many wonan who
served that lady in her palace. If Xantcha had not wal ked
for three days straight and found herself back where she'd
started, she would have | aughed al oud when Sosi nna
described Serra's pal ace as a wondrous island floating
forever anong the golden clouds. But it did seemtrue that
Serra's world had no | and, not as other worlds where nen
and worren dwelt had great nasses of rocks rising fromtheir
oceans. Xantcha had already | earned that she couldn't wal k
to the edge of the floating island where she and Sosi nna
sat in exile, but once she had the thought of a floating
island in her mind, Xantcha could see that many of the
dar ker clouds around themweren't clouds at all but
m ni ature worlds of grass and stone.

The ot hers Sosi nna had nentioned were angel s, wi nged
folk who did Serra's bidding away fromthe pal ace. Angels
had found U za and Xantcha, though Sosinna didn't know
where, and angels had brought Xantcha and Sosinna to their
exile island because the Sisters of Serra were unable to
| eave the floating palace on their own. The angels' w ngs
weren't like Urza' s cyst-the idea of having an artifact
resi de permanently in her stonmach appalled Sosinna so nuch
that she stopped talking for three full days. Nor were the
wi ngs added in sone floating-island equival ent of the Fane
of Flesh. That notion roused Sosinna's anger.

"Angel s," she informed Xantcha enphatically, "are born
Here we are all born. The Lady reveres life. She would not
ever countenance that-that-Fane. Filth. Waste. Death! No
wonder - no wonder that the Lady said you could not be
hel ped! | will have nothing nore to do with you. Nothing at
alltr”

Sosi nna coul dn't keep her vow. The wonan who'd sat
silently for days on end, could not resist telling Xantcha
in great detail about the perfect way in which the Lady
rai sed her realms children

Births, it seemed, were rare. Incipient parents dwelt
in the palace under the Lady's inmediate care, and their



preci ous children, once they were born and weaned, went to
the nursery where the Lady personally undertook their
education. Sosinna's voice thickened with nostal gia as she
described the tranquil cloister where she'd | earned the
arts of meditation and service. Privately, Xantcha thought
Lady Serra's nursery sounded as grimas the Fane of Flesh
but she kept those thoughts to herself, smling politely,
even wistfully, at each new revel ation.

On the twentieth day of forced snmiles, Xantcha's
conspiratorial canpaign achieved its greatest victory when
Sosi nna confessed that she was in |ove, perfectly and
eternally, with one of her nursery peers: an angel

"I's that permtted?" Xantcha interrupted before she had
the wit to censor herself. The notion of |ove fascinated
her, and spending nost of her life in Uza' s shadow or
hi di ng her unforned flesh beneath a young man's cl ot hes,
she'd had very little opportunity to learn love's secrets.
"You don't have wi ngs."

Xantcha's curiosity was ill-timed and rude. It
j eopardi zed everything she'd gained through | ong days of
pati ent questions, but it was sincere. On worlds where
manki nd |ived side by side with elves or dwarves or any
other sentients, love, with all its conplications was
rarely encouraged, nore frequently forbidden. She hardly
expected | ove between the Sisters of Serra and wi nged
angels to flourish in a place where the nere appearance of
the sun woul d have spoilt the perfection of the sunrise.

But Sosinna surprised Xantcha with a furious blush that
stretched fromthe collar of her white gown into her pale
gold hair.

"Wngs," Sosinna exclained, "have nothing to do with
it!" Alie, if ever Xantcha had heard one. "W are all bom
the sane, raised the sanme. Qur parentage is not inportant
to Lady Serra. We are all equal in her service. She
encourages us to cherish each other openly and to foll ow
our hearts, not our eyes, when we declare our one true
| ove."

More |ies, though Sosinna's passion was real
"Kenidiern is a paragon,"” she confided in a whisper. "No
one serves the Lady with nore bravery and vigor. He has
exam ned every aspect of his being and cast out all trace
of inperfection. There is not one note of himthat isn't
pure and devoted to duty. He stands above all the other
angel s, and no one would fault himif he were proud, but he
isn"t. Kenidiern has enbraced humlity. There isn't a wonan
alive who woul dn't exchange tokens with him but he has
given his to ne."

Sosi nna renoved her veil and, sweeping her hair aside,
revealed a tiny golden earring in the | obe of her left ear

"Beautiful. An honor above all others,"” Xantcha agreed,
trying to imtate Sosinna's |lofty tone while she wacked
her mind for a way to turn this latest revelation toward a
reunion with Urza and escape from Serra' s too-perfect
realm "It must be difficult for you to be apart from him
You can't know what he's doing, or where. If sonething had
happened to him you wouldn't know and, well, if he's given
you his token, it's not likely that he'd have forgotten
you, so you have to think that he's looking for you, if he
can." Xantcha smled a very Phyrexian smle. U za would
di sapprove, although there was no reason for himto ever



know. "OF course, sonetines, even paragons get distracted."
Several | ong nonents of nervous fiddling passed before
Sosinna said, "W have our duties. W both serve the Lady.
Everyone serves the Lady first and forenmpst." She sat up
strai ght and | ooked very unconfortable. "I have strayed
fromthe path. W will speak of these things no nore."
But the damage had been done. Sosinna had |ost the
ability to stare endl essly at nothing. She watched the
cl ouds. Xantcha supposed Sosi nna was | ooking for angels and
hoped, for her own selfish reasons, that they appeared. In
the end, though, it wasn't angels that got them noving.
Once she'd learned that Serra's real mwas conposed of
islands drifting in a cloudy sea, Xantcha had quickly
realized that each island had its own rhythm and path. Wth
a persistent ache in her stomach, Xantcha wasn't tenpted to
yawn out the sphere and become her own island, but she
t hought she could hop fromone island to another if a nore
interesting one drifted near. She dism ssed the possibility
of a collision between two of the Lady's islands as an
uni magi nabl e i mperfection, until the ground bucked beneath
t hem
One nonent Xant cha and Sosinna were laying flat,
clinging to the rooted grass. The next, they were both
thrown into the air while the |and beneath shattered. For
an instant they floated weightless; then the falling began
W thout thinking or hesitating, Xantcha yawned and grabbed
Sosinna's ankle. The cyst was slow to rel ease its power,
and the sphere, when it finally enmerged, was m dni ght
bl ack.

CHAPTER 15

Xant cha and Sosinna both screaned as the darkness
seal ed around them Navigation was inpossible, and they
becarme one nore tunbling object in the chaos raining down
fromthe colliding islands. Sosinna called her |ady's naneg,
beggi ng for deliverance. Xantcha hoped Serra coul d hear
The sphere wasn't like Uza's arnor. The arnor lasted unti
Xantcha willed it away, but once the sphere had risen, it
col l apsed as soon as it touched the ground. At |east that
was what had al ways happened. It might do sonething
different this time when it had come out bl ack

The jostling, which seened to |ast forever, ended when
they struck a decisive bottom The sphere coll apsed, as it
al ways had, coating Xantcha in soot and leaving themin a
shower of rocks. Xantcha was stunned when a stone struck
her head. But mnd-stars were all she saw through the
sticky soot. Sosinna's hand cl osed over hers. Xantcha |et
hersel f be guided to a place where the air was quiet.

"So, what next?" Xantcha asked when she'd wi ped away
enough soot to open her eyes.

There wasn't much to see. The air was dusty, and the
overhead island-the island fromwhich they'd fallen and
that continued to rain chunks of itself onto the island
where they were standi ng- remained cl ose enough to keep
themin twlight darkness. She feared another collision

"W can't stay here," she added, in case Sosinna had
m ssed the obvious.

They were both nursing bruises. Xantcha's hand cane
away bl oody when she touched the throbbing spot where the



rock had hit her skull. The left sleeve of Sosinna' s gown
was torn to rags, and she was dripping soot-streaked bl ood
froma gash on her forearm Xantcha never worried her own
cuts. She heal ed quick, and the infections or illnesses
t hat pl agued born-folk weren't interested in newt-flesh.
She worried about Sosinna, instead.

Al t hough Sosi nna had gotten themto safety beyond the
rock fall, she was dazed and unresponsive. She held her
bl eeding armin front of her and stared at it with gl assy
eyes. The folk of Serra's real mwere born, or so Sosinna
had cl ai nred. Despite the strangeness of the floating-island
real mand the way Serra's air sustained them Sosinna m ght
be as fragile as the born-folk usually were. The soot al one
m ght kill her. Bl ood poisoning wasn't an easy death or a
qui ck one. But unl ess she had hidden injuries, Sosinna's
probl em had to be shock and fear

"Waste not, want not, you're not near dead yet. Pul

your sel f-"

"It was black," Sosinna interrupted.

"I noticed," Xantcha said with a shrug. "It's always
been cl ear before. But it kept us alive, and we'll use it
again."

Sosi nna wenched free. "No! You don't understand. It
was bl ack! Nothing here is black. The Lady doesn't pernit

it." She began to weep. "I told you, you couldn't call on
bl ack mana here."
"Bl ack mana? |' mno sorcerer, Sosinna. |'ve never

called to the land in nmy life." But the cyst had felt wong
since she'd awakened, worse since she'd used it, and the
sphere had been bl ack

"You shattered the |and. Shattered it!"

Xantcha didn't denmand gratitude, but she wouldn't stand
for abuse. "l didn't shatter anything. Two islands
collided, and | kept us alive the only way | knew how.
Wuld you rather 1'd left you to be crushed by the rocks?"

"Yes! Yes, they'll cone for you because of what you've
done, and they'll cone for me because what you've done is
all over ne."

"If 1'd known that, 1'd ve done it sooner," Xantcha

l'ied.

Xantcha wasn't in pain. |If anything, she was nunb. For
the first time in centuries, she wasn't aware of Urza's
cyst. Her hand felt cloth when she rubbed bel ow her wai st,
but the rest of her couldn't feel her hand. The nunbness
wasn't spreadi ng. The part of her mind that knew when she
was healthy said that she was nunmb because she was enpty.
She didn't know what woul d happen if she called on the cyst
whil e her gut was nunmb and didn't want to find out unless
she had to.

"How | ong before your Lady gets here?"

"The Lady won't cone. She takes no part in death, even
when she knows it nust be done. The archangels will cone."
Sosi nna | ooked up at the still-crunbling underside of their
original floating island. "Soon."

Sosinna dried her tears, |leaving fresh streaks of blood
and soot on her face. Then she did what Serra's fol k seened
to do best: she sat down, folded her hands in her |ap, and
settled in to wait. The gash on her armcontinued to bl eed.
Maybe Sosinna didn't feel pain, or maybe she hoped she'd
bl eed to death before the dreaded archangels arrived.



If her own life hadn't hung in the bal ance, Xantcha
woul d have | aughed at the absurdity. She grabbed Sosinna
bel ow the shoul ders and hauled the taller woman to her
feet.

"You want to live, Sosinna. You got us both away from
the falling rocks and dirt-" She shook the other woman,
hopi ng for reaction. "You want to live. You want to see
Keni di ern again. "

A blink. A frown. Nothing.

"This is not perfection!" Xantcha shouted and then |et
Sosi nna go.

The taller woman bal anced on her own feet a nonent,
then cal My sat down again. Xantcha wal ked away in disgust.
She' d gone about ten paces before the Iight of
under st andi ng bri ghtened in her m nd

"You knew! " Xantcha shouted as she ran back. "You've
known fromthe begi nning! You' ve been expecting these arch-
what ever - angel s since | woke up ... since before | woke up
Your precious, perfect

Lady sent ne here to be killed and sent you as what? A
wi tness? ' Come back to the floating pal ace when
everything's taken care of.'? Al this time, waiting for
t he archangel s-"

"l never wanted themto cone!" Sosinna shouted back

It was the first time Xantcha had heard the other wonman
rai se her voice-perhaps the first tinme Sosinna had raised
it. She seened aghast by her outburst.

"Way not? Didn't you want to get back to the pal ace and
Keni - di er n?"

Sosi nna gasped and funbled for words. "Don't you
understand? | can't go back."

"Because | saved your life with my black mana." Xantcha
t hought she understood, perfectly. "If only the archangels
had been a little quicker. Is that what you've been doing
while you sat all the tine. Praying to the archangel s: get
here soon?"

"I didn't want you to wake up because while you were
asl eep there was no chance you' d use your black powers, and
not hi ng woul d draw t he archangels to us. Once you were
awake . . . You are . . . You are so difficult. I was
afraid to tell you anything."

"I'd be much less difficult,"'

Xantcha said with

exaggerated politeness, "if | knew the truth." She sat down
opposite Sosinna. "The perfect truth.”
"Keni di ern-"

Xantcha rolled her eyes. "Why am | not surprised that
he is at the heart of the truth?"

"You are very difficult. It is the black mana in you
It rules you. The Lady said so."

Xant cha wondered what the Lady had said about Urza, but

that woul d have been a truly difficult question. "I know
not hi ng about bl ack mana, but | won't argue with your
Lady's judgnent. Go on ... please . . . before we run out
of time."

"How can you run out of tine?"

Xant cha shrugged. "Just talk."

"The Lady sniled on Kenidiern and |I. She has never
encour aged the divisions between the sisterhood and the
angel s. W had her blessing to come to the pal ace, but
bef ore we coul d be together he was sent away, and | was



chosen to acconpany you. | would not have objected, "

Sosi nna conti nued qui ckly and enphatically. "I serve Lady
Serra proudly, willingly. W all know how she sacrifices
herself to maintain the realm It would be the worst sort
of pride and arrogance to question her decisions.... But I
coul d not, cannot believe this was her decision."

"To send me away to die or to send you away to die with
ne?"

Sosi nna had the decency to | ook unconfortable. "You are
difficult, and you are devious. You inagi ne dark corners
and then you nake themreal ."

That was a criticism Xantcha had never heard from
Uza's lips.

"You woul d never do anobng the sisters or the angels,

but if | were to speak to the Lady, | would tell her that
except for your black mana you woul d nake a nost excell ent
archangel, and I think she would agree. | was-am young

anong the sisters, but | have-had-the Lady's confidence.
know she woul d not have sent ne away wi thout seeing ne or
telling me why."

"Then why hasn't she cone | ooking for you? Wuldn't she
noti ce you were nissing, you and Keni diern, both?"

Sosi nna shivered. "You ask such questions, Xantchal

woul d never think to ask such questions nyself." She paused
and Xantcha rai sed her eyebrows expectantly. "Until | met

you. Now, | ask nyself such questions, and | do not |ike ny
own answers! | ask nyself if the Lady has been deceived by

t hose who were di spl eased that Kenidiern had given nme his
token, and no matter how hard |I try to purge mny thoughts,
cannot convi nce nyself that she hasn't."

"Or maybe your Lady's not perfect?"

Sosinna's thin-lipped nmouth opened, closed, and opened
again. "l don't know if she never |ooked for ne or if she
could not find ne but in either case, yes, there would be
i nperfection. So you see | cannot go back to the pal ace,
not with these thoughts in ny heart. Kenidiern is lost. You
nock me, Xantcha, do not bother to lie about it, but
Kenidiern is a paragon. He woul d have | ooked for ne and
since he hasn't-"

"Hasn't found you, but naybe he is | ooking. How many of
these floating islands are there? A thousand? Ten thousand?
You shoul dn't give up. He m ght be just one rock away.

Thi nk of the |l ook on his face when he finds you here dead
because you stopped trying to stay alive."

"Difficult.”

"But right."

"Half right." A faint smle cracked the dirt on
Sosinna's face, then vani shed. "We couldn't go back to the
pal ace. "

"Seens to ne that's exactly the place we shoul d be
goi ng. "

"W woul dn't be wel conmed. "

"Waste not, want not, Sosinna, your precious Lady is
being lied to, and you'd roll over and die w thout your
| over because your enenies won't wel cone you."

"Not enemies."”

"Enem es. Anyone who wants you dead, Sosinna, is an
eneny, yours and your Lady's. If you're deternmined to die,
let's at least try to find this floating pal ace where your
Lady is surrounded by silent enemes. U za will support



you.

That was a prom se Xantcha didn't know if she'd be able
to keep, but it had to be made. Anything that woul d get
Sosi nna thinking had to be done, because even if the
archangel s didn't show up, the islands were likely to
col lide again. The upper island had taken the worst damage
inthe first collision and night again in the second, but
anything on the surface of the |ower island was going to
get squashed |ike a bug.

"Difficult,” Sosinna repeated.

Xant cha stood up and of fered her hand. "But right."

"I don't know where the palace is. Only the angels
know. "

"Didn't Kenidiern ever tell you how he flew in and
out ?"

"W never tal ked about such things."

Xant cha al nost asked what did they tal k about, but
Sosi nna m ght have answered, and she didn't truly want to
know. "Come on, let's at least start wal king. W' ve got to
wal k oursel ves clear of what's overhead. Maybe when we get
to an edge we'll get lucky and see this wondrous pal ace."
"W can't." "Can't what?"

"We can't walk to the edge of an island. | don't think
we can wal k out from under the one overhead. | tried,

Xant cha, before you woke up. | tried to abandon you. | knew
when you wal ked away that you' d have to come back."

"No apol ogi es. Pd've done the sane," Xantcha said and
of fered her hand again. "Come on. I've lived with worlds
over my head, but not this close. Makes ne nervous."

Sosi nna reached, and wi nced as the gash on her arm
began bl eeding again. It was ugly now and woul d only get
worse if they didn't find water soon. Xantcha hadn't seen
free-running water since she'd first opened her eyes in
Serra's realm but now that Sosinna was novi ng again, she
didn't seemworried about her wounds, so Xantcha said
not hi ng either.

Xant cha kept an eye on the island overhead to nmeasure
their progress. The lethargy that had sl owed her on her
previ ous wal k was worse. They weren't covering ground the
way she woul d have |iked. Even so, they were getting
nowhere relative to the convol uted undersi de above them
Sosi nna | ooked at her every tinme she | ooked up, a | ook that
expect ed concessi ons and defeat, but Xantcha kept wal ki ng.

Sosinna's remarks about bl ack mana had confirned
Xantcha's suspicion that Serra's floating-island real mwas
a magi cal place, as unnatural in its way as Phyrexia. The
forces that made Phyrexia a world of concentric spheres
were as inexplicable as the ones that shaped Serra's real m
into thousands of floating islands . . . and, perhaps, not
all that different fromeach other. She'd have questions
for Uza when they nmet again. If they net again. If she and
Sosinna could walk to a place where the openi ng between the
collided islands was | arge enough that she'd risk casting
themadrift in the sphere.

The t hought of waking up the cyst brought an end to gut
nunbness. Xantcha dropped to one knee.

"The archangels will find us," Sosinna said, not the
wor ds Xantcha wanted to hear at that noment. "Every tine
you call on black mana, it brings themcloser."

"I didn't call on black nmana," Xantcha insi sted.



Xant cha used a mmenonic to awaken Urza's artifact. She
didn't know how the cyst made the sphere or arnor. U za
knew nana- based sorcery; the necessary insights had cone
with his eyes. He said the Thran hadn't used mana so he
woul dn't either, but the Thran had nade Urza's eyes.

Sosi nna thought Xantcha i magi ned dark corners. Xantcha
didn't need imagination so | ong as she had Urza.

The pain had faded, and nunbness returned. Xantcha's
| egs were | eaden when she stood. She could barely lift her
feet when she tried to walk. "There's got to be another
way. "

"We wait until the archangels find us. There is no
ot her way."

"I's your lady sensitive to black mana, or just the
ar changel s?"

"Bl ack mana has no place here. It hurts. W can al
feel it, the Lady nost of all. She is aware of the whole
real mas you are aware of your body. The archangels patro
the islands | ooking for black mana and other evil m asmas.
They elimnate evil before it can affect the Lady, but when
they found you and the other-Urza- together, they called
Lady Serra for a judgment. You' ve already been judged. Wen
the archangels find us, they won't call Lady Serra again.
They won't risk her health. None of us would risk it. If
t he Lady sickened, we would all die."

Anot her unfortunate choice of words, given the state of
Xantcha's gut, but she had an idea. "I'm going to get
everyone's attention, the archangels and, with any | uck
your Lady hersel f."

Xant cha yawned and t hought the mmenonic for her arnor.
At first there was nothing, and she thought she'd | ost the
cyst altogether. Then the pain began and she felt something
acid rising through her throat. Sosinna screaned, but by
then Xantcha couldn't have stopped the process if she'd
wanted to. The arnor burned as it flowed over her skin. It
spared her eyes. \Wen Xantcha | ooked down what she saw was
bl acker than the darkest night, as black and featurel ess as
the walls of an unlit cave. She brought her hands together
saw t hem touch, and felt absol utely nothing.

"You got the archangels, that's all." Sosinna pointed
t hrough the narrow openi ng between the islands. "W're
dooned. "

Sosinna stood no nmore than two arm s | engths away, but
with the black arnor covering Xantcha's ears, she sounded
di stant and under water. Xantcha |ooked in the indicated
direction. A dazzling white dianond had appeared in the
ri bbon of golden light between the two islands. A nonent's
observation revealed that it was grow ng, noving toward
them at consi derabl e speed. Fromthe air, then, the
floating islands had edges. It was only fromthe ground
that the horizon never becane an edge.

As the dianond grew | arger, it becane apparent that it
had five parts: four smaller lights, one each in the narrow
and oblique points, and a nuch larger light in the center

"The Aegis," Sosinna said.

The Aegis was al so di anond shaped and too bright to
| ook at directly. Xantcha held her black-arnored hand in
front of her eyes and squinted through the pinhole gaps
bet ween her fingers. She saw withing plumes of yellow fire
energing froma hole that rem nded her of a portal, a



portal to the sun. Myving her hand slightly she observed
the smaller lights, the archangels thensel ves: radiant,

el ongated creatures with dazzling wings that didn't nove
and smooth, featureless faces. They resenbl ed Sosinna the
same way nmany conpl eat Phyrexi ans resenbl ed newmts. Not an
encour agi ng thought.

Xantcha didn't think Uza's arnor, in its present
condition, would be proof against the Aegis. She tried to
say good-bye to Sosinna and di scovered the arnmor had taken
away her voi ce.

W nd preceded the archangels. It shook boul ders | oose
fromthe overhead island and lifted the island itself out
of the way. One | oosened boul der struck the ground so near
to Xantcha's feet that she felt the ground shudder. The
wi nd di ed when the archangel s brought the Aegis to a
hovering halt. As good warriors anywhere, the archangels
tested their weapon before they put it to use. A beam of
light as hot as a Phyrexian furnace and nany tinmes as
bright seared the land directly bel ow the Aegis. Then the
beam began to nove toward Xantcha and Sosi nna.

It nade no difference whether Xantcha's eyes were open
or shut. She was blind, and it felt as if the back of her
skull were on fire. Xantcha had never believed in gods or
soul s, but facing the end of her life, Xantcha found she
believed in curses. She'd roundly cursed Lady Serra's
noti on of perfection when she was struck down by a sideways
wi nd.

The wind was a word and the word was:

Hol t!

A woman's voice. This tinme there could be no m staking
it, even through Xantcha's bl ackened arnor. The great Lady
of the realmreined in her archangels. The heat ebbed at
once, but Xantcha remained blind. A nore ordinary voice, a
man's voi ce, shouted, "Sosinna!" Xantcha guessed that
Keni di ern had found his bel oved. She hoped Sosi nna was
still alive. She'd hoped, too, that Urza m ght be part of
the rescue party, but no one called her nane. Someone did
[ift her to her feet and into the air-at |east Xantcha
t hought that she'd been lifted-she presunmed she was being
carried by an angel or archangel. Blind and nunb as she
was, it was inpossible to be certain, and she was in no way
tenmpted to release Urza's arnor, assum ng she could rel ease
it.

The journey lasted | ong enough for Xantcha's vision to
recover fromits Aegis searing. She was noving through the
air of Serra's realm tucked under the armof the right
si de archangel. Craning her neck as nuch as she dared,

Xant cha caught a glinpse of a silver face with angles for
nose, chin, and not so nuch as a slit for vision

A mask she thought, because the hand she could see at
her wai st was flesh with stretched si new and pul sing
arteries apparent beneath normal - hued skin. Xantcha could
under stand why the archangel s m ght choose to cover their
eyes. Even when it was shut down, the Aegi s-one gol den
tether to which her archangel held in his, hers? its? other
hand-was not hing Xantcha wanted to | ook at. Easily four
times as high as her archangel, it rem nded Xantcha of
not hi ng so much as a piece of the sun, that Serra's realm
did not otherw se possess.

They left the Aegis behind, shining among the floating



i sl ands, once the great island that could only be Lady
Serra's pal ace canme into view

The pal ace was many tinmes the size of any other island
Xantcha had seen, and if she'd had to make a guess, she'd
have said that it was the very center of the |ady's
creation.

As all Phyrexia had formed in spheres around the
| nef f abl e?

But Xantcha had seen nothing like the palace in
Phyr exi a.

Lady Serra's home | eaped and soared in fantastic
curves. Xantcha could think of no stone or brick that would
glisten as the palace walls and ribs glistened in the
Aegis's light. The underlying col or was white, or possibly
a golden gray. It was difficult to be certain. A nyriad of
rai nbows noved constantly al ong every arch and into every
corner. There was sound in all tinbres to accompany the
kal ei doscopic light, and not an echo of discord.

The total experience, which could have been as
overwhel m ng as the Aegis, was instead subtle and
unspeakably beautiful. It was al so pushing Xantcha and her
archangel away. They were falling behind the others,
including the fifth, unmasked angel carrying Sosinna.

Xant cha woul d have preferred to keep her arnor, black as it
was, around her but she didn't want to be left al one

ei ther. Perhaps releasing the arnor woul d be the nost
foolish thing she'd ever done, and the last, but she
recited the menonic that made it nelt away.

Bl ack dust streaned away fromher. It dirtied the
archangel 's pure white robes, but he regained his right
side place in the formati on nonents before they began a
di zzyi ng ascent to the rai nbow | ace ornanent atop the
pal ace' s hi ghest, nost inprobable arch

Wth nothing el se to guide her eye, Xantcha had
m sjudged the scale of Serra's palace. She'd seen snow
capped nountains that weren't as high as that single,
soaring arch, and mighty tenples that were snaller than the
deceptively delicate edifice on whose jewel ed porch the
ar changel | anded.

Her knees buckl ed when her feet touched the ground. She
was nunb the same way the pal ace was many-col ored: awash in
shifting waves of sensation. She kept her bal ance by
keeping a close watch on her feet and the fl oor

"Fol |l ow ne."

Xant cha | ooked up quickly, a m stake under the
ci rcunst ances. The archangel s had al ready vani shed, and
Keni di ern, assumi ng the unmasked angel was Kenidi ern, had
no hands to spare. Xantcha broke her fall with her arms and
stayed where she was, crouched on the gl ass-snmooth fl oor

"I can send soneone out for you," Kenidiern said in a
tone that clearly conveyed the notion that he woul dn't
recomend accepting the offer.

He had a friendly, honest voice. Xantcha had never paid
much attention to the handsoneness of nen, but even she
coul d see that Kenidiern was, as Sosinna had clained, a
very attractive paragon. She guessed he knew how to | augh
al t hough his face was anxious at that nmonent. |f Sosinna
wasn't dead, she was clinging to life by a very delicate
thread. The Aegis had burned the tall woman badly. Her
fl esh was seared and weeping beneath its crust of dirt.



"CGo," Xantcha told him "I'll follow. " She started to
stand and abandoned the attenpt. "I'll find a way."

CHAPTER 16

Xant cha wat ched Keni di ern carry Sosinna through one of
t he many open doorways, and nade sure she'd renenbered
whi ch one before rising to her feet. Speed, she decided,
mattered. The palace didn't like her and especially didn't
i ke her when she noved quickly. Slow, gliding novenents,
as if she were crossing a frozen pond, offended it |east.
She nmade steady progress fromthe porch through the door
and down a majestic corridor. There was no one to stop or
guestion her, at |least no one that Xantcha could see, which
was not to say that she didn't believe her every step was
scrutini zed.

The corridor ended in a chanber of breathtaking beauty.
Unli ke the rest of the pal ace, which seened to be nmade from
crystal and stone, this inner chamber was a place of life
and growth. A maze of columms that mght be trees, al
graceful, but asymetric and entrancing, hid the walls.
Each tree or columm was taller than her eye coul d neasure.

Xantcha | ost her thoughts in the overhead tangle of
green-gol d branches, and the nusic, which was no | onger the
austere interplay of wind and light, but the nore playfu
sounds of water and the bright-feathered birds she glinpsed
anong the high branches. She was startled witless when
someone grabbed her from behind.

"Xantcha! | did not know you still lived!"

"Urzal"

They' d never been much for backsl appi ng enbraces or
ot her shows of affection, but any tradition needed its
exception. And Urza was nore ani mated, nore alive, than
Xantcha coul d remenber him Hi s hands were warm and suppl e
on her shoul ders. They bani shed the | ethargy that had
pl agued her since she'd first awakened and ended the
nunbness in her gut around the cyst.

"Let me | ook at you!" he said, straightening his arns.
Hs eyes glittered but only with reflections fromSerra's
pal ace. "A bit worn and dirty at the edges-" Urza wi nked as
he tightened his fingers-"but still the same Xantcha."

There was the faintest hint of a question in his
statenment. The sense that they were bei ng watched hadn't
faded with the nunbness and | ethargy. |If anything, Xantcha
was nore aware than ever that she was in strange, perhaps
hostil e, surroundings.

"As stubborn and suspicious as ever,
with a wink of her own.

"W will talk, child. There is nmuch to tal k about. But,
first you must neet our host." His armurged her to walk
besi de him

"I did once, already." Xantcha slipped free and into
one of the many, many other | anguages they both knew. |f
they were back to child, then she was going to be very
stubborn and twi ce as suspicious. Lowering her voice, she
added, "Serra sent nme away to die, Uza, and sent one of
her own to die with nme. That's why you didn't know I was
alive."

"W will talk, child," Urza repeated in Serra's
| anguage. "This is not a good tine to have a tantrum"

Xantcha replied



She switched to another |anguage. "lI'mnot a child, I'm
not having a tantrum and you know it!"

Urza could put thoughts into Xantcha's head with only a
l[ittle nore disconfort than when he renoved them Yes, |

know, and I will ask Serra why she nisled me. I'msure the
answer will amuse us both. But for now you are safe with
me, and it will be better all around if you behave

graci ously.

Xantcha replied with a thought of her own. G aciously
be dammed! Serra didn't mislead you ... she lied!

But Xantcha couldn't put a thought in Uza's mnd, and
her indignation went unshared. Urza wal ked away, and faced
with a choice between keeping up with himor staying by
hersel f, she caught up, as he'd al nost certainly known she
woul d.

He said the chanmber was known as Serra's Aviary and
that she had seldomleft it since creating her floating
island realm

"Then you know this isn't a natural world?" Xantcha
asked, still refusing to speak Serra's | anguage.

"Yes," Urza replied, ignoring her choice of |anguage.

"Does it remind you of ny home as nuch as it rem nds
me?" She was careful not to speak the word Phyrexia.

"There are no abomi nations here. The angels' w ngs are
no more a part of themthan your cyst is part of you
Serra's realmis slow and not without its flaws, but it is
a living, natural place."

"For you. | haven't eaten since | got here. That's not
natural for me."

"She has paid a price for her creation. Now, be
graci ous. "

Urza took Xantcha's hand as they wound around anot her
organi ¢ colum. A narrow spiral stairway opened in front of
them Xantcha | ooked up and up and up

"There's anot her way-?"

"We are guests."

Urza began clinbing. Xantcha fell in behind himand
into a kind of trance. The spiral was a tight one and each
step a bit different in height and width than its
nei ghbors. An odd sort of perfection that made each one
uni que, Xantcha t hought, when she dared to think. Each step
requi red concentration | est she | ose her bal ance and tunbl e
to the floor, which through the tangle of branches around
them had cone to ook like twinkling stars on a warm humd
ni ght. Urza surged ahead of her, but a hand awaited at the
top of the stairway.

Not Urza. Kenidiern. She recognized himby his stained
r obe.

"She asked me to wait until you were here.”

Xant cha was breathing hard, but U za's enbrace had
revitalized her. She didn't need anyone's help to foll ow
t he angel along a suspended wal kway to a somewhat nore
i nti mate chanber than any she'd yet seen in the palace. It
was only ten or twenty tines the size that a roomneeded to
be. Urza was there already, talking with a woman who coul d
only be the lady, Serra, herself.

Havi ng seen angel s, archangels and Sosi nna, Xantcha had
expected a tall, slender and renote woman, but Serra could
have wal ked t hrough any man-nmade village w thout attracting
a second gl ance. Her face, though pleasant, was plain, and



she had the sturdy sil houette of a woman who' d borne
children and done nmany a hard day's work. She was al so one
of two light sources in the chanber, surrounded by a gently
flickering white ninmbus. If she'd created this realm as
Urza said, then, like him she could change her appearance
to suit her whins.

The chanber's other |ight source was inconprehensible
at first glance: a junble of golden |ight and angul ar
crystals bound together into two overl appi ng spheres. An
artifact, certainly- Xantcha's dodger instincts had never
deserted her-and beautiful, but its purpose, except as a
source of light, eluded her

"Pl ease."” Kenidiern offered his hand again. "She is
very weak, and she nust be alive when the cocoon is closed
or there is no reason to close it."

Be gracious, Urza had said, so Xantcha let the ange
have her hand, and before she could object he'd swept her
up in both arns and carried her into the crystal |ights.
The wi ngl ess sisters of Serra were, perhaps, accustoned to
bei ng swooped about the pal ace, but Xantcha had rarely felt
as helpless or as grateful to have her own feet under her
once they'd reached a tiny enclosure where the spheres net.

Cocoon, Kenidiern called it, and that was as good a
word as any for the vaguely egg-shaped conpartnent in which
Sosinna lay. Her stained gowmn was gone, replaced by a
shining quilt, but the Aegis had seared her face and hair.
Her eyes were terrible, frightened and frightening. Sosinna
was blind. At |east, Xantcha hoped Sosinna was blind.

"Xant cha?" Sosinna's voice was a pai n-w acked whi sper
Her breathing was shallow and |i quid.

Xant cha had seen worse, done worse, though few things
in her life had been nore difficult than reaching out to
touch the quilt-bandaged |unp that was, or had been
Sosi nna's hand.

"I'mhere."

"W made it. You were right."

"Difficult, but right."

Sosinna tried to smle, pain defeated her. "W will
nane our child for you."

Be gracious, that was easy. "I'mhonored." Optimsm
cane harder. "I'Il show her, or him howto be difficult."

Anot her failed smle on Sosinna's swollen |lips and an
agoni zing attenpt to shake her head. "You will go outside
where you belong. Kenidiern and I will renenber you."

Wth the sound of his name, Kenidiern came closer. H's
wi ngs were soft, plumes rather than feathers. He rested his
hand on Xantcha's shoul ders. A shiver ran down Xantcha's
spine, rem nding her that, unlike Serra, the Ineffable had
decreed that Phyrex-ians would not be born, and she was
nei ther a man nor wonan. Xantcha couldn't know if Kenidiern
were a true paragon of anything useful, but she believed he
had been | ooking for his bel oved, and she envi ed Sosi nna as
she had never envi ed anyone before.

"We nust close the cocoon,” Kenidiern whispered, urging
her to retreat.

Better call it a coffin. Sone hurts were beyond even
Uza's healing talents, and Sosinna's woul d be anong them
It wasn't just her skin that had been charred and
blistered. Sosinna had breathed fire and her insides were
burnt as well. Xantcha took a backward step



"Good-bye . . . friend." Sosinna whispered.

" Good- bye, friend."

The upper sphere had begun to descend. Sosinna m ght be
blind, but the cocoon wasn't silent. Surely she knew it was
cl osing around her. She nmet her end wi thout a whinper.

"Until you rise again," Kenidiern added, a eupheni sm
if ever Xantcha had heard one, though Sosi nna nanaged a
trenbling smle just before the spheres bl ocked Xantcha's
Vi ew.

There was a click, the golden light intensified, and,

t hrough her feet, Xantcha felt the whir of a distant
engi ne. She thought of the Fane of Flesh, of the vats where
di scarded flesh was rendered and newts were decanted.

"You didn't say good-bye," she said to Kenidiern

"Sosinna will rise again. The Lady does not offer her
cocoon to everyone, but when she does, it never fails."

He swept Xantcha up again before she could protest and
brought her down to Urza and Serra, whose conversation died
as they approached.

"Sosinna is a special child to ne," Serra said before
Xantcha's feet were on the floor. "I didn't know what had
becorme of her. I'mgrateful that you showed us where she
was, even though I'mnot grateful for your methods!"

The lady had Urza's voice, the voice of soneone who
treated everyone as children, someone whom nortal s m ght
m st ake for a god. Xantcha had never been nortal, never
beli eved in gods, and she'd used up all her graciousness.

"Sosinna didn't believe in mstakes, she never | ost
faith in you. All the time we were together on that
forsaken, floating island, she was hoping you or Kenidiern
woul d rescue her before the archangels cane to kill her. If
that was you who called the Aegis off, then when it comes
to rescuing your special children, you cut very close to
the edge." Urza was appalled. Hi s eyes gl owed dark
Kenidiern stared at his sandal ed feet. "Things here aren't
as perfect as she believed they were."

"You are Phyrexian, are you not?" Serra asked, a tone
short of accusation

Urza's displeasure runbled through the enpty part of
Xantcha's mind. The inportant part, the part she'd kept for
herself since G x had taught her how to build nental walls,
remai ned unbowed. "You know | am"

"Your leave, ny lady," Kenidiern interrupted. "My | ove
is in your hands now. There is no need for ne to stay."

Serra di pped her chin. Kenidiern was in the air before
she raised it again. There were only three of themleft in
the branch-franed chanber: a man and a woman with the
powers of gods, and a Phyrexian newt. Well, Xantcha was
used to bei ng over mat ched.

"There is no need for this, Xantcha." Urza attenpted to
i npose peace. "I think Lady Serra will concede there have
been certain inperfections in our condition here." He
turned toward Serra.

“Your arrival was so unexpected-" Serra began

Xantcha cut her off. "That rem nds nme. How did we get
here? The last thing I remenber was beating on the shell of
a Phyrexian turtle.”

"l destroyed that abomination and all the others,"” U za
answered quickly. "But ny enenmies were |urking, watching
from nether places, and before | could escape, they sent



t hrough rei nforcenents. It threatened to become the Fourth
Sphere battle all over again, so | decided to retreat. |
"wal ked away, grabbing you as | left. But you were badly
injured, and ny grasp was not firm | sensed the chasmto
Phyrexia, of course-it is always there-but | sensed

anot her, too, and threw myself across it. It was a terrible
passage, Xantcha. | lost you. | would not have survived
nmysel f if Lady Serra had not found ne and put ne inside

t hat cocoon you just saw.

"Such a marvelous artifact! If there is life, any life
at all, the cocoon will sustain it and nurture it until the
whole is healed. | amwell again, Xantcha, well and whol e
as | have not been since | left Phyrexia, since before
Phyrexia .. . since | net you. The principle is ingenious.
To make her plane, Serra has treated tine itself as a
liquid, as a streamwhere water flows at different
speed...."

Xantcha swal  owed hard. It didn't hel p. She stopped
listening to U za ranbl e about the wonders of Serra's
cocoon. His recounting of events was |aced through wth
simplifications that were no better than lies: so | decided
to retreat and | 'wal ked away didn't accurately describe
what she renenbered of Urza's Phyrexian invasi on and was
probably no better at describing how the skirmsh with the
turtl e-avengers ended or how they'd come to Serra's realm
but Urza renmenbered what he wanted to renenber and forgot
the rest.

He had rescued her fromthe turtles. Never nind asking
if he'd cared about anything beyond keeping her away from
Phyrexian scrutiny. Hs grasp m ght not have been firm He
m ght have | ost her by accident. And he had been il
since Phyrexia, but not before.

Xantcha was relieved to see Urza | ooki ng vi gorous
again, pleased to see himtalking and noving in a norta
way, but she could not escape the inplications of those few
words: since | nmet you. They echoed omi nously in her own
t houghts. Had Urza deci ded sonet hi ng, perhaps everyt hing,
was her fault?

That warm greeting in the Iower hall had been |ess
relief or enthusiasm than guilt.

Xantcha gl anced at Serra, wondering what role she had
pl ayed. Romance? That seemed unlikely with Urza .
unnecessary, too, when she could distract himwth the
cocoon. After she'd gotten rid of Urza's annoying,

Phyr exi an conpani on?

"You want to know what | did when you were found?"
Serra asked, an indication that she was sensitive to
t hought and, perhaps, did not find Xantcha's mnd as enpty
as Urza did.

"I know what you did, why did you do it? What had
done to you or your perfect real nP"

"Al'l things, natural or artifact, are created around a
singl e essence. Your essence is black mana. Wen | created
my plane, | created it around white mana, because the
under | yi ng essence plays a pivotal role in determning the
character of a thing. Wiite mana is serene, harnonic. It
has the constancy that allows ny plane to be the safe haven
| desired. Black mana is discord, suspicion, and darkness.
There is black mana here-it was not possible to elimnate
it entirely-but it is only the small remainder that



bal ances the rest-"

"I told you it is not so sinple,"” Urza interrupted
their host. "Lady Serra turned away fromall that was rea
to make this place. She created it out of sheer will. But
it seems there is a flaw, a fallacy, in willful creation
Qutside, in the nultiverse which is unbounded, bal ance
simply is and all planes are bal anced anong all the
essences. Inside, when a plane is created by an act of
single will, balance is inpossible. One essence nust
domi nate and anot her becone the odd fellow "

"I knew this place reninded me of Phyrexial"
Morentarily forgetting everything el se, Xantcha savored the
sati sfaction of solving a thorny puzzle. "The teacher-
priests said the I neffable made Phyrexia. | thought they
meant that we all answered to him that we were all part of
his plan, but it was nore than that. The Ineffable created
Phyrexia. It was nothing, nothing at all, before he nade
it."

"Precisely," Uza agreed. "I had reached the sane
conclusion. A created plane, cut off fromthe rest of the
mul tiverse by an unfat homabl e chasm no wonder it was so
hard to find! But, inherently unbal anced! Think of it,
Xantcha. Lady Serra retreats to her cocoon where she adds
her will to her plane's flux, constantly keeping it al npst
i n bal ance, but never quite and never for long. It always
slips away. She prunes it to keep it small-"

"Smal | 's never been a part of the Ineffable's plan-"

"Excuse me!" Serra said firmy and in her own | anguage,
whi ch neither Xantcha nor Urza had been using.

The air in Xantcha's lungs becane so heavy she coul dn't
speak and even Urza seened to be at a |loss for words.

"As | was saying." The lady's tone inplied she'd
tolerate no nore interruptions. "The only black mana here
is here because it cannot be elimnated. Nothing here has
bl ack mana as its underlying essence. Such a thing, natura
or artifact, would disrupt everything around it. Wen the
archangel s found you and Urza, both near death and unabl e
to speak for yourselves, they-l1- determ ned that you had
swal | owed a piece of him You were clinging to him And
your essence was bl ack-is bl ack

"They have standing orders. Safe haven cannot be
extended to anything with an underlying bl ack mana essence.
Because you had a piece of him and we did not know then if
it was a vital piece, | sent you away-put you in
guarantine-while ny cocoon restored Urza. H s underlying
essence is white mana, the same as ours. There was no risk
The cocoon purged himof a black mana curse.”

The I neffable, Xantcha thought. The Ineffable had place
a spark in Urza's skull as surely as G x had placed one in
hers all those centuries ago. She said nothing, though
because Serra woul d object, and because she wanted to hear
Urza's version of events before proposing her own.

I f black mana was suspicion, then Xantcha had becone
bl ack mana i ncarnate.

"It was not a vital piece, of course," Serra continued.
"Urza expl ai ned how he'd enabl ed you to survive the
j ourneys between pl anes when he energed fromthe cocoon
but by then ..."

By then, what? Xantcha asked silently, eager to hear
how Serra would wiggle free of the truth



The | ady hesitated and Urza plunged into the silence.
"By then, her plane needed tending. She needed tending!
Your presence al one had been enough to disrupt the bal ance
nmore than it had ever been disrupted. You were well and
truly lost by then, and | had no idea that you' d survived
at all. My grasp had been weak to begin with. | asked the
el ders here, and they said |I'd been al one when archangel s
brought ne to the pal ace.”

"They lied," Xantcha snapped, unable to stifle her
i ndi gnation. She w shed Kenidiern had not taken his |eave.
She'd liked to have seen his face when he'd heard that
remark.

"Msinformed," Urza prevaricated. "I was al one. The
archangel s separated us, took us in different directions.
The sisterhood had no idea what | was tal king about."

"They knew, Urza. They sent Sosinna to die with nme-" At
| east that was what Sosinna had assumed. But there were
other possibilities. Serra said she had deci ded what woul d
be done with her and Urza both. Xantcha | ooked straight at
Serra. "Someone sent Sosinna to die with ne."

"I cannot keep up with you!" the |ady conpl ai ned.

"Ei ther of you. You shoul d hear yourselves, sw tching

| anguages every other phrase, every other word. You have
been together too | ong. No one el se could possibly
understand you." She took Urza's hand. "My friend, ny offer
stands, | will take her wherever you think best, but this
is sonething for you to work out between yourselves. That
pi ece of you she holds within her, surely it is a vita

part of your nenory, Urza. You should consider carefully
bef ore abandoning it."

Serra faded, 'wal king somewhere else within her realm
| eaving Urza and Xantcha alone in the golden light fromthe
cocoon.

"What offer, Urza? Abandon it? Abandon ne?"

But Urza was staring at the place where Serra had
stood, "She was angry. | had no notion, no notion at all
You shoul d not have done that, Xantcha. It was very
ungraci ous to speak your mind in a way that Lady Serra
couldn't understand. She doesn't understand that the
Phyrexi ans enptied your mind. | rmust find her and
apol ogi ze. "

He started to fade as well.

"Urzal" Xantcha called himback. "Waste not, want not-
you don't hear the words or their meanings! She said both
of us. W& were both speaki ng whatever words fit best. W do
that, we've done it fromthe begi nning. W' ve been too nany
pl aces and seen too many things that no one el se has seen
W have our own way of talking. W might just as well be
one mind with two bodies."

"No! That can't be," he insisted. "Lady Serra is a
Pl aneswal ker. You aren't. She saw great tragedy, as | did
on Dom naria, and she made this place, this plane, as a
nmenorial to what she'd | ost. She understands ne, Xantcha.
No one el se has understood ne. |'ve been happy here with
her."

"Who woul dn't be happy in a world of their own maki ng?
The Ineffable is happy. The Ineffable understood you."

Urza whirled around. "Don't try to tenpt nme. That trap
is sprung, Xantcha."

"What trap?" she retorted, but beneath the surface her



fears and suspicions had intensified. "Wat offer, U za?
What ' s happened to you while | was floating on that island?
What changed your nind about ne?"

"Lady Serra heal ed me. Her cocoon healed nme of all the
taint and curse that Phyrexia has laid on ne since Mshra
and | let them back into Dom naria."

He reached for her. Xantcha el uded him

"I't's not your fault, Xantcha. No one is blamng you
| east of all ne. The one you call the Ineffable used you
He could not tenpt ne directly, so he nade you to tenpt ne,
to lead me to him Ch, | knew you were dangerous, |'ve
known that since | rescued you. | knew you coul d never be
conpletely trusted, but | thought |I was strong enough
cl ever enough to use you mysel f.

"Your Ineffable has |ost his power over ne, Xantcha.
You were nerely his tool, his arrow ainmed at ny heart. Al
these centuries that you' ve been beside me, | have been
obsessed with sinple vengeance. | didn't see the |arger
patterns until you were gone. It is all Lady Serra can to
do keep her plane bal anced. She knows that sone day she
will growtired and it will fail. She does not let it
expand. Created planes fail. They cannot evol ve. They dare
not grow. They are doomed fromthe nonent of their
creation. | understand that now, only natural planes
endure. Yawg-"

“"Don't-"

"Your Ineffable was exiled from sone other plane before
Dominaria. He thinks of Phyrexia not as a safe haven, as
Serra thinks of her realm but as a place to build a
conquering army. Twice he has tried to conquer Domi nari a,
and he will try again. | knowit. And | have wasted all ny
time | ooking for Phyrexia, trying to conquer Phyrexia-"

"I told you it couldn't be done."

"Yes. Yes, you did. Your creator knew | would not
beli eve you. He is mad, but he is also cunning and cl ever
That is why he enptied your nmind. That is how he tenpted ne
off the path."

And if the Ineffable was nmad, but cunning, what did
that | eave Urza? There was truth and | ogi c wound t hrough
Urza's argunent. Phyrexia was the Ineffable's creation as
this world of floating islands was Serra's creation, and
Phyrexia was the rallying point for a conquering army. If
all had gone according to plan, Xantcha woul d have been
part of that army, at |east as the denon G x had concei ved
the arny while the Ineffable slept. .

Serra slept in the cocoon to keep her world alive. Had
the Ineffable slept for the same reason? Was that why the
priests warned the newts, Never speak the |neffable's nane
| est he be awakened?

"You awoke him?" Xantcha said incredul ously,
interrupting Uza's diatribe which had gone on while she
asked herself questions. "Wen you rode your dragon into
Phyrexia you must have awakened the Ineffable."

"No, Xantcha, you will not |ead ne astray again. | know
what nust be done. Yawgnoth is a Planeswal ker, like Serra
and ne. Only Pl aneswal kers can create pl anes, and
Pl aneswal kers are born in natural worlds. No one born here
can 'wal k, no Phyrex-ian can 'wal k. So Yawgnmot h was born on
a natural plane and driven out. | will find that plane
where Yawgnoth was born, and when | do, | will know his



secrets and his weaknesses. | will find the records of

t hose who cast himout, and | will learn how they won their
victory. I will find the tools that | need to build the
artifacts that will keep Yawgnoth away from Domi naria and
away from any other natural plane he nmight covet."

"That's reasonable,” Xantcha conceded. "If we knew when
the I neffable created Phyrexia-"

"No! | have said too nmuch already! You have no thoughts
of your own, Xantcha. Whatever you think, whatever you say,
cones from Yawgnoth. It is not your fault, but | dare not
listen to you. W nust go our separate ways, you and |
Lady Serra discussed this before you arrived. She is
willing to take you to a natural plane she knows. That's
the of fer she nentioned. | have not seen it, but she says
it is a green plane, with nuch water and many different
races. | think it nust be |like the Dom naria of ny youth.
You will do well there, Xantcha."

Xantcha was a breath short of speechless. "You can't
nmean that. You can't. Look at me, Urza. | amwhat | am
what |'ve al ways been. What would a newt |ike ne do forever
on a single world?" Never mind that it had been her destiny
to sleep on such a world..

Urza reached for her and this tine caught her. "You've
al ways done very well for yourself. You trade, you travel
you learn all their |anguages, you scratch a little garden
inthe dirt. Wien |I rescued you, | never imagined we'd be
toget her as long as we have been."

"“I've never inagined anything else.”

"Xantcha, you don't imagi ne anything that Yawgnoth
didn't put inside your skull. I will win your vengeance
trust ne. You cannot clinb into the Lady's cocoon. Bl ack
mana i s your underlying essence. The cocoon woul d destroy

you, or you would destroy it. I'"'msorry, but it has to be
this way."

"You can't just abandon nme ... not to Serra! Wo wll
you tal k to? Who el se understands, truly understands."

"I will mss you, Xantcha, nore than you can imagi ne.

You have been ny ward agai nst |oneliness and, yes, even
madness. You have a good heart, Xantcha. Even Lady Serra
admts that. She finds no fault with your heart.”

Heart.

Xantcha wiggled out of his enmbrace. "G ve me your
knife." She had nothing but her ragged, dirty robe and a
pai r of sandals.

Urza had a | eather sheath slung fromhis belt. If it
wasn't real, he could nmake it real with a thought. "Pl ease,
Uza |l et me have your knife, any knife."

"Xantcha, don't be foolish. You were al ways happi est
when we settled in one place."

"I"'mnot going to be foolish. | just want to borrow
your knife! 1'Il find something else that's sharp-"

She eyed the cocoon's golden crystals, and Urza
rel ented. The knife he handed her had a bl ade no | onger
than her |ongest finger-which would have been plenty | ong
enough to slash her throat, if she'd been determined to
bl eed to death. But Xantcha had never in her life wanted to
die. She wasn't fond of pain, either, when there were other
alternatives, which, at that nonment there weren't.

Xantcha put a few paces between them Then, with a
st eady hand, she plunged the short knife into her flank



where she'd tucked her heart away. Her hand was shaking as
she I engthened the incision. Uza tried to stop her. Panic
gave her the strength to reach inside.

"My heart," she said, offering himthe bl oodstai ned

anber. "If you think I'"muntrustworthy, if you think
belong to the Ineffable, crush it and I'll die. I swre I'd
never betray you. |I'd rather die than Iive know ng that

you' ve abandoned ne."

"Xantcha!" Urza reached for the wound, which he could
heal with a touch

She staggered backward. "Take it! If | amwhat you say
I am | don't want to live. But if you won't kill me, then
take me with you."

CHAPTER 17

Xant cha awoke with her butt on the ground and her back
agai nst an apple tree's broken trunk. Torn branches with
upsi de- down | eaves bl ocked her view of the world. There
were green apples piled in her lap and the crook of her
t hrobbi ng arm The portal explosion had thrown her so hard
she'd shattered a tree when she fell, but Urza's arnor had
kept her whol e.

Rat epe stood anmong t he branches, | ooking anxi ous, but
not at her.

"How | ong was | out?" she asked, reaching for the
wat er skin he dangled with her good arm

"Abit..."

He dropped the waterskin in her |ap. Watever had his
attention wasn't letting it go. She pulled the cork with
her teeth and took a swal |l ow before asking:

"What's out there?"

"He canme out of nowhere, as soon as you'd fallen. H's
eyes blazed lightning and fire."

Xant cha i magi ned the worst. "Another Phyrexian?"

She tried to stand but arnmor or no arnor, Phyrexian or
no Phyrexian, she'd taken a beating, and her body wasn't
ready for anything. Latching onto the hem of Ratepe's
tuni c, Xantcha dragged hersel f upright.

The awe-inspiring i nvader had been Urza, not another
Phyrex-ian. Garbed in stiff arnor and | ooking like a
pai nted statue, he contenplated the netal -and-oil weckage.
He carried an ornate staff, the source of the |ightning web
t hat ebbed and fl owed around him Xantcha thought Urza had
| ost that staff ages ago when they were dodgi ng Phyrexian
anbushes. She wasn't entirely pleased to see it again.

Her battered armwanted out of the arnor. Xantcha woul d
have preferred to wait until she had a better sense of
Urza's nmood, but there wasn't tine for that. She silently
recited the mmenonic that dissolved the arnor. Her arm
swel l ed i medi ately.

"Has he said anythi ng?" she asked.

"Not a word. The way he | ooked, | got out of his way.
M ght' ve been better if there had been another Phyrexian
for himto fry?"

"M ght've," Xantcha agreed.

If there'd been an upright Phyrexian in the vicinity,
Urza woul d have had anot her target besides her. She
couldn't remenber the last time he'd cone charging to her
rescue. In point of fact, she didn't think he had cone to



her rescue. Since they'd gotten to Dom naria, Xantcha's
heart had sat gathering dust on a shelf in Urza' s al cove.
She didn't think Urza had given it a second thought in over
a century, but she wasn't surprised that he'd been watching
it closely while she and Ratepe were away. She imagined it
had fl ashed when she hit the tree.

Best get it over with, she decided and said to Ratepe,
"You wait here," though there was no chance that he'd pay
attention, and she was grateful for the help clanbering
t hrough the tangl ed branches.

"Been a long tine since |'ve seen a conmpl eat one,"” she
said casually, starting the conversation in the mddle,
whi ch was sometines the best way when Urza was rigid and
wr apped in power.

"You shoul d have known better than to engage a
Phyrexian with my brother beside you!"

Urza was angry. Hs eyes were fire, his breath sulfur
snoke and sparks. Xantcha w nced when they | anded on her
face. He either hadn't noticed-or didn't care-that she
wasn't encased in his arnor. She was groping for the words
t hat woul d cal m hi m when Rat epe spoke up

"This was ny idea. W wouldn't have gotten into trouble
if I hadn't badgered her into tracking the riders away from
Tabarna' s pal ace. "

Urza turned wi thout noving. "Palace?" He'd foll owed her
heart between-worlds and didn't know where, precisely, they
ver e.

"Pincar City's a short, hard ride for six nen on good
horses,” Xantcha said and pointed northwest. "W spotted
the riders going out a sea gate at sunrise. It was ny
decision to get involved when | saw them | ayi ng down an
anbul ator's nether end.”

"An anbul ator, here?"

Urza turned his head, |ooking for one. He was in the
here and now again. Xantcha rel axed.

"We blew it up in the firepots. They had the nether end

here. | sure didn't want to go through to get the prineg,
and | didn't want to risk carrying a | oose nether around
with ne, especially not after what came out. | swear | was

expecting sleepers and, at the outside, a tender-priest.
Not hing like this."

Urza rolled the weckage with his staff. Bright,
conpound eyes | opked up at the sun, netal parts clattered,
and Ratepe leapt a foot in the air, thinking it was stil
alive.

"They' ve sent a denon," Urza nused, slipping out of
Ef uand, into his ol dest | anguage, pure ancient Argivian.

"Not a denon," Xantcha corrected, sticking wth Efuand.
"Some new kind of priest. Not as bad as a denon, but pretty
bad when you were expecting a cadre of sleepers.”

"How do you know what it was if you've never seen it
bef ore?" Rat epe asked. A reasonabl e question, though
Xant cha wi shed he hadn't been staring at U za's eyes as he
asked it.

"Yes," Urza added, back to Efuand. "How can you be
sure?" He tipped his staff toward one of the two Efuand
corpses lying near the Phyrexian. "Are they sleepers? They
have the snell of Phyrexia around them™

Xant cha swal | owed her shock. Urza had long adnmitted
that she was better at scenting out Phyrexians, but he'd



never hinted how nmuch better, and she'd never tried to put
the distinctions into words, any words from any | anguage,
i ncludi ng Phyrexian. "This is a priest-" she nudged the
wreckage with her foot-"because it |ooks like a priest."

"That's not an answer," Ratepe chi ded.

"I'''mnot finished!"

Xant cha got on her knees and with her good hand
attenpted to | oosen the Phyrexian's triangul ar face-pl ate.
It was a struggle. The tenders had conpleated it carefully,
and it had recently received a generous allocation of
glistening oil to bind what renained of its flesh to its
nmet al carapace. Once she'd got her fingertips under one
sharp corner, Ratepe hel ped her pry it off.

Shredded | eather clung to the interior of the plate,
mat chi ng the shreds of a skinless but still recognizably
childish face that it had covered.

"It had conpl eated eyes," Xantcha expl ai ned, indicating
the coiled wires enmerging fromthe enpty sockets. "Only the
hi gher priests and warriors have conpl eat eyes. And it had
an articulated nouth; that's definitely priest-conpleat.

Di ggers and such, they just have boxes in their chests. And
all the metal's the same, not scraps. That's priest-
conpleat, too. It's got no guts, just an oil bladder. A
priest's got nuscles and nerves, conpl eated, of course,
joined with gears and wire, but it's got the brain it was
decanted with. The brain makes it go. That's why nost

Phyr exi ans have two arns, two legs, its brain knows two
arns, two |egs-"

"You said they weren't flesh," Ratepe interrupted, a
bit breathl ess and green-cheeked. He'd told her once that
he hadn't been able to help with the butchering on his
famly's farm Probably he wi shed he hadn't hel ped her now.

"This isn't flesh." She tore off a shredded bit. Not
surprisingly, he wouldn't take it from her hand, but Urza
did. "This is what flesh becones when it is conpleated."

"They start with a living man and transformhiminto
this," Uza's voice was flat and cold as he ground the
shred between his fingers.

"They start with a newt," Xantcha said flatly.

"So, this is what would have happened to ..." Ratepe
couldn't finish his thought al oud.

"I'f I'd been destined to becone a priest."

She coul d renenber the Xantcha who'd waited, hope
agai nst hope, for the tender-priests to cone for her. Wuld
she have been happier if they had? There was no Phyrexian
word for happi ness.

"And ny brother?" Urza flicked the shred into the
weeds. "Did he becone a priest? Is that what | fought in
Argoth? Hi s skin had been stretched over netal plates, over
coiled wire. Wat was he?"

"Avictim" Ratepe answered before Xantcha had a
chance. "What about the denons and the sl eepers?”

She chose to answer the easy part first. "Sleepers are
newts, unconpl eated, the way we came out of the vats. But
there's oil in the vats, and the snell never goes away.
That's how | spot them"

"Thi s one recogni zed you?" Ratepe always had anot her
guesti on.

Xant cha shrugged. "Maybe, if | hadn't gotten its
attention first." She rubbed the hollow of her neck. "That



left arm Urza. It shot sonething new at me. Your arnor
barely stopped it, and for a nonment | was gl owi ng blue. And
t hose canisters you nade for the firepots? The gl ass shards
are worthl ess, but the shrieking ones, they brought this
priest to its knees."

Urza snapped the weck's left armat the shoulder with
no nmore apparent effort than she'd need to break a twig. He
angled it this way and that in the sun as glistening oi
poured over his hand.

"Do sl eeprs know what they are?" Yet another question
from Rat epe.

"I was destined to sleep and | knew, so | assume they
know, but | think, lately, that I'mwong. The sl eepers
|'ve seen don't seemto recogni ze one another, don't seem
to know they weren't born. And if you were going to ask-"
she pointed to the Efuand corpses-"they' re not sleepers.”

"How do you know?" Urza denmanded. "How can you be
certai n? They're man-shaped, not like you. And they snell."

Xantcha rolled her eyes. "G x corrected the nman-wonan
nm st ake before they excoriated him Sl eepers were nmen and
worren before | left the First Sphere. Phyrexians know about
gender,

Urza, they' ve just decided it's the way of flesh and
not the way they're going to follow These Efuands, they've
got oil on the outside fromhandling the anbul ator. Ri ght
now, you snell of glistening oil. Sleepers have oil on the
inside, in their breath."”

"So you cover your nouth?" Ratepe asked.

She nodded. He'd watched her do that nore than once.
"If they're not breathing, you m ght have to cut them open
to be sure.”

"Have you cut them open, to be sure?" Urza asked.

Xant cha answered. "l've al ways been sure."

She net Urza's eyes, they were nortal -brown just then
How many tines in the past two hundred years had she sent
himout to confirmher sightings? He al ways said she'd been
correct, always told her never to risk encountering them
agai n, but had he ever scented a Dom narian sl eeper?

"I have cut them open," Urza confessed. "I've killed
and evi scerated nmen and wonen because they snell ed,
faintly, of Phyrexia. But when | exani ned them outside, |
saw only nen and wonen, not what you have becone, what ny
br ot her becane. Even on the inside, there was nothing
unusual about them They had a bl ack mana essence, but
essence isn't everything. It doesn't nake a man or wonan a
Phyr exi an. "

Xantcha didn't know what to say and was grateful when
Rat epe asked:

"What about denons?"

"The denons are what they are-and that is an answer.
They're as old as Phyrexia, as old as the Ineffable.
They're powerful, they're evil. They snmell of oil, of
course, but, in Phyrexia, | knew a denbn when | saw one
because | felt fear inside nme."

"Mshra met a denpon." Ratepe's eyes were glazed. Hi s
attention was focused between his ears where he heard the
Weakst one sing. "G x."

The bees in the orchard were | ouder than Ratepe's
whi spered decl aration, but he got Xantcha's attention and
Uza's too



"Nanmes are just sounds," Urza said, the sane as he'd
sai d when Xantcha told himlong before she read The
Antiquity Wars-the only denon's name she knew. "The
Br ot her hood of G x was ancient before | was born. They
vener at ed nmount ai ns, gears, and cl ockwork. They were
susceptible to Phyrexian corruption after ny brother and
i nadvertently broke the Thran | ock agai nst Phyrexia, but
neither they nor their god could have been Phyrexian."

"G x prom sed everything. He knew how to bring nmetal to
life and life to nmetal." Ratepe's voice remained soft. It
was hard to tell if he was frightened by what he heard in
his mnd or dangerously tenpted by it.

"Rat epe?" Xantcha reached across the wecked priest to
take Ratepe's hand. It was linp and cold. "Those things
didn't happen to you. Don't let Gx into your nmenory. G X
was excoriated nore than three thousand years ago, imrersed
in steaming acid and thrown into the pit. He can't touch
you. "

"You cannot seriously think that there is a connection
bet ween the nmenories placed in your mnd and those in

M shra"s," Urza argued. "At best there is a coincidence of
sound, at worst . . . renmenber, Xantcha, your thoughts are
not your own! Haven't you | earned?"

Still clinging to Ratepe's hand, Xantcha faced Urza.

"Way is it that everything you believe is the absol ute
truth and anything |I believe is foolishness? | was meant to
sl eep here-right here in Dominaria. | dreaned of this

pl ace. | was decanted know ng di e | anguage that you and

M shra spoke as children. There is sonething about this
worl d, above all the others, that draws Phyrexia back. They
tried to conquer the Thran. That didn't work so they tried
to get you and M shra to conquer each other. Now they're
trying a third tine. Big wars didn't work, so they're
trying lots of little wars. If you would listen to someone
el se for a change instead of always having to be the only
one with the right answers-"

Rat epe squeezed Xantcha's hand and hel ped her to her
feet. "Xantcha's got a point, Urza. Wy here? Wiy do the
Phyr exi ans come back to this worl d?"

Urza 'wal ked away rather than answer, and this time he
didn't conme back.

"I shouldn't have challenged him" Xantcha | eaned
agai nst Ratepe, grateful to have someone to share her
msery with, and aware, too, that she woul d have spoken
much differently if there hadn't been three of them
gat hered around the Phyrexia weckage. "l always |ose ny
tenmper at the wong tinme. He was so close to seeing the
truth, but | had to have it all."

"You're nmore like Mshra than | am" Ratepe w apped his
arnms around her. "Mist've been something G x poured in your
vat . "

He was jesting, but the joke made Xantcha's heart skip
a beat. What had G x said on the First Sphere plain? She
renmenbered the spark and walling herself wthin herself,
but the words hung outside of menory's reach. Wat had
happened to Mshra's flesh? Fl esh was rendered, never
wast ed. Had she been growing in the vats while U za and
M shra fought? She'd thought she had.

Xant cha | eaned back agai nst Ratepe's arns and saw t he
t hought ful 1 ook on his face.



"Don't," she said, a plea nore than a conmand. "Don't
say anything nore. Don't think anything nore."

Arms tightened around her, one at her waist, the other
cradl i ng her head. She couldn't see his face, but she knew
he hadn't stopped thinking.

Xant cha hadn't either, though there was neither joy nor
sati sfaction in any of her concl usions.

"W've got to |leave," she said many silent nonents
| ater. "Soneone's going to wonder what happened to the
riders."”

"I'f we're lucky, someone. Sonething, if we're not."

Xantcha grimaced. Ratepe's humor was missing its mark,
and her arm conpressed between them kept her edgy with
its throbbing. "Wichever, we're going to have to | eave
this for someone else to sort out. | shoul d ve shoved the
priest through before we destroyed the anbul ator."

"Then there woul dn't have been anything for Urza to
| ook at."

"Not sure whether that was good or bad."

Ratepe let her go and did nost of the work assenbling
their supplies in a pile for the sphere to flow around. One
| ook at his face and Xantcha knew he was di sappoi nted that
they weren't returning to Pincar Cty, but he never raised
t he subject. Her el bow had swollen to the size of a winter
nel on and her arm from the shoul der down, |ooked as if it
had been punped full of water

Her fingers resenbled five purple sausages. Her arm was
rigid, too. It had been centuries since she'd had an injury
Urza hadn't heal ed, She'd al nost forgotten how newts
stiffened when they broke their bones.

I f Xantcha had the nerves Ratepe had been born wth,
she woul d have been curl ed up, whinpering, on the ground.
As it was, she was grateful for Ratepe's conmpany, sought
t he cal mest wi nd-streans through the air, and brought them
down frequently.

Twi ce over the follow ng several days they spotted
gangs of bearded nmen ridi ng good horses through the sumer
heat. She grit her teeth and followed them still hoping to
find a Shratta stronghold, but both times the nmen ended
their treks peaceably in palisaded villages. Either the
religious fanatics had gone to ground or they'd gone from
dreaded to welcone in little nore than a season. She
t hought of going up to the gates and inviting herself into
their councils, as she had scarcely a season earlier. Her
arm kept her from acting on those thoughts.

"It was your idea to disperse those villagers, let them
spread the word that it was Red-Stripes who were killing
and burning in the Shratta's nane," Xantcha rem nded Ratepe
as she guided the sphere to its prior course. "You're the
one who told nme that | was a friend because | was the eneny
of your enemny. What did you expect?"

"Not this," Ratepe replied with a scow. "Maybe |I'm
wi ser now. The eneny of ny eneny still has his own pl ans
for me."

Xantcha let the provocative comment slide.

H gh sumer was a season of clear, dry weather on
@l many's north coast. They rounded the western prong of
the OChran Ridge without excitenent and hit the first of the
bi g southern coast stornms at sunrise the next day. For
three days they canped in a bear's hillside den waiting for



the rain to stop. Xantcha's armturned yell ow. Her fingers
cane back to life, knuckle by spasned knuckl e.

Xantcha was in no hurry to get back to the cottage
Once her el bow recovered fromits battering, she could
enj oy Ratepe's conpany, and his attentions. There was
al ways a bit of frustration. She sinply didn't have the
instincts for romance, or even pleasure, that Ratepe
expected her to have. They | oved and | aughed and argued,
wal ked as much as they soared the windstreans. They didn't
see the cottage roof until the moon had swung tw ce through
its phases, and there was a hint of frosts to cone in the
nmount ai ns' norning air.

"He's there," Ratepe said, pointing at the Ione figure.

Xantcha blinked to assure herself that her eyes weren't
lying, but it was Urza, tall, pale-haired and stripped to
t he wai st beside the hearth, vigorously stirring something
t hat bubbl ed and gl owed in her best stew pot.

She' d al ways t hought of Urza as a scholar, a nan whose
strength canme fromhis mnd, not his body, though Kayla had
witten that her husband built his own artifacts and had
the stami na of an ox. Over the centuries, Uza had becone
dependent on abstract power, using sorcery or artifice
rat her than his hands whenever possible. The sight of a
tanned, rmuscul ar, and sweating Urza | eft Xantcha
speechl ess.

She woul d have preferred to approach this unfamliar
Urza cautiously fromthe side, but he spotted the sphere
and waved.

"He seens glad to see us." Ratepe's voice was guarded.

Maybe it wasn't that Phyrexians had no inagination, but
that their imaginations never prepared themfor the truth.
Xant cha rem nded herself that Urza had her heart on a
shelf. He'd followed it to Efuan Pincat. He could have
found her again or crushed the anber stone in his fist.

She brought the sphere down beside the well. Urza ran
toward themran, as a born-man night run to greet his
fam ly. He enbraced Ratepe first, slapping himheartily on
the back and calling him"brother." Xantcha turned away,
telling herself she'd | earned her I esson in the apple
orchard. Urza didn't have to be sane, he didn't have to see
anyt hi ng except as he wished to see it, as long as he
fought the Phyrexians. She hadn't quite finished the self-
| ecture when Urza put his hands on her shoul ders.

"“I'"ve been busy," he said. "I went back to all those
pl aces |'d been before. |I trusted ny instincts. If |
t hought it was Phyrex-ian, | believed it was Phyrexian. |

didn't need outside proof.

They have a new strategy, Xantcha. Instead of fighting
their own war, or pulling the strings on one big war,
they've stirred a hornet's nest of little wars just in Ad

Terisiare alone. | have no notion what they m ght be doing
el sewhere
"But 1'll find out, Xantcha. | know Dominaria |ess well

than I know a score of other planes, but that's going to
change, too. Cone, let me show you-"

He pull ed Xantcha toward the cottage. She dug in her
heels, a futile, but necessary protest.

"No, Xantcha, this time-this time | swear to the Thran
it is not like before." He gestured to Ratepe. "Brother
You come too. | have a plan!"



Urza did have a plan, and it truly was |ike nothing
he'd done before. He'd drawn maps on his walls, maps on the
floor, a map on the worktable, and maps on every ot her
reasonably smooth surface in the workroom No wonder he was
wor ki ng outsi de. The many-col ored maps were annotated with
nuneral s she could read and a script she couldn't. None of
t hem made particul ar sense until she recognized the
crescent - shaped capital of Baszerat on their common wall
After that she recogni zed several towns and cities, drawn
upsi de down by her instincts, but accurate, so far as she
could remenber. She guessed the annotations included the
nunber of sleepers he'd found in each city and asked:

"Are you going to drive the sleepers back to Phyrexia?"

"Yes, in proper tine. The first tine no one was |eft
and the message was |lost. The last tine, no one knew what
we faced until the very end and as you pointed out-" Urza
i ncl uded Ratepe in the discussion-"nobody believed the

message. This tine | will take no chances. The Phyrexians
have chosen to fight a nyriad of wars. | wll fight them
the sane way, with a nyriad of weapons. | wll expose then
Wat ch!"

Urza left her and Ratepe standing in the mddle of the
roomwhile he fussed with a tattered basket. H s eagerness
and del i ght woul d have been contagious, if Xantcha hadn't
wat ched too many tines before. She'd exchanged a worri ed-
hopeful glance with Ratepe when the world erupted into
chaos.

The chaos was a sound |i ke Xantcha had never
experi enced, sound nore piercing than the how i ng w nds
bet ween-worl ds. She tried to draw breath to yawn out her
arnor, but the sound had taken possession of her body. It
shook her as a dog shook its fur after the rain and threw
her to the floor. Her bones had turned to jelly before it
reached into her skull and shook her mind out of her brain.

Control and reason returned as suddenly as they had
departed. Except for a few bruises and a badly bitten
tongue, Xantcha was no worse than dazed. She knew her nane
and where she was, but the rest was nuddl ed. Ratepe stood a
little distance away. Xantcha realized he hadn't been
affected by the attack, but before she could consider the
i mplications, Uza was beside her, cupping her chin in his
hands, taking the pain away.

"It worked!" he exalted before she could stand. "I'm
sorry, but there was no other way, and | had to be sure."

"You? You did that to nme?" She propped herself up on
one el bow.

"Wnd, words, they're both the same. Sound is nerely
air in notion, like the sea. You said the priest collapsed
because of the whistling shot. | have nmade a new artifact,
Xant cha, a potent new weapon. It has no edge, no weight, no
fire. It is sound.”

Urza opened his hand, revealing a |lunmp roughly the size
and shape of a ceiling spider. Xantcha couldn't accept that
somet hing so sinple had | aid her |ow

"It's too small," she conpl ai ned. "Nothing so small
could hurt so much."”

"You gave ne the idea when you said the oil was inside
the sleeprs. Sound, if it is the right sound, can nove
t hi ngs, break things. The sound this artifact makes is one
t hat shakes glistening oil until it breaks apart."



Xant cha woul d have said oil could not be broken if she
had not just endured a sound that had proven ot herw se. "Do
we throw them at the sleeprs?”

"We plant themin all the places where Xantcha's
scented sl eepers,” Ratepe said fromthe wall where he had
studi ed several of the maps.

"Yes! Yes, exactly right, Brother!" Urza |left Xantcha

on the floor. "W will scatter themlike raindrops!"
"What will set themoff? They're too small for a w ck
or fuse."

"Ah, the dinmrer Mon, brother. A strange thing, the
Adimer Mon. It has virtually no effect on tides, but on
sorcery- white-mana sorcery-it is |ike a magnet, pulling
the mana toward itself, sometimes strong, sonetimes not so
strong, but strongest when the dimrer Mon reaches its
zenith. So, very sinple, | make a spindly crystal and
charge one end with white mana. | put the crystal inside
the spider, in a drop of water where it floats on its side
When the dinmer Mon goes high, it tugs the charged end of
the crystal, which stands up in the drop of water, and ny
little spider makes the noi se that affected Xantcha, but
not you or I. It is as good as an arrow "

"But just a bit nmore conplicated," Ratepe warned.

"Ceonetry, brother," Urza | aughed. "Astronony.

Mat hemati cs. You never |iked mathenmatics! Never |earned to
think in nunbers. | have done all the calculations." He
gestured at the witing-covered walls.

Xantcha had pulled herself to her feet. Her anger at
being tricked had vani shed. This was the Urza she'd been
waiting for, the artifacts she'd been waiting for. "How
powerful are they? | was what, maybe four paces away? How
many will we need to flush out all the sleeprs in a city?
Hundr eds, thousands?"

"Hundreds, maybe, in a town. Thousands, yes, in a city.
The nore you have, the greater the effect, though you nust
be very precise when you attach themto the walls. Too far

is bad, too close is worse. They'll cancel each other out,
and nothing at all wll happen. I will show you in each
town we pass through. And | will continue to refine them"

Rat epe' s face had turned pensive. Xantcha thought it
was because he'd play no part in Uza's grand plan, but he
proved her wrong, as usual

"We could just nake things worse. | know Xantcha's
Phyrex-ian, but when she fell just now |l didn't guess she
fell because she was Phyrexian. You're going to have
somet hi ng make a noi se born-fol ks can hardly hear, but a
few are going to collapse on the ground. People won't know
why. They don't cut up corpses, they've never seen a
Phyrexian priest. They'll think it's a god's doi ngs and
there's no guessing what they'll think after that."

"The sleepers will be gone, Brother. Dead. Lying on the
ground. Let nen and wonen think a god has spoken, if that's
their desire. Phyrexia will know that Dom naria has struck
back; and that's what matters: the nessage we send to
Phyrexia. It is as good as saying that the Thran have
returned.”

"I"'monly saying that if no one knows why, no one will
under stand, and ignorance is dangerous."

"Then, Brother, what would you have me do?" Urza
demanded. "Handwiting in the sky? A whisper in every



Domi narian ear? Wuld you have another war? |s that what
you want, M shra- another war across Terisiare? This way
there is no war. The land is not raped. No one dies."

"The sleepers will die," Xantcha said.

In her mind s eye she saw the First Sphere and the
other newts, the other Xantcha with its orange hair. She'd
slain newms herself-she'd slain that other Xantcha when it
got between her and food-but when she thought about
vengeance agai nst Phyrexi a, she thought about priests and
denons, not newts or sleepers. Her head said they had to be
elimnated-killed. The artifact-spider's sound had gri pped
her. She believed it could kill, but not quickly or
pai nl essly, and if her hunch was correct, that many of the
sl eepers didn't know they were Phyrexian, they woul dn't
know why they suffered.

Rat epe and Urza were wat chi ng her

"They have to die," she said quickly, defensively.
"There's no place for them..." A shiver ran down her back
Pl ace, one of the oldest words in her nenory. Her cadre
never had a place. They were oxen, deprived of everything
except their strength, used ruthlessly, discarded as neat
when there was nothing left. "I'lIl do it," she snarled
"Don't worry. WAste not, want not. I'll do whatever has to
be done until Phyrexia is rolled up |like an anbul ator and
di sappears."” Her voice had thickened as it did when she
yawned, but her throat was tight with tears, not arnor.
"But it's not true that no one will die."

Urza strode toward her. "Xantcha," he said softly,

i nsincerely. The open door beckoned. She ran through it.
Uza tried to call her back

"Xantcha, no one's tal king about you ... !'" She ran too

far to hear the rest.

CHAPTER 18

There were other discussions, sone |less volatile, a few
that had the three of themstorning off in different
directions, but in the end Ratepe and Xantcha fell in with
Urza's plan to broadcast the scream ng spi ders- Rat epe naned
t hem t hr oughout A d Terisiare and anywhere el se that Urza
or Xantcha might sniff a Phyrexian in the air.

They had about three seasons to get the spiders arrayed
on dusty walls and ceilings. By Uza's cal culations the
Ginmrer Moon would strike its zenith above Od Terisiare a
few days short of next year's mdsumer's eve. Xantcha had
little time for visiting unfam liar places or searching out
new Phyrexi an i nfestations. The wi ndstreans weren't fast
enough. Urza 'wal ked her to real ms where glistening oi
tainted the air. Then he left her with a cache of spiders
whil e he 'wal ked on with several thousand nore. N ne days
| ater, he'd exam ne her gl ow ng anber heart, find her, and
t ake her back to the cottage where Ratepe waited for them

In a conprom se between delusion and practicality, Urza
had decided his brother's talents were uniquely suited to
constructing spiders. Ratepe had tried to argue his way out
of the responsibility, but Urza's instructions were clear
and, aside fromcharging the white mana crystals, naking
the small artifacts was nore tedious than difficult. Every
ni ne days, when they were together at the cottage, U za
bani shed Rat epe and Xantcha from his workroom whil e he grew



and charged the crystals.

Summer ended, autumm vani shed, winter cane, all wthout
di srupting their cycles.

"Not that you couldn't do it," Urza would say, the sane
words every tinme he and Xantcha returned, as if they were
witten on the instructions he'd given Ratepe. "But you've
been alone all this time, and Xantcha likes to talk to you
And |'ve got another idea or two I'd like to tinker with. |
can make them better, make them | ouder, wider, nore
powerful . So, you two go on. Let me work. Go next door
Tal k, eat, do as you like. I'll be busy here until tonorrow
ni ght."

"He's as mad as he ever was," Xantcha said as Ratepe
put his weight against the workroom door, cracking the
late-winter ice that had sealed it since U za and Xantcha
had | eft nine days earlier

"He was mad | ong before the real Mshra died," Ratepe
said lightly and regretted his nonchal ance as he |ost his
footing on the slick wood. "You didn't really think
anyt hi ng was going to change that, did you?"

Li ke Urza, the two of themhad fallen into habits and
scripts, at least until they'd Iit the oil lanmp and the
brazier and warmed the bl ankets of Xantcha's old bed. They
seldomtal ked nuch or ate after that until the | anp needed
r epl eni shi ng.

"I want a favor fromyou," Ratepe said while Xantcha
re-lit the lanp with a coal fromthe brazier.

Xant cha | ooked up silently.

"It's getting on toward a year."

She' d been expecting that. Wnter |ingered on the
Ridge. It was spring in the owl ands, a bit nore than two
nmont hs shy of the year she'd asked of Ratepe in Medran. She
and U za were three-quarters through the workroom maps, but
their chances of finishing the job before nmidsumrer were
nil, and none if Ratepe demanded the freedom she'd sworn to
give him

"You want to go back to Efuan Pincat." A statenent, not
a question. She nmade tea fromthe steanming water atop the
brazier.

"No, | can count as well as you-better, usually. U za
needs me here until midsumer, at least. | have ny doubts,
so do you, but nobody knows what happens next. W agreed to
take the risks."

"So, what's the favor?"

"I want you to go back to Efuan Pincar."

" VB2

"Everywhere el se the Phyrexians are all sleepers-
everywhere, except Baszerat and Morvern, and they'll keep
fighting each other with or wi thout Phyrexian meddling. But
I"mstill worried about Efuan Pincar and the Shratta. W
never went back-"

She interrupted. "I did. | plastered the walls of
Medran and seven other towns while Urza did Pincar GCity.
You said m dsumer's the biggest holy day of Avohir's year
and everybody goes to the tenples, so | put a few spiders
in the sanctuaries, just in case, but | didn't snell
anyt hi ng suspi cious. My guess is that the Red-Stripes w ped
out the Shratta years ago. Maybe they had Phyrexian help,
maybe not. It's history now. "

"I figured that, and that's why | want a favor. 1've



tinkered with the spiders-studied the changes that Urza's
made since |ast sumer, even nmade a few of ny own and
tested them too."

Xant cha rai sed her eyebrows as she strained the tea.

"I't's not like you didn't experinment with the cyst
after Urza gave it to you," Ratepe retorted

Xant cha deci ded not to pursue the argument.

"Urza doesn't count the crystals. | think he expects ne
to damage a few and, anyway, we know the crystals work
It's the other part that |I nodified."

"You're not trying themout on ne." She slamred the
straining bowl on the table for enphasis.

"No, they're not like that, but | did change the sound
t hey make. The way Urza had them set, the sound makes
things boil. Wiat | did nmakes solid things |ike rocks and
especially nortar break down into sand and dust. And | want
you to plant ny spiders in the foundation of the Red-Stripe
barracks and under the high altar of Avohir's tenple in
Pincar City. Wen the dinmer

Moon passes overhead, the sound will rattle the stones
until they cone apart.”

It would work, but, "WAste not, want not-why? Even if |
could do it, why? Not that | care, personally, but Avohir
is your god. Whay would you want to turn Avohir's altar into
rubbl e?"

"And the Red-Stripe barracks. Both. | want to nmake a
sign for every Efuand to see that whatever strikes down the
sl eepers strikes down the Shratta, too. If there's any |eft
anywhere, | don't want some bearded fanatic to take
advant age of what we've done. Al right, the Shratta didn't
kill ny famly, but they drove us out of the city. They
burnt the schools and the libraries. If the Phyrexians got
rid of them well, that's a mark in their favor, but |
don't want to take the chance. WIIl you do it, Xantcha? For
ne?"

She followed the steamrising fromher mug. "I'Il talk
to Urza."

"Urza can't know. "

"Ratepe! |'mnot just wandering out there. | 'wal k out
of here with Urza and nine days later | 'walk back wth

him Wat am | supposed to do, yawn and hightail it up to
Ef uan Pincar the nonent he sets me down and then hi ghtai
it back again?"

"That's what | thought you'd do."

"And when he asks about the spiders | was supposed to
be pl anti ng?"

"I thought of that. You'll tell himthey didn't fee

right so you didn't spread 'emaround. |'ve |earned how to
make duds, too. If he gets angry, he'll be angry at me for
bei ng carel ess. ™"

"Wonderful . "

"You'll do it?"

"Let me think about it. Lying to Urza. | can get angry
with him | can yell at himand keep secrets, but | don't

know if | can outright lie to him"

Rat epe didn't push, not that night, but he asked again
the next tinme they were together and alone. If he'd gotten
her angry, just once, she'd have put the whole cockeyed
noti on behind her, but Ratepe was too canny for that.

Passi onate, yet totally in control. Xantcha wondered what



Kayl a Bi n- Kroog woul d have thought. She wondered whet her
Kayl a woul d have stood under the stars as she herself did a
few visits later and said:

"We're getting to the end. He's taking me to Russiore
tomorrow. It's not infested with sl eepers. Mre inportant,
it's not far from Efuan Pincar. | can get down the coast to
Pincar City, plant your spiders and cover Russiore, too."

Ratepe lifted Xantcha off the ground and, before she
had a chance to protest, spun on his heels, whirling her
around three tines while he | aughed out |oud. She was
gaspi ng and gi ddy when her feet touched down.

"l knew you woul d!"

He ki ssed her, a kiss that began in joy and ended in
passion as he lifted her up again.

* * k* K %

The next eveni ng, when Urza took her wist for
"wal ki ng, Xantcha was sure that he knew she had extra
spiders in her sack and deceit in her heart. She couldn't
nmeet his eyes at their nost ordinary.

"There is no shanme to it, Xantcha," Urza said nonents
| ater when they stood on a hillside above the seacoast
principality of Russiore. "He is a young man and you prefer
yourself as a woman. | heard you | aughing with him]l ast
night. | racked ny nenory but | don't think |I've ever heard
you or him so happy. It does ny old bones good. After
Russiore, | shall go off and | eave you two al one together."

Urza vani shed then, which was just as well, Xantcha
needed to breathe and couldn't until he was gone.

Una's bones, she thought with a shudder. Urza doesn't
have any bones, she chided hersel f and yawned out the
sphere.

The sphere rose swiftly through the ground breezes
until the ocean wi ndstreanms caught it and threw it south,
an abrupt rem nder-as if Xantcha needed one-that she nade
nm st akes when she was di stracted. She wove her hand through
the wi nd, pushing the sphere to its Iimt. Dawn's |ight
reveal ed Efuand vill ages. Mrning found her wal king the
market road into Pincar GCity.

Xantcha had scattered spiders all wintet w thout once
br eaki ng

a sweat, but she was danp and pasty-nmout hed when a Red-
Stripe guard asked her particulars at the city gate. He had
a nortally unpl easant face, a nortally unpleasant snell.

"Ratepe," she told him "son of M deah of Medran."
Despite anxiety, Xantcha's accent was flawl ess, and the
coi ns of Russiore were comon enough al ong Gul many's
northern coast that she could offer a few as a bribe, if
needs be.

"Here for?"

"I"ve come to pray before Avohir's holy book on the
fifth anniversary of my father's death.”

Rat epe had said there was no nore solem obligation in
a Efuand son's life. No born Red-Stripe would question it,
and no Phyrexian would last long if it did.

"Peace go with you," the Red-Stripe said and touched
Xant cha on both cheeks, a gesture which Ratepe had warned
her to expect. "May your burdens be lifted."

Xant cha went through the gate in peace, her burdens



hung from her shoul der, exactly as she'd packed them She
knew where the garrison barracks were and that they'd be
swarnmng with Red-Stripes nost of the day. That left the
templ e, which m ght be just as busy but was open to anyone
who needed Avohir's grace. Ratepe had taught her the
necessary prayers, when and where to wash her hands, and
not to junp if anyone sprinkled seawater on her head while
she was on her knees.

Three thousand years, nmore worlds than she could count,
and al ways- al ways-an out si der

The square altar was as tall as a man and stood on a
stairway dais that was al nost as high. Xantcha could barely
see the holy book | aid open atop it, although it was the
| argest book she'd ever seen-bigger than her bed. A huge
cloth of red velvet covered the altar fromthe book to the
dai s. As Xantcha watched fromthe back of the sanctuary, an
old man clinbed the dais steps on his knees. At the top he
lifted the velvet over his head and shoul ders. He was
letting Avohir dry his tears; she would be affixing
Rat epe' s spi ders.

Xantcha cl ai ned a space at the end of the |ine of
nmourners, petitioners, and cripples shuffling along a
marked path to the dais where a red-robed priest guarded
the steps. She was under the great dome, halfway to the
altar, when a second priest canme to take the place of the
first. The second priest also wore a red robe with its cow
drawn up. His beard, as black as Ratepe's hair, spilled
onto his chest.

Shratta, Xantcha thought, renmenbering what Ratepe had
told her in the burning village.

He'd been at his post a few nonments before the air
brought her the scent of glistening oil

Xantcha tried to get a ook within the priest's cow as
her turn on the dais stairway neared. The oil scent was
strong, but no stronger than with other sleepers. She
didn't expect to see glowing or lidless eyes and his-its-
hands, which she tried unsuccessfully to avoid, had a
fl eshy feel around hers.

"Peace be with you," he said, nore sincere than the
guard. Xantcha hel d her breath when he touched her cheeks.
"May your burdens be lifted."

The path was clear, as sinple as that, as sinple as
Rat epe had pronised it would be. She hobbl ed on her knees,
i ke everyone el se, raised the velvet drape and fl attened
an artifact against the dark stone. A second spider on the
opposite side would be a good idea, four would be better
Xant cha gazed up into the done as she left, |ooking for a
sphere-si zed escape hol e.

There were no holes in the roof, but there was one in
the wall-an archway into a cloister where a few laynmen in
pl ai n cl othes appeared to be continuing their prayers.

Xant cha took the chance and joined them No one chal |l enged
her, and after she brui sed her knees a while |onger, she
yawned out Urza's arnmor and left the cloister through a
different door.

The snell of oil was stronger in the corridor beyond
the cloister. Not a great surprise. She was in the priests
private quarters now. The corridors were poorly ventil ated
and under such circunstances she'd expected the taint to
t hi cken, but there was sonething nore. Xantcha pal ned a



handf ul of screaning spiders fromher sack, affixed themto
the wall, and pressed deeper into the tangl ed chanbers
behi nd the sanctuary. The scent grew stronger and nore
conpl ex. She suspected there was an anbul at or near by, or
per haps one of the vertical disks she'd seen so long ago in
Mbag.

We call thempriests, she rem nded hersel f, although
there were no gods in Phyrexia, only the Ineffable, and
bl i nd obedi ence wasn't religion.

M dway down a spiral stairway, Xantcha encountered a
priest rushing for the surface. Wthout a gesture or
apol ogy, he shoved her against the spiral's spine. She
slipped down two, treacherously narrow, steps before
cat chi ng her bal ance. The scent of glistening oil was heavy
in his wake, but except in rudeness, he hadn't noticed her

In her mind, Xantcha heard Ratepe nuttering,

Phyrexi ans: no inmagination! Ratepe was young. He hid his
fears in sarcasm She put one of his stone-shattering
spiders on the spiral's spine.

The stairway ended in a vaulted crypt. Light cane from
a pair of filthy lanterns and Phyrexi an gl ows attached
haphazardly to the stone ribs overhead. The sight of
Phyrexian artifacts answered a weal th of questions and |eft
her feeling anxious within Urza's arnor. Xantcha thought
again of Mbag and wondered if she shouldn't scurry back to
Russi ore, confess her deceit when U za cane for her, and
et himexplore the crypt instead of her. But the truth was
that Xantcha feared Urza's anger nore than she feared
Phyr exi a.

Ti ptoeing forward, Xantcha silently apol ogi zed to
Rat epe. The crypt's air was pure Phyrexia. Not only was
there some sort of passageway in Avohir's tenple, it was
wi de open. She might have to tell Urza what she'd found,
after she knew what it was, after she'd shared her
di scoveries with Ratepe, with M shra

Xant cha cane to another door, the source of a fetid
Phyrexi an breeze. She hesitated. She had her armor, a boot
kni fe and a handful of fumi ng coins, a passive defense and
no of fense worth nmentioning. Wsdomsaid, this is foolish
then she heard a sound behind her, on the spiral stairs,
and wi sdom sai d, hidel

Three steps beyond the door the corridor jogged sharply
to the right and into utter darkness. Xantcha put one hand
behi nd her back and finger-wal ked into the unknown. The
| oudest sound was the pulsing in her ears. She had a sense
that she'd entered a | arger chanber when the breeze died.

She had a sense, too, that she wasn't al one; she was
ri ght.

"Meatling."

Thirty-four hundred years, give or take a few decades,
and Xantcha knew that voice instantly.

"ax."

Li ght bl ooned around him gray, heavy light such as
shone on the First Sphere, light that wasn't truly light,
but visible darkness. Xantcha thought the denon was the
light's source and needed a nonent to discern the upright
di sk gl eam ng behi nd him

G x had changed since the last time she'd seen him
corroded, crunbling, and thrust into a fumarole. He'd
changed since the first tine, too-taller. She | ooked at his



wai st when she | ooked strai ght ahead; symetric, altogether
nor e man-shaped, though his nmetal "skin" didn't conpletely
hi de the glistening sinews and tubes-like a born-man's
veins only filled with glistening oil- that wound over his
green-gold skin. G x's forehead was nonunental and franmed a
rubi ne gemthat was al most certainly a weapon. Hi s skul
seened to have been pivoted open along his brow ridge. A

bl ack-metal serrated spike ran fromthe base of his neck to
the nowrai sed base of his skull. Fromthe side, it |ooked
like the spike was rooted in his spine and attached to a
red, blue, and yellow fish.

I n anot her circunstance, the denon woul d have been
| udi crous or absurd. Far beneath Avohir's altar, he was the
i mge of malignity and horror. Xantcha stood transfixed as
a narrow beam of blood-red |ight shone between her and
G x's bul ging forehead. She felt surprise, then a comand:

obey. Listen and obey.

"Never." Urza's arnor wasn't perfect protection agai nst
the denon's invasion of her mind, but added to her own
st ubbornness and to the walls she'd nade ages ago. Xantcha
defied the demon. "I'Il die first."

G x grinned, all glistening teeth and malice. "Your
wi sh-"

He probed her mind again, brutally. Xantcha fed him
i mges of his excoriation. The denon wi thdrew suddenly, his
metallic chin tucked in a parody of nortal surprise.

"So ol d?"

Li ght sprang up in the portal chanmber, a cataconb, wth
desi ccat ed bodi es heaped here and there, all nale, al
bearded. The Shratta, if not all of them then at least a
hundred of them and probably their |eaders. Replaced wth
Phyrexi ans or sinply exterm nated? Like as not, she'd never
know. Whatever their crines, Xantcha knew the Shratta woul d
have suffered horribly before they died; that would have to
suffice for Rat's vengeance.

"Yes, | renenber you," G x whispered. "One of the

first, and still here?" H's metal -sheat hed shoul ders
jerked. "No. Not sent. | saved you back . . . Wiiting.
Waiting . . ." The denon's voice faded. The light inits
forehead flickered. "Xantcha." He nade her name | ong and
sibilant, like a snake sliding over dried | eaves. "My
special one. Here ... in Dom naria?"

Before G x had needed cables and tal ons to caress
Xantcha chin. Now he used |light and encountered Urza's
ar nor .

"What is this?"

The light bored into her right eye, seeking Xantcha's
past, her history. Defiantly, she threw out images of
Urza's dragon burning through the Fourth Sphere ceiling.

"Yes. Yes, of course. Locked out of Dominaria, where
el se woul d you go? | gave you purpose and you pursued it.
You pursue it still."

The Iight becane softer. It caressed Xantcha's nind
She shivered within Urza's arnor.

“I"1l tell Urza that the denmon who destroyed his
brot her has returned."

It was a guess on Xantcha's part, Ratepe had seen G x
in Mshra's Wakstone recordi ngs, but he'd never said
anyt hi ng about the Phyrexi ans who'd undertaken Mshra's
conpl eation. But it was a good guess.



"Yes," G x sighed. "Tell Urza that G x has returned.
Tell himthe Thran are waiting for him"

Xantcha didn't understand. The Phyrexi ans had fought
the Thran. Her mind swirled with echoes of Urza's lectures
about Koilos and a noble race that sacrificed itself for
Dominaria's future.

G x laughed. All the raucous birds and chittering
i nsects of sunmer couldn't have equal ed the sound. "Did he
tell you that? He knows better. He was there."

The statenent made no sense. Urza had found his eyes at
Koi | os and through them renenbered the final battle
bet ween the Thran and the Phyrexians, but he hadn't been
there. G x was toying with her, feeding on her confusion
and terror, waiting for her to nake the m stake that would
let himinto her secret places.

"You have no secrets, Xantcha." Mre |aughter. "I nmade
the stone the brothers broke, and | made the brothers, too,
and then | made you."

"Lies," Xantcha shot back and remenbered standi ng
beside a vat. A body floated bel ow the surface: dark

hai red, angular, sexless . . . her. "There were a thousand
of us," she shot back

"Seven thousand, and only one like you. | |ooked for
you . . . after.”

After he escaped the Seventh Sphere? "I have nmy own
heart."

"Yes. You have done well, Xantcha. Better than | hoped.
| had plans for you. | still have them Come back. Listen
and obey!"

G x pulled a string in Xantcha's mnd. She felt herself
begin to unravel. Newts had no inportance. Newts did what
they were told. Newts |istened and obeyed. She bel onged
with Gx, to Gx, in Phyrexia, her home. G x would take
care of her. The denpn was the center. She would do as he
wi shed.

Urza's arnmor was in the way. ..

Xant cha was about to rel ease the arnmor when she thought
of Ratepe. Suddenly there was nothing el se except his face,
| aughi ng, scowl i ng, watching her as she wal ked across the
Medran plaza with a purse of gold on her belt. The
sensations |l asted | ess than a heartbeat, then G x was back
but Xantcha hadn't needed a whole heartbeat to retreat from
the destructive folly she'd been about to comit.

"So, you found him" Gx said after he'd retreated from
her m nd. "Does he pl ease you?"

The red light continued to shine in her eye. G x would
pul | another string, and this tine there'd be no Ratepe,
son of M deah, to surprise the denon. Ratepe had given
Xant cha a second chance, but she had to seize it. And
Xantcha did, diving to her left, toward the corridor
Sonet hi ng hard and heavy struck her back. It threw her
forward. She skidded face-first along the floor-stones,
surrounded by red light, but the arnor held. Xantcha
scranbled to her feet and ran for her life. Denons weren't
accustoned to defiance. They had no reflex response to stop
a newt's desperate escape. G x chased her, but he didn't
catch her before she reached the spiral stairway.

He howl ed and cl awed the stones, but the passage was
too tight, too narrow. A fireball engulfed Xantcha in an
acid wind. She clung to the spine until it passed, then ran



agai n, through the corridor, the cloister and into Avohir's
sanctuary.

Ni ght had fallen on the plaza. Xantcha wasted no tine
aski ng hersel f where the day had gone. She rel eased the
arnor, yawned out the sphere as soon as she dared, and
headed up the coast to Russiore.

CHAPTER 19

Urza and Xantcha 'wal ked away from Serra's real m not
| ong after Xantcha gave him her heart. Xantcha was scarcely
wi ser about the inperfections of Serra's creation than
she'd been when she'd wal ked into the pal ace, though it was
clear that her presence, so close to the Cocoon, affected
not only the real mas a whole but Sosinna's recovery from
the Aegis buns. For Sosinna and Keni di ern, Xantcha woul d
have accepted Serra's offer of transit to another, natura
and inherently bal anced world, but the offer was not nmade a
second tine. Urza accepted Serra's judgnent. Even though he
di strusted Xantcha as a Phyrexi an, he'd been through too
much with her to go on al one.

He held Xantcha in his arns for that first terrible
step across the chasmthat separated a willfully created
pl ane fromthe natural multiverse. She held a seal ed chest
nearly filled with gifts from Lady Serra. The gifts
i ncluded a mniature cocoon that was the perfect size for
Xantcha's anber heart.

Their first natural world was a tiny, airless noon
circling another world that appeared to be one vast bl ue-
green ocean, though Urza said otherwi se. He made a chanber
beneath the noon's surface and filled it with breathable
air, his usual course in a place where he could survive
indefinitely but Xantcha coul d not.

"Aterrible thing, this,"” he said, renopving Xantcha's
heart fromthe chest and placing it in a niche he had just
finished. "I believe it contains everything they took away
fromyou, even your soul ."

Despite his incursion into Phyrexia, and Lady Serra's
assertion that Xantcha wholly and entirely differed from
any born man or wonman, Urza woul dn't surrender his belief
that she'd been stolen fromher parents and abom nably
transformed by her Phyrexian captors. She no | onger
bot hered arguing the point with him It was reassuring to
be treated as he had al ways treated her

"I would destroy it, if |I could find a way to return
what it has taken. But that mystery does not solve itself
easily, and |I cannot devote ny energies to it until | have
determ ned the first plane of the Phyrexians and ny
vengeance has feasted on their entrails. You wll
under stand t hat vengeance nmust come first."

Xant cha nodded unnecessarily. Urza had not asked her a
guestion. His concentration did not extend beyond his own
t houghts, and he didn't notice her head movi ng.

"Serra and | determined that the true nunmber of natura
planes in the multiverse cannot be counted, even by an
imortal. If one started at the begi nning, new planes woul d
have emerged, and ol d pl anes woul d have di sappeared before
the count was concluded. This is not, however, an
i nsurnount abl e problem as we can be certain that the
Phyrexi ans were not driven away froma freshly engendered



pl ane, and while it would be a tragedy if their keystone
pl ane had succunmbed to entropy and reorgani zati on, we need
not bl ame ourselves for the loss. Thus, it is only
necessary that | start somewhere and proceed with great
precision until | reach the end, which, with the
mul tiverse, is also the beginning. Do you understand what
this nmeans?
Xant cha nodded agai n, confident that Urza would
continue explaining hinmself until her answer was truthful
"Good. | will, of necessity, '"walk lightly. | had
t hought of creating ny own plane, since such planes are
al ways accessi bl e across the chasm but | would have to
create a plane in which both you and I could thrive, and
Serra told me that such a creation would be quite difficult
to manage. Bl ack essence, which is to say your essence, and
white, which is mne, are deeply opposed to each other and
virtually inpossible to balance in the mcrocosmof a
created plane. Now, | do not shirk challenges, but | nust
avenge ny brother before |I allow nyself the pleasures of
pure research, thus | have put creation out of ny mnd. |
will nake do with bolt-holes such as this, which | wll
forge and relocate as | have need of them There is an
el ement of proximity in the nultiverse, and eventually one
is within an easy 'wal k of a particular plane.

"This should be an especial relief to you, Xantcha,

since | will keep your heart in such a place where it
cannot be lost or disturbed. It is also useful for ne,
since when | know where you are, | also know where your
heart is, and contrariwi se as well. And Serra has returned

that crystal pendant | gave you while | was fleeing
Phyrexia." He fished it out of one of the many boxes and
draped it around Xantcha's neck. "You, |, and your heart
and ny pendant together make a single unit, a triangle, the
strongest of angled structures. None of us can get lost."

Triangles . . . triangles with four points? It had to
be mathematics.... O all the | essons Xantcha had been
taught in the Fane of Flesh, mathematics had cone hardest.
She'd long since | earned that she didn't need to understand
the why of mathematics if she sinply followed all the
rules. If the rules turned her heart into one of a
triangle's four parts, she'd keep quiet about it. And she'd
survive with her heart in a niche on an airless noon the
same way she'd survived the centuries when it had lain in
t he Phyrexian vault.

"What do you need of ne?" she asked, hoping to
forestall any further discussion of uninmaginable triangles.

"You are good at sniffing out Phyrexians. \Wen we reach
a plane, | want you to explore it, as you would anyway,
| ooking for infestations."

"I"ll need to use the sphere, is that all right?" The
nodi fications remai ned a sore point between them "You'l
fix it soit isn't black anynore?"

Urza ignored her questions. "For me, being somewhere
quickly is easier than getting there slowmy. | will search
for the victors, the folk who drove the Phyrexi ans out and
forced themto create Phyrexia."

You will do what you want, Xantcha thought in the nost
private corner of her mind. O course, so would she. Life
was never better than when she was soaring the w ndstreans,
chasing her curiosity, trading trinkets with strangers, and



collecting the stories that born-fol k told.

"What do | do if I find a Phyrexian infestation?" She
liked the word, her mind filled with possible ways to drive
out an infestation.

"You run away. The monent you are aware of Phyrexians,
you hide yourself in the neeting place I'll point out to
you, and you wait for ne. |I'Il take no nmore chances with
you and Phyrexians. You are vulnerable to them Xantcha.
It's no fault of yours-you' re brave and good-spirited-but
they tainted you. You are a bell goat and after you
followed ne to Phyrexia, ny enenmies were able to use you to
find me-much as | will use your heart to find you."

I never told you the Ineffable's nane. That's how t hey
found you. Xantcha thought, but said nothing. She'd nmade
her choice to stay with Urza, even knowi ng his obsessions
and madness. If he reordered his nmenories of the past to
absol ve hinself of blame or responsibility, well-he'd done
it before and he'd do it again. Xantcha believed in
vengeance agai nst Phyrexia and believed that Urza, with al
his flaws, stood a better chance of achieving it than she.

So they began their quest for the victors, the folk
who' d driven the Phyrexians out of the natural nultiverse.
Urza set his mark on each world they visited, regardl ess of
its hospitality. That way, he said, they would know when
they'd cone full circle. Xantcha wasn't certain about the
full circle notion; it raised some of the sane problens as
a four-pointed triangle, but the marks kept them from
accidentally exploring the sane world twice.

It was no surprise to Xantcha that they found very few
hospi t abl e worl ds where the Phyrexi ans had not made an
appear ance. She'd been a dodger. She knew about the
relentl ess explorations carried out by the searcher-
priests. The first few decades after |leaving Serra's realm
she'd spent nost of her time huddl ed up at whatever neeting
pl ace Urza designated, then gradually Urza had rel axed his
rul es. She could wander freely, provided she encountered no
active Phyrexians.

Thus began a | ong, gol den period of wandering the
mul tiverse. Every handful of worlds held one that was
hospi t abl e enough for Xantcha to exchange Urza's arnor for
the sphere. Every ten or twelve handfuls of hospitable
worl ds reveal ed one that was interesting, at least to
Xant cha. She becane the tourist who delighted in mnor
variations, while Urza was on a single-mnded quest.

"They were here," he said when they rejoined each
other. They net in a white stone grotto of a world where
el ves were the dom nant species and civilization was
nmeasured by forests, not cities.

"I know," Xantcha agreed, having found the spoor of two
searcher expeditions and heard tal es of denmons with
glistening, netallic skin in several |anguages. "Searchers
cane through a good long time ago. They're renenbered as
denons and the bringers of chaos. They came through again,
maybe a thousand | ocal years ago, but only in a few pl aces.
They col |l ected beasts both tinmes, | think. There's neta
here, but no mines. The searchers will come back again.
They're waiting for the elves to do the hard work of
openi ng the ground."

Urza nodded though he wasn't happy. "How did you | earn
such things? There are no centers of |earning here, few



records in the ground or above it. | have found it nopst
frustrating!"

"I talk to everyone, Uza. | trade with them" she
expl ai ned, handing Urza a sack filled with trinkets and
treasures, her profits fromthree seasons' wandering. He'd
take themto the bolt-hole where he kept her heart.
"Everyone has a story,"

"A story, Xantcha-what | want is the truth! The hard-
edged truth."

She squared her shoulders. "The truth is, this is not
the victor's world. | could have told you that before the
sun set twce."

"And how coul d you have done that?"

"No one here knows a word for war."

Urza stiffened. A planeswal ker didn't have to listen
with his ears. He could skimthought and neaning directly
of f the surface of another mind and drink down a new
| anguage like water. As a result, Urza sel dom paid
attention to the actual words he heard or spoke. He handl ed
surprise poorly, enbarrassment, worse. Hi s breathing
stopped, and his eyes shed their nortal illusion

"I have encountered a new world," he snapped after a
pensi ve nonent. Equilor. His lips hadn't noved.

Xantcha didn't disbelieve him although Equilor wasn't
a word that she renenbered hearing on this or any other
world. "Is it a name?" she asked cauti ously.

"An ol d nane. The ol dest name. The farthest plane. It
bel ongs to a plane on the edge of tine."

"Anot her created world, |ike Phyrexia or Serra's
real n?"
"No, | think not. I hope not."

She' d wager, if she'd ever been the wagering sort, that
Urza hadn't learned of Equilor fromthe elves of the forest
worl d but had heard of it years ago and forgotten it unti
j ust now when she'd chal |l enged hi m

They set out at once, with no nore preparation than
Urza nade for any between-worlds journey. He expl ai ned that
preparation and, especially, directions weren't inportant.
"Wal ki ng the between-worlds wasn't |ike wal king down a
path. There was no north or south, left or right, only the
background gl ow of all the planes that were and, rising out
of the glow, a sense of those planes that a 'wal ker could
reach in a single stride. By choosing the faintest of the
rising planes at each step, Urza insisted they would in
time arrive at Equilor, the plane on the edge of tine.

Xantcha couldn't imagi ne a place where direction didn't
matter, but then, for her the between-worlds remained as
hostile as it had been the first tine Urza dragged her
through it. For her the between-worlds was a changel ess
pl ace of paradox and sheer terror.

At first, the only evidence she had that Urza was doing
anything different was indirect. Her arnor crunbled, the
instant Urza released her, in the air of the next, new
worl d. There was breathable air in each new worl d they
"wal ked to, as if he'd at last given up the notion that the
Phyrexi ans coul d have begun on a world w thout air. And
Urza hinsel f was exhausted when they arrived. He would go
into the ground and sleep as nuch as a |l ocal year while she
expl or ed.

They were sone thirty worlds beyond the el ven forest



worl d when Urza announced, as Xantcha shook herself free of
fl aki ng arnor:

"Here you do not need to | ook for Phyrexians. Here we
will find others of ny kind."

Urza didn't nmean that he'd brought her to Dom nari a.
Every so often, he journeyed alone to the brink of his
birth-world to assure hinself that it renmained safe within
the Shard they'd di scovered | ong ago. Urza meant, instead,
that he'd broken an age-old habit and set them down on a
pl ane where other 'wal kers congregat ed.

He' d never insinuated that he was unique, at |east as
far as 'wal king between-worlds. Serra was a 'wal ker and so,
Xant cha suspected, had been the Ineffable. But Urza had
avoi ded other 'wal kers until they came to the abandoned
world he called Gastal

"Be wary," he warned Xantcha. "I do not trust them
Wthout a plane to bind them 'wal kers forget what they
were. They becone predators, unless they go nad."

Knowing Urza fell in the latter category, Xantcha
stayed carefully in his shadow as they approached a small,
fanciful, and entirely illusory pavilion standing by itself

on a barren, twilight plain, but the three men and two
worren they net there seened unt hreatening. They knew Urza-
or knew of himand wel comed himas a prodigal brother

t hough Xantcha couldn't actually follow their conversation
pl aneswal kers conversed directly in one another's m nds.

But Urza was not the only 'wal ker who tenpered his
solitary life with a nore ordi nary conpani on. CQutside the
pavilion, Xantcha net two ot her wonen, one of thema blind
dwarf, who braved the between-worlds on a 'wal ker's arm
Thr oughout the bal my night, the three of them sought a
conmon | anguage t hrough which to share experience and
advice. By dawn they'd nade progress in a Creol e that was
m xed nmostly fromelven dialects froma hundred or nore
wor | ds. Xantcha had just pieced together that Varrastu, a
dwarf, had heard of Phyrexia when Urza energed to say it
was tinme to nove on

Xantcha rose reluctantly. "Varrastu said that she and
Manat ar - qua have crossed swords with fol k made from fl esh
and netal -"

Wrds failed as a second sun, yellow sh-green in col or
| oomed suddenly hi gh overhead. The air exploded as it
hurtled toward them Xantcha had the wit to be frightened
but hadn't begun to guess why or to yawn U za's arnor from
the cyst, when the pavilion burst into scream ng fl anes,
and Urza seized her against his chest. He pulled her
bet ween-worl ds. Wthout the arnor to protect her, she was
bl eedi ng and gaspi ng when they re-energed.

Urza laid her on the ground then cradled her face in
his hands. "Don't go," he whi spered.

It seened an incongruous request. Xantcha wasn't about
to go anywhere. The between-worlds had battered her to
exhaustion. Her body seenmed to have already fallen asleep
She wanted only to close her eyes and join it.

"No!" Urza pinched her cheeks. "Stay awake! Stay with
ne!"

Power like fire or countless sharp needles swrled
around her. Xantcha fought feebly to escape the pain. She
pl eaded with himto rel ease her

"Live!" he shouted. "I won't let you die now"



Deat h woul d have been preferable to the torture flow ng
fromUza's fingers, but Xantcha hadn't the strength to
resist his will. Mte by note, he heal ed her and dragged
her back fromthe brink

"Sleep now, if you w sh."

H s hand passed over her eyes. For an instant, there
was dar kness and oblivion, then there was |ight, and
Xant cha was hersel f again. She exhal ed a pent-up breath and
sat up.

"l don't know what came over ne.

"Death," Urza said calmy. "I nearly |ost you."

She renmenbered the yell owgreen sun. "We nust go back
Varr ast u- Manat ar qua-"

"Crossed swords with the Phyrexians. Yes. Mnatarqua
was the pavilion. She died on Gastal."

A shudder raced down Xantcha's spine. There was nore
that Urza wasn't saying. "How | ong ago?"

“In the tine of this plane, nearly two years."

Xant cha noticed her surroundings: a bare-wall ed chanber
with a wi ndow but not a door. She noticed herself. Her skin
was white. It cracked and fl aked when she noved, as if her
arnmor clung in dead | ayers around her. Her hair, which she
al ways hacked short around her face, hung bel ow her
shoul ders. "Two years," she repeated, needing to say the
words herself to make themtrue in her mnd. "Long years?"

"Very long," Urza assured her. "You've recovered. |
never doubted that you would, if | stayed beside you
You'll be hungry soon. I'll get food now Tonorrow or the
next day we'll nove on toward Equilor."

Al ready Xantcha felt her stomach churning to life-after
two enpty years. Food woul d be nice, but there was another
guestion: "At CGastal, Manatarqua-you said she 'was the
pavilion." Do you nean that she was Phyrexi an and that you
sl ew her?"

"No, Manatarqua was a 'wal ker |ike myself, but nuch
younger. | have no idea why she presented herself as an
object. | didn't ask, it was her choice. Perhaps she hoped
to hide fromher enenmes.”

" Phyr exi ans?"

"Q her planeswal kers. | told you, they-we-can becone
predatory, especially toward the newly sparked. | was
nearly taken nyself in the beginning- Meshuvel was her nane.
She was no threat to ne. My eyes reveal sights no other
"wal ker can see. Until Serra, | avoided my own kind. They
had no part to play in ny quest for vengeance. |'d been
t hi nki ng about 'wal kers since |leaving Serra's realm |
t hought | m ght need soneone nore |ike nyself."

"But they died."

"Manat arqua died. | suspect the others escaped
unharned, as | did. They prey on the young and the norta
because a mature 'wal ker is no easy target. But | had nade
up my mind alnost fromthe start. | don't need another
"wal ker. | need you. To finally realize that and then fee
you di e so soon afterward-it was al nost enough to make ne
worship the fickle gods.™"

Xant cha imagi ned U za on his knees or in a tenple. She
cl osed her eyes and | aughed. He was gone when she reopened
them and she was too stiff yet to clinb through the
wi ndow. Her saner self insisted that Urza woul dn't abandon
her, not after sitting beside her for two years, not after



what he'd just said about needing her. Then this world's
sun passed beyond the wi ndow. Sanity's voice grew weaker as
shadows | engt hened. O all the ways Xantcha knew to die,
starvati on was anong the worst. She had dragged herself to
t he wi ndow and was hauling herself over the sill when she
felt a breeze at her back. The breeze was thick with fresh
bread, roasted neat, and fruit. Urza had returned.

He called the neal a celebration and ate with her, at
| east until a nmore ordinary sort of tiredness drove Xantcha
back to the bed where she'd lain for so | ong. She awoke
with the sun. There was a door beside the wi ndow, nore food
and, sonewhere beyond the sun, near the edge of tine, a
worl d call ed Equil or.

* * k* K %

Later, after they'd gotten to Dom naria, when Xantcha
sorted through her menories, the |largest pile belonged to
the years they had searched for Equilor. Every season, for
much nore than a thousand Domi nari an years, she and Urza
wandered the multi-verse, taking other worlds' mneasure.
There were surprises and excitenent, nostly of the m nor
variety. After Serra's realm Phyrexia seened to |ose
interest in themor, at least, had lost their trail. Though
t hey sometinmes found evidence of searcher-priests and
excavations. Eventually, everything they found was |ong
abandoned.

"I"'mheaded in the right direction,"” U za would say
whenever they cane upon eroded ruins no one el se woul d have
noticed. "lI'm headed toward the world that cast themout."

Xant cha was never so confident, but she never
under st ood how Urza found anything in the between-worlds,
much | ess how he di stingui shed hospitable worlds from
i nhospi tabl e ones, near fromfar. She was content to foll ow
a path that |ed endlessly away fromthe Phyrexia she knew
and toward the vengeance that seened equally distant. Unti
the day when they cane to a quiet, twlight world.

"The edge of tine itself," U za said as he rel eased
Xantcha's wists.

She shed her arnor and filled her lungs with air that
was unlike any other. "Ad," she said after a few nonents.
"It's as if everything' s finished-not dead, just done
growi ng and changi ng. Even the nountains are snoothed down,
like they' ve been standing too |long, but nothing's cone to
repl ace them" She gestured toward the great, dark |unp
that dom nated the | andscape like a risen |oaf of bread.
"Sormehow, | expected an edge to have sharp angles.”

Urza nodded. "I expected a plane where everything had
been put to use, not like this, neglected and left fallow"

Yet not conmpletely fallow As twlight deepened, lights
wi nked open near the solitary nountain. There was a road,
too: a ribbon of worn gray stone, cut in chevrons and
fitted so precisely that not a blade of grass grew between
them Urza insisted he had no advance idea of what a new
pl ane was |like, no way at all of selecting the exact place
where his feet would touch the ground, yet, more often than
not, he 'wal ked out of the between-worlds in sight of a
road and a town.

They began to travel down the road.

A carpet of bats took flight fromthe nountain, passing



directly over their heads. Wen their shrill chirping had
subsi ded, ot her noi ses punctuated the night: hows, grows
and a bird with a sweet, yet nournful song. Stars appeared,
unfam liar, of course, and scattered sparsely across the
clear, black sky. No nobon outshone them but it was the
nature of noons to produce noonl ess ni ghts now and agai n.
What surprised Xantcha was the scarcity of stars, as if
time were stars and the black sky were itself the edge of
tine.

"A strange place," Xantcha deci ded as they strode down
the road. "Not ominous or inhospitable, but filled with
secrets."

"So long as one of themis Phyrexia, | won't care about
the rest.”

The Iight cane from cobweb gl obes hovering above the
road and the three-score graceful houses of an unfortified
town. Uza lifted hinmself into the air to exam ne them and
reported solemmly that he had not a clue to their
construction or operation

"They sinmply are," he said, "and nmy instinct is to
| eave them al one."

Xantcha smiled to herself. If that was Urza's instinct
t hen whatever the gl obes were, they weren't sinple.

A man cane out to neet them He appeared ordinary
enough, though Xantcha under st ood how deceptive an ordi nary
appear ance could be, and it bothered her that she hadn't
noti ced himleave any one of the nearby houses, hadn't
noticed himat all until he was sone fifty paces ahead and
wal ki ng toward them He wore a knee-length robe over |oose
trousers, both woven froma pale, |ightweight fiber that
ri ppled as he noved and sparkled as if it were shot with
silver. His hair and beard were dark auburn in the gl obe
l[ight and neatly trimed. A few winkles creased the outer
corners of his eyes. Xantcha placed himin the prine of
nortal life, but she'd place Urza there, too.

"Wl come, Urza," the stranger said. "Wl cone to
Equil or. W've been waiting for you."

CHAPTER 20

Xant cha had understood every word the auburn-haired nman
had sai d, an unprecedented happening on a new worl d. She
dug deep into her nenory trying to recogni ze the | anguage
and m ssed the obvious: the stranger spoke Argivian, the
sounds of Urza's |ong-1ost boyhood and of her newtish
dreans, the foundation of the argot she and Urza spoke to
each other. But if this were Dominaria, then U za would
have recogni zed the stars, and if the stranger were another
"wal ker with the power to absorb | anguages w thout tine or
effort, then why had he said, W' ve been waiting?

The stranger touched his forehead, |ips, and heart
bef ore enbraci ng Urza, cheek against cheek. Urza bent into
the gesture, as he would not have done if he were
suspi ci ous.

"And you're . . . Xantcha."

The stranger turned his attention to her. He'd
hesitated before stating her name. Taking it from her nind?
Not unl ess he were nuch better at such things than Urza
was; she'd felt no violation. Once again the stranger
touched hinmself three times before enbracing her exactly as



he'd enbraced Urza. His hands were warm with the texture
of flesh and bone. H's breath was warm too, and faintly
redol ent of onions.

"Waiting for us?" Urza demanded before asking the
stranger's nanme or any other pleasantry. "Before sunset |
was el sewhere, very much el sewhere. And until now, | did
not know for certain that | had found the place | have been
seeking for so long."

"Yes, waiting," the stranger insisted, keeping one hand
beneat h Xantcha's el bow and gui ding Urza toward one of the
houses with the other. "You 'wal k the planes. W have been
awar e of your approach for quite some tinme now It is good
to have you here at last."

Xant cha gl anced behind the stranger's shoul ders. Urza
had devi sed a code, sinple hand and facial novenents for
nmonent s when they were anpbng m nd-ski mrers. She nade the
sign for danger and received the sign for negation in
response. Urza wasn't worried as the stranger |ed them
through a sinple stone-built gate and into a tall, open-
roofed atrium

There were others in the atrium a woman at an open
hearth, stirring a pot of stew that was the source of the
oni ons Xantcha had snelled earlier, two other wonen and a
man, all adults, all individuals, yet bound by a famili al
resenbl ance. An ancient sat in a w cker chair-winkled,
toot hl ess, and nearly bald. Xantcha couldn't guess if she
behel d a man or a worman. Beyond the ancient, in another
atrium two hal f-grown children dangled strings for a
litter of kittens, while a round-faced toddling child
wat ched her from behind the banister at the top of a
st ai rway.

O themall, only the toddl er betrayed even a faint
di strust of uninvited guests. Wiere nonents earlier Xantcha
had warned Urza of danger, she now began to wonder why the
househol d seened so unconcerned. Didn't they see her knives
and sword? Had they no idea what a 'wal ker coul d do-
especially a 'wal ker named Urza?

"There is a portion for you," the hearth-side wonan
said specifically to Xantcha, as she ladled out a solitary
bow and set it on the table that ran the length of the
atrium Like the man who'd nmet them on the road, she spoke
Argivian, but with a faint accent. "You rmust be hungry
after your journey here."

Xant cha was hungry. She caught Urza's eyes again and
passed the general sign that asked, Wat should |I do?

"Eat," he said. "The food snells delicious."

But a second bow wasn't offered-as if they knew a
"wal ker never needed to eat.

Xantcha sat in a white chair at a white table, eating
stew froma white bowl. Everything that could have had a
chosen col or, including the floors and the walls, was white
and sparkling clean. Except for the spoon in the bow. It
was plain wood, rubbed until it was satin smooth. She used
it self-consciously, afraid she'd dribble and enbarrass
hersel f-both distinct possibilities, distracted as she was
by conversations between Urza and the others that she
couldn't quite overhear

The stew was plain but tasty. If there was tinme, she'd
like to see the garden where they grew their vegetabl es and
the fields where they harvested their grain. It was a



nmeat | ess stew sonehow that didn't surprise her-with egg
drizzled in the broth, and pal e chunks, |ike cubes of soft
cheese, a bit snmaller than her thunb, taking the place of
nmeat. The chunks had the texture of soft cheese, but not
the taste; indeed, they had no taste that Xantcha could

di scern, and she was tenpted to | eave themin the bow
until the worman asked her if the nmeal was pleasing to a
wanderer's pal ate.

The auburn-haired man's nane was Ronom the cook was
Tessu, the other names left no inpression in Xantcha's
m nd, save for Brya, the toddler at the top of the stairs.
When Xantcha had fini shed her second bowl of stew and a nug
of excellent cider, Tessu suggested a hot bath in an open
steanm ng pool. Xantcha had no wish to display her newt's
undi fferentiated fl esh before strangers and declined the
of fer. Tessu suggested sleep in a room of her own-

"Facing the nountain."

It was a privilege of some sort, but Xantcha declined a
second tine. She pushed away fromthe spotless white table
and took a cautious stride toward the pillowsitting knot
of fol k gathered around Urza. Qpposition never
materialized. The famly made room for her between the two
worren whose nanes Xantcha couldn't renmenber. Urza gave her
the finger sign for silence. The fam |y discussed stars and
nmyths. They used unfamiliar names, but all the other words
were accented Argivian with only a few | apses of syntax or
vocabulary. It wasn't their native | anguage, yet they'd al
learned it well-enough for an esoteric conversation that
couldn't, in any meaningful sense, include her or Urza.

Xantcha twi sted her fingers into an open question, and
Uza replied with the sign for silence. Silence wasn't
difficult for Xantcha, unless it was inposed. She fidgeted
and considered joining the youngsters still playing with
the kittens until Tessu shuttled themupstairs. The
conversation began to flag and for the first time since
they'd entered the austerely decorated atrium the air
charged with anticipation. Even at the edge of tinme there
were, apparently, conversations that could be held only
after the children had gone to bed.

Tessu and Ronom t oget her brought the ancient to what
had been Ronomis place on Urza's right. Then everyone
shuffl ed about to make room for the pair-who Xantcha had
deci ded were husband and wife, if not lord and | ady-on the
opposite side of the circle.

"You have questions," the ancient said. The voice gave
no clues to the grizzled figure's sex, but the accent was
thick. Xantcha had to listen closely to distinguish the
words. "No one cones to Equilor without questions."

Urza nade two signs, one with each hand, silence and
observe, before he said, "I have conme to learn ny enen es
weakness. "

The two nmen exchanged gl ances, one triunphant, an
ongoi ng di spute settled at |last. Against all reason, these
fol k had been expecting them exactly them Urza from
Argive and a conpani on who'd been glad of a hot neal at the
end of a long day. But they hadn't known for certain why,
and that made | ess sense. If you knew Urza well enough to
know hi s name and where he was headed, then surely you knew
what had driven himthrough the nultiverse to Equil or

The nen, however, said nothing. Like Xantcha, they



seened relegated to silence, waiting for the ancient to
speak agai n.

"Equilor is not your eneny. Equilor has no enemes. |f
you were an eneny of Equilor, you would not have found us."

Anot her created plane |ike Phyrexia and Serra's realm
accessi bl e only across a fathom ess chasm which Urza hadn't
nment i oned?

"I am a seeker, nothing nore," Urza countered, as
formal and constrai ned as Xantcha had ever heard him "I
sensed no defenses as | 'wal ked."

"We would not intinidate our enemies, Uza. W would
not encourage themto test their courage. W knew you were
a seeker. W permitted you to find what you sought. The
elders will see you."

By which the ancient inplied that he, or she, was not
one of the elders. Perhaps the termwas an honorific, not
dependent on age. Xantcha would have |iked to ask an
i mpertinent question or two, but Urza's fingers remai ned
| oosely in their silence and observe positions.

"And | will ask them about Phyrexia. Have you heard of
it?"

There was consi derabl e novenent in the circle. Xantcha
couldn't observe it all, but Phyrexia was not unknown to
t he househol d.

The ancient said one word, "M sguided,"” which seened
sufficient to everyone but Urza and Xantcha.

"More than misguided," Urza sputtered. "They are a
force of abonmi nation, of destruction. They have set
t hensel ves agai nst ny plane, and | have sworn vengeance
agai nst themin the name of ny brother, my people, and the
Thran. "

That word, "Thran," al so brought an exchange of
gl ances, | ess profound than what had foll owed Phyrexia.

"M sgui ded,"” the ancient repeated. "Foolish and dooned.

The elders will tell you nore."

"So, you know of them |'m convinced that they were
bani shed fromtheir natal plane before they created
Phyrexia. | amlooking for that plane. If it is not
Equilor, | hope that you can tell nme where it is. | have
heard that whatever is known in the nultiverse is known to
Equil or."

The anci ent nodded. "The ones you seek have never cone
to Equilor. They are young, as you are young. Youth does
not often come to Equilor."

"They fought the Thran over six thousand of ny years
ago, and | nyself have wal ked the planes for over two
mllennia."

The ancient fired a question to Rombomin a | anguage
Xant cha coul dn't under st and.

Ronomreplied, in Argivian, "Shorter, Pakuya, by at
least a third."

"You are old, Urza, for a young man, but compared to
Equil or, you are scarcely weaned from your nother's breast.
In Equilor, we began our search for enlightenment a hundred
mllennia ago. Do not wonder, then, that you could not see
our defenses as you passed through them"

"You will think differently when the Phyrexians
arrive!l"

"They are a small folk with small anbitions, smaller
dreans. W have nothing to offer them Perhaps we were



wrong about you."

The anci ent added sonething short and decisive in the
ot her | anguage. Watching Urza as closely as she watched the
househol d, Xantcha realized that U za couldn't skimthe
t houghts of these deceptively sinple fol k.

"It is late,” Tessu said, putting a polite, yet
unmi st akabl e end to the discussion. She rose to her feet.
Romom rose beside her. "Time to rest and sl eep. The sun
will rise.”

The rest of the househol d stood and bowed their heads
as Romom and Tessu hel ped the ancient fromthe atrium
Moments later, U za and Xantcha were al one.

"This is the place!" Uza said directly in her mnd

"The ol d one said not."

"She is testing us. Tonorrow, when | neet with these
elders, | will have what | have Iong wi shed to learn."

In her private thoughts, Xantcha wondered how Urza knew
t he ancient was a wonan, then chided herself for thinking
he coul d be right about such a small thing when he seened
SO wong about the rest. The ancient had talked to Urza as
Urza often tal ked to her, but he hadn't noticed the
slights.

"They have secrets," Xantcha warned but no reply forned
in her mind, and she couldn't know if Urza had retrieved
her thought.

Tessu and Romom returned. Ronom said there was a
speci al chanber where those who woul d speak to the el ders
waited for the sun to rise. For Xantcha, who was just as
gl ad not be included, there was a narrow bedchanber at the
end of a cloistered corridor, a change of clothes, and a
worried question:

"You will bathe before sunrise?"

She answered in the sanme tone, "If | nmay bathe
unobser ved?"

"The nountain will see you."

There were no roofs over any of the chanbers. Xantcha
wonder ed what they did when it rained, but, "The nountain
is not a problem"™

"You have custons that inhibit you?"

Xant cha nodded. If that explanation would satisfy
Tessu, she'd provide no other

"I will not interfere, but I cannot sleep until you
have bat hed. "

"Your custons?"

Tessu nodded, and with her clean clothes under her arm
Xantcha foll owed her host to the dark and quiet atrium |If
Tessu failed to contain her curiosity, Xantcha was none the
wi ser. As snooth and hairless as the day she craw ed out of
her vat, Xantcha eased herself into the starlit, steam ng
pool. A natural hot spring kept the water pleasantly warm
A gutter-white, of course, and elegantly sinple-carried the
overfl ow away. She'd scrubbed herself clean in a matter of
nmonent s and, knowi ng that Tessu waited in the atrium
shoul d have towel ed hersel f off inmrediately, but the
nmount ai n was wat chi ng her and she wat ched back

It had many eyes- Xantcha | ost count at thirty-three-
and, renenbering the bats, the eyes were probably nothing
nore than caves, still, the sense of observation was
i nescapable. After staring so intently at shades of bl ack
and darkness, Xantcha thought she saw flickering lights in



some of the cave eyes, thought the lights formed a rippling
web across the nountain. Xantcha thought a nunmber of things
until she realized she was standi ng naked besi de t he pool
at which point all her thoughts shattered and vani shed. She
grabbed her clothes, both clean and filthy, and retreated
into the atrium

"You are unwel | ?" Tessu asked discreetly fromthe
shadows as Xantcha westled with unfamliar clasps and

pl acket s.
"It did see ne."
Tessu failed to repress a chuckle. "They will not harm

you, Xantcha."

Urza was right. They were being tested. Xantcha hoped
she had passed.

Xantcha slept well and awoke to the unm stakabl e sounds
of children being quiet outside her door. They were not so
fluent in Argivian as the househol d' s adult nenbers, but
the tallest of the three boys-who understandably took
hinmsel f to be ol der than Xantcha and therefore entitled to
give her orders-made it clear that sunrise was coming and
it was time for guests to conme outside and join the fanmly
inits nmorning rituals.

The eastern horizon had barely begun to brighten when
Xantcha settled into what was evidently a place of honor
bet ween Tessu and the ancient. They faced west toward the
nmount ai n, which was as nmonolithic black in the pre-dawn
light as it was during Xantcha's bath. There were no
prayers, a relief, and no U za or Ronom or Brya, either.
Brya's absence could be expl ained by the notionl ess
serenity with which the household awaited the com ng of
daylight. No toddler could sit so still for so |ong.

Xant cha herself was chall enged by the discipline. Her
m nd ached wi th unasked questions, her nose itched, then
her toes, and the nearly unreachabl e spot between her
shoul der bl ades. She was ready to expl ode when |ight struck
the nmountain's rounded crest. As sunrises went, it was not
spectacul ar. The air was clear. There were no cl ouds
anywhere to add contrast or novenment to the surprisingly
sl ow progression of color and light on the nountainside.

But that, Xantcha realized, was Equilor's nystery and
revel ati on. Those who dwelt at the edge of tine had gone
past a need for the spectacular; they'd | earned to
appreci ate the subtlest differences. They'd conquered
boredom even nore effectively than the perfect fol k of
Serra's realm They could wait forever and a day, which
Xant cha supposed was a consi derabl e acconpl i shnent, though
not hi ng she wi shed to emul ate.

Fi nd what you're | ooking for! she urged the absent
Urza, nonents before the dawn reveal ed two white-clad
figures noving anong the nountain's nmany caves.

The anci ent rapped Xantcha sharply on the back. "Pay
attention! Watch close!™”

Guessing that some rite of choosing or choice was about
to take place, Xantcha did her best to follow the ancient's
advice, but it proved inpossible. Brilliant |ights suddenly
began to flash fromthe cave nouths, as if each contained a
mrror. She blinked rapidly and to no useful effect. Each
cave mouth had its own rhythm no matter how Xantcha tried
her eyes were quickly, painfully blinded by reflected
sunlight.



"You'll learn," the ancient chortled, while tears ran
down Xantcha's cheeks.

The dazzl e ended.

Tessu enbraced Xantcha with a hearty "Good norning" and
pul l ed her to her feet before releasing her. Xantcha had
scarcely dried her face on her sleeve before the rest of
t he househol d fol |l owed Tessu's exanple and greeted her with
the sane enbrace they used with one anot her. She had never
been so carefully included in a fam |y gathering, and
seldomfelt so out of place. Her vision was still awash in
purpl e and green bl obs when she and Tessu were alone in the
atrium

"You aren't used to it yet,'
[earn.”

"That's what the ancient said."

"Anci ent? Ch, Pakuya. She'll go up the nmountain
herself, | think, after you and Urza | eave. W' ve been
waiting quite a long time, even for us, for you to arrive."

The certainty in Tessu's voi ce was an unexpect ed
relief. "Urza's in one of the caves, right?"

"Keodoz, | think. Romomwi |l say for certain when he
returns this afternoon.”

Keodoz, the name of the cave or the el der who occupied
it? Xantcha stifled idle curiosity in favor of a nore
i mportant question: "Do you know when Urza will return?"

"Tonmorrow or the next day. Wienever he and Keodoz have
finished."

It was nearly twenty days before nei ghbors spotted a
whi t e-robed man comi ng down the nountain. By then Xantcha
knew that there was no difference between the cave and the
el der-or nore accurately, elders-who dwelt within it.
Romom Tessu, and the rest of the Equilor conmmunity-and
there was only the one conmmunity at the edge of time-1ived
their nortal lives in expectation of the day when they'd
climb the nmountain one last tinme to merge with their
ancest ors.

Despite their focus on their cave-dwelling ancestors,
the folk of Equilor weren't a norbid people. They | aughed
wi th one another, loved their children, and took genuine
delight in the small events of daily life. They argued,
hel d grudges, and gossi ped anong t hensel ves and about the
el ders, who, despite their collective spirits, were not
wi t hout individual foibles. Keodoz, Xantcha |earned, was
known to be | ong-w nded and suprenely sel f-confident. As
Uza's time in the caves had | engt hened, the househol d
began to joke that Keodoz had found a soul mate-a notion
that distressed Xantcha. Idyllic ways notwi thstanding,
Equil or was not a place where she wanted to spend eternity.

VWen she heard that Urza had been spotted, she left the
house at once and jogged al ong the stone road until she net
up with him

"Did you get your answers ?" she asked, adding, "l can
be ready to | eave before sundown."

"I have only scratched the surface, Xantcha. W are
young conpared to them W know so little, and they have
been col l ecting knowl edge for so long. A thousand years
woul dn't be enough time. Ten thousand, even a hundred
t housand woul dn't be too nuch. You cannot imagi ne what the
el ders know. "

O course she couldn't imagi ne. She was Phyrexian.

Tessu said gently. "You'l



"Remenber why we came here. What about vengeance? Your
br ot her ? Donmi nari a? Phyrexia!"

He grabbed her and lifted her into the air. "Keodoz
knows so rmuch, Xantcha! Do you remenber, after we |eft
Phyrexia, how | was unable to return to Dominaria? | said
it was as if the portion of the nultiverse that held
Dom naria had been squeezed and seal ed away fromthe rest.
I was right, Xantcha. Not only was | right, but | was the
one who had squeezed and twisted it when | enptied the
sylex bow! It wasn't evident at first-well, it was.

Dom naria was cooler when | left, but |I didn't understand
how the two were related. But it was in ny mnd, when
used the sylex, to protect ny hone for all tine, and the
bow 's power was so great that nmy wi sh was granted. No
artifact device, nor planeswalker's will, can breach the
Shard that the sylex created. The elders here at Equil or
could not breach it."

"You turned your home into Phy- Xant cha caught
hersel f before she finished the fatal word and substituted,
"Serra's real n?" instead.

"Better, Xantcha. Much better! The Shard is nore than a
chasm and Donminaria is an entire nexus of planes, al
natural and bal anced. Dominaria is safe, and | saved it
with the sylex."

"But the Phyrexians? Phyrexi a? The |neffabl e?"

"They are dooned, Xantcha. Accidents and anomalies, not
worth the effort of destroying them now that | am sure
Dominaria is safe. There are nore inportant questions,
Xantcha. | see that now. |'ve found ny place. Equilor is
where | bel ong. Keodoz and the others have so nuch
know edge, but they've done nothing with it. Look around
us, Xantcha. These fol k need | eadership- vision!-and | will
give it to them Wien | amfinished, Equilor will be the
jewel of the multiverse."

Xant cha t hought of Tessu and Ronom waiting to merge
with all their ancestors. She wiggled free and said,

cautiously, "I don't think that's what anyone here wants."
"They have not dreamed with me, Xantcha. Keodoz has
only begun to dreamwith me. It will take time, but we have

time. Equilor has tine. They are not imortal, but they
mght as well be. Did you know that if Brya, Rononis
youngest, had been born where | was born, she would be an
old wormman in her eighties ?"

Xant cha hadn't known and wasn't confortable with the
know edge. Urza, however, was radiant, as intoxicated by
his anbitions as she woul d have been by a jug of w ne.
"Urza, You haven't found your place," she said, retreating
into the grass. "You've lost it. We cane here to find the
first home for the

Phyrexi ans. They've never been here, and if the elders
don't know where they're from then we should | eave
soon. "

"Nonsense!" Urza retorted and started wal ki ng toward
the white houses.

Nonsense was al so the first word out of Pakuya's
t oot hl ess mouth when Urza regal ed the household with his
noti ons over supper. Tessu, Romom and the others were too
polite-or perhaps too astonished-to say anything until Urza
had ' wal ked back to Keodoz's cave, and then they spoke in
their own | anguage. Xantcha had | earned only a few words of



Equi | or an-she suspected they spoke her Argivian dial ect
precisely to keep their own | anguage a nystery-but she
didn't need a translator to catch that they were unhappy
with Uza's plans or to decide that their politeness masked
a strong, even rigid, culture.

Tessu confirned Xantcha's suspicions. "It mght be
best," she said in a suprenely mld tone, "if you spoke
with Uza."

"I"ve already told himbut U za doesn't listen to ne
unless I"'mtelling himwhat he wants to hear. If | were
you, |'d send soneone up the nmountain to talk with Keodoz."

"Keodoz is not much for |istening."

"Then we've got a problem™”

"No, Xantcha, Urza's got a problem because the other
elders will get Keodoz's attention, sooner or later."

"I's Uza in danger? | nmean... would you... would they?"
Tessu was such a calm rational worman that Xantcha had
difficulty getting her question out, though she knew from
other worlds that the nost ruthless folk she'd ever net
were invariably calmand rational

"Those who go up the mountain, do not always cone

down, " Tessu said sinply.

"Uza's a 'wal ker, 1've seen himnelt mountains with
his eyes."

"Not here."

Xant cha absorbed that in silence. "I'll talk to Urza,
the next time he comes down ... assum ng he comes back
down. "

"Assum ng," Tessu agreed.

Uza did return to the white houses after forty days in
Keodoz's cave. He summoned the entire comunity and nade
the air shimrer with visions of artifacts and cities.
Xantcha had learned a bit more Equiloran by then. Wen she
spoke to Urza afterward, her concerns were real

"They're not interested. They say they've put greatness
behi nd them and they're angry wi th Romom and Tessu for
letting you stay with them so I ong. They say sonething's
got to be done."

"OfF course sonething's got to be done! And I'll get
Keodoz to do it. He's on the brink. He's been on the brink
for days now. | left himalone to get his thoughts in

order. They're a collective mnd, you know, each el der
separately and all the elders together. They've becone
stagnant, but |I'mgetting them noving again. Once | get
Keodoz persuaded, he'll give the sign to the others, and
the damw |l burst. You'll see."

"Tessu said, those who go up the nmountain don't always
return. Be careful, Urza. These peopl e have power."

"Tessu and Rononml Forget Tessu and Ronom they m ght as
wel |l be blind. Yes, they've got power. Al Equil or had
undr eamed power, but they turned their back on power and
they've forgotten how to use it. Even Keodoz. |'mgoing to
show t hem what greatness truly is!"

Xant cha wal ked away wondering if Tessu had enough power
to take her between-worlds once Urza stayed in the
mount ai ns wi th Keodoz. The adults were missing, though, and
the children wouldn't neet Xantcha's eyes when she asked
where they'd gone, not even eighty-year-old Brya. Xantcha
went outside, to the place where they gathered to watch
sunrise light the mountain each norning. The skies were



clear. It had rained just four times since she'd arrived-
torrential downpours that soaked everything and recharged
the cisterns. During the stornms they'd taken shelter in the
underground | arders. She'd thought the adult comunity

m ght be neeting there, or outside one of the other houses.
Xantcha listened closely for conversation but heard
not hi ng, and though she'd never heard or seen anything to
suggest that the gardens and fields beyond the white houses
wer e dangerous at night, she deci ded she was safest near
the children.

Tessu's children took harnl ess advant age of her
absence. They raided the larder, lured the kittens onto the
f or bi dden cushi ons and, one by one, fell asleep away from
their beds. Xantcha guessed they'd slipped into the |ong
hours between m dni ght and dawn. She decided to try another
conversation with Urza, but he was gone, 'wal ked back to
Keodoz, nost likely. She sensed that the Equilorans didn't
approve of skipping between-worlds to get fromthe house to
the cave. They didn't say anything, though; they weren't
inclined toward warnings or ultimtuns. Not that either
woul d have mattered with Urza.

Xant cha went outside again. She paced and stared at the
nmount ai n, then paced some nore, stared some nore. The sky
bri ghtened: dawn, at last. The adults woul d come back for
the sunrise. She'd talk to Tessu. They'd work somet hi ng
out .

But the brightening wasn't dawn. The new |ight cane
froma single point overhead, a star, Xantcha thought-there
weren't so many of themin the Equilor sky that she hadn't
al ready menorized the brightest patterns. She'd never seen
a star grow brighter before, except on Gastal when the star
had been a predatory planeswal ker

Xant cha ran inside, awakened the children, and was
herding themto the | arders when Tessu raced through the
al ways- open door.

"I was sending themto shelter, before that thing-"
Xant cha pointed at the brightness overhead-"crashes on top
of us."

The children had rushed to their nother, babbling in
their own | anguage-offering apol ogi es and excuses for why
they weren't in bed, Xantcha guessed, and maybe bl anm ng
her, though there were no pointed fingers or condemi ng
gl ances. Tessu cal ned them quickly. If the youngest was
i ndeed eighty, Tessu had had several lifetines in which to
learn the tricks of notherhood. She didn't urge theminto
the [ arder, however, but outside to the sunrise gathering
pl ace.

"Thank you for thinking first of the children," Tessu
said. It wasn't what she'd come running home to say, but
the words seened sincere. "Nothing will crash down on
Equilor. A star is dying."

Xant cha shook her head, unable to conprehend the
notion. "It happens frequently, or so the elders say, but
only twi ce when we on the ground could see it, and never as
bright as this." Tessu took Xantcha's hands gently between
hers. "It is an onen."

"Uza? Is Uza-?"

"There will be a change. | can't say nore than that.
Change doesn't cone easily to Equilor. We will go outside
and see what the sunrise brings."



Xantcha freed herself. "You know nore. Tell ne ..

pl ease?

"I know no nore, Xantcha. | suspect-yes, | suspect the
el ders have gotten Keodoz's attention. The problemw th
Uza will be resolved, quickly."

Xantcha stared at her hands. She didn't grieve or wail
Urza had brought this on hinself, but when she tried to
i magi ne her life w thout himshe began to shiver

"Don't borrow trouble," Tessu advised, draping a length
of cloth over Xantcha's shoul ders. "The sun hasn't risen
yet. Come outside and wait with us."

No ni ght had ever been |onger. The dying star continued
to brighten until it cast shadows all around. It remained
visible after the other stars had di med and when the dawn
began. Xantcha worried the hem | oose from her borrowed
shawl and began to mindl essly unravel it.

There was change, nore noticeabl e than anyone had
i magi ned. As dawn's perineter noved down the nountain, the
caves flashed in unison and in conplex rhythmthat could
only be a code. Xantcha tugged on Tessu's sl eeve.

"What does it mean?" she whi spered.

"It neans they've cone to their senses," Pakuya
snapped. "If that fool wants to change a world, let him
change his own!"

To which Tessu added, "You'll be |eaving soon."

"Urza's alive?"

"No nore than he was yesterday, and |'d be surprised if
he's | earned anyt hing. Keodoz certainly hasn't. But that's
for the best, isn't it, if they both think they've nmade the
changes for thensel ves?"

Xant cha thought a monent, then nodded. Urza 'wal ked up
a few nmonents | ater.

"The future's ended before it began," he began, talking
to her, talking to the household and tal king to hinself
equally. "1 cannot stay to | ead you, and Keodoz has al ready
begun to waver in the face of stagnant opposition. But they
have lifted me into the night and shown ne a frightening
sight. The fortress | made around the planes where | was
born has been brought down by a m sguided fool! As ny
brother and | undid the Thran, so | have been undone by
i gnorance. But | can go back, and | wll go back

"Equil or, however, is on its own. You will have to
conpl ete nmy visions wthout mnmy gui dance."

The househol d made a fair show of grief. From Pakuya to
Brya, they said how sorry they were that they wouldn't get
to live the future Urza and Keodoz had pronised them The
entire comunity flattered Urza's righteousness and
strength of character. They wi shed himwell and offered to
make hima feast in honor of his departure for Dom nari a.
Xant cha was relieved when Urza declined. She didn't think
she'd have the stomach for an extended display of
i nsincerity.

Tessu had been right. It was for the best that Urza
| eft Equilor thinking the decision had been his own.

It took them a hundred Dom narian years to 'wal k the
bet ween-worl ds from Equilor to Dom naria, but in the spring
of the 3,210th year after U za's birth, Xantcha finally
stood on the world where she'd been destined to sleep

CHAPTER 21



"If Gx could find ne, he would find ne. He woul d have
found ne before | left Pincar Gty. He would have cone for
me while | slept. If he didn't want to be seen, he would
have sent sleepers after ne."

Ei ght days after her narrow escape, Xantcha sat in the
branches of a oak tree. The sun would set sometine during
the thunderstormthat was bearing in fromthe ocean. She'd
been watching the clouds pile up all afternoon, watching
the Iightning since she left Russiore with the day-traders.
Her arnor tended to attract lightning even as it protected
her fromthe bolts, and a big, old tree, standing by itself
on a hillside, wouldn't be a good hiding place nuch | onger

Once the storm struck, Xantcha figured she'd find a
saner place to wait for Urza. Wth all that netal and
exposed sinew, G x wasn't apt to conme |ooking for her in
the rain.

"He didn't know we were here. He didn't recognize ne
until he found the spark in my mnd."

The spark. She'd had a headache the first day away from
Pincar City, but her back had ached, too, along with her
neck and jaw and every other part of her body: the
aftermath of total terror

There were uglier beasts in the multiverse, neaner
ones, and possibly nore dangerous ones. None of them had a
denon's malignant aura. Born-folk had a word, rape. It
occurred on every world, in every |anguage. |In Phyrexian
as Xantcha understood it, the word for rape was G x.

Xant cha had scrubbed her skin raw even though G x
hadn't touched her because she couldn't scour her mnind
She' d rehearsed a score of confessions, too, and her
greatest fear as the w nd whi pped the branches around her
wasn't that G x would find her but that he'd already found
Uza ... or Ratepe.

Urza could take care of himself. Xantcha had to believe
that; she couldn't let herself believe, even for a
heartbeat, that G x had told the truth when he'd said "I
made the brothers, too, and then | nmade you." And if she
believed that Uza's mnd was his own, then she coul d be
confident it would take the Ineffable to challenge himin
singl e conbat. But whatever she managed to believe about
herself and Urza, it didn't hel p when she thought of
Rat epe, al one and unsuspecting on the Chran ridge. Rat

woul dn't have a chance, whether G x cane to kill or
corrupt.

And when all those nenories of Ratepe's face had freed
her fromGx's thrall, surely sone of them had gi ven away

the cottage's location, if Gx were inclined to find the
man who went with that face.

"G x doesn't care," she told the oak tree. "Phyrexians
have no imagi nation."

Rain pelted, driven by the wi nd, and Xantcha was
drenched in an instant. Urza's arnmor was strange that way.
It would protect her fromfire or the conpl ete absence of
breathable air, but it was entirely vulnerable to plain
wat er. Xantcha cl anbered down a branch or two, then dropped
straight to the ground. She found an illusion of shelter
anong the briar bushes tangled at the bottomof the hill.

Urza would find her no matter where she hid. Her heart,
he said, pulled himbetween-worlds. He'd grumble about the



rain, if he arrived before the stormdied out. Not that any
weat her affected hiny Uza sinply didn't |ike surprises. He
woul dn't |ike her confession.

The storm nmoved south without clearing the air. A
steady rain continued to fall, as a starless night closed
in around the briars. Xantcha tried to stay awake, but it
was a losing struggle. She hadn't slept much in Russiore.
She' d been busy, for one thing, distributing nine days'
worth of screanming spiders in |ess than eight and afraid to
cl ose her eyes for the other. The briars were secure and
friendly by conparison and the rain's patter, a |lullaby.

Xant cha had no i dea how | ong she'd been asl eep when
U za awoke her w th her nane.

"Over here!" she called back

The rain had stopped, save for drips fromthe | eaves
around her. A few stars shone through the thinning clouds,
sil houetting Urza as he strode down the hill.

"Ready to go hone?" He sounded cheerful. Xantcha told
hersel f that confession would be easier with U za in a good
nmood. "No sacks?" He cocked his head at her enpty hands and
shoul ders. "You couldn't get his food and such?" Urza
general | y avoi ded choosi ng a nane for Ratepe.

"Urza, | have to talk to you-"

"Problens in Russiore? Are they in the mdst of a
fam ne?"

"Not exactly. | didn't have time to scrounge supplies.
Sonet hi ng canme up-"
"Not to worry. | have other plans, anyway. We'll talk

at the cot-tage."

He seized Xantcha's wist, and before she coul d protest
they were between-worlds. The journey was swi ft, as al ways.
Two strides through nothing, and they were on the GChran
ridge. It was al so, as always, disorienting. U za stepped
out several hundred paces fromthe cottage to give Xantcha
a chance to gather her wits before they greeted Ratepe.

Xantcha's nerves reassenbl ed thensel ves slowy, in part
because she had to assure herself that the cottage was
unharned. Urza had gotten ahead of her. She ran to catch
up.

"Urza, | said we have to talk. There's a problem You
Rat epe. Your brother. The spiders-" Al her carefully
rehearsed statenments had vani shed in the between-worlds.

"I"ve thought it through. |I can do the work of al
three of us for the next nine days. I'Il distribute the
artifacts that he's made for us, yours and nine together
and get the next batch assenbled. It's another aspect of

time: I'Il live alittle faster. It's good practi ce,
craw i ng before wal ki ng. The spiders won't end this war,
Xantcha. They'll only buy tinme until | solve the Phyrexian

problemat its source.”

Urza had gotten over his obsession with righting his
brother's fate, but he still talked of traveling back in
tinme, nuch further back in tinme. Uza wanted to neet the
Thran and fight beside themin their final battle against
t he Phyrexi ans. He thought they m ght know eneny's true
hone and, although he didn't say it, Xantcha believed U za
hoped go behind the Thran, all the way to the Phyrexians'
first world to annihilate rather than exile them

G x had said the Thran were waiting. The denmon coul d
have rummaged the name out of her nenories or out of Mshra



during the war. Alnpst certainly Gx wasn't telling the
truth; at least not the inportant parts of it, but U za
needed to know what had happened in the cataconb beneath
Avohir's tenple in Pincar City.

"I met ... | found . " She was still tongue-tied.
Had the denon left something in her that left her able to
think but not to speak? It wasn't inpossible. G x savored
fear spiced with hel pl essness and frustrati on. She didn't
know t he nmeasure of the red light's power, but she'd | ost
an entire afternoon in the cataconb, and when Ratepe burst
out of nenory to save her, she'd been doing the
unt hi nkabl e: wal ki ng toward Phyrexi a.

"Xant cha?" Urza stopped. He faced her and gave her his
full attention.

"W have to go back to Pincar City."

"No, Efuan Pincar is out of the question. Anywhere
we' ve found sl eepers is out of the question. You and he

have to go soneplace, of course. | don't want anyone around
while I"'mworking this tine. | could wait. | should wait
until after the dinmer Mon rises. W can never know the
future, Xantcha. I'msure of that. Only the past is
forever, and only now gives us choices. | choose to give
the next nine days to you and himso you will always have
them Tell nme where you want to be, and I'Il 'walk you both

there in the norning."
Ni ne days. Nine days in hiding while she sorted out her
tangl ed thoughts? It was the coward' s way, but Xantcha

seized it. "I'lIl talk to him" Alie. Xantcha could fee
that confessing to Ratepe would be no easier than
confessing to Urza. "We'l| deci de where we want to go."

Rat epe wel conmed themwi th the enthusiasmand relief of
any tal kative youth who'd kept conpany with hinmself for
entirely too long. He cast several inquiring glances
Xantcha's way. She pretended not to notice themwhile U za
announced his intention to reclaimhis workroomfor the
next ni ne days.

"You told Urza," Ratepe snapped to Xantcha t he nonent
they were al one together. "Now he's taking over everything!
Just tell me, did you get my artifacts attached to Avohir's
altar?"

"One," Xantcha answered truthfully. "There were
sleepers in the tenple, made up as Shratta. And Shratta
dead in the cataconbs. They were finished years ago,

Ratepe. If there are Shratta left, they're |like the Efuands
in the Red-Stripes. They're in | eague, consciously or not,
wi th Phyrexia." She thought of G x; this wasn't the tine to
tell him not when they were both angry. "I put your
shatter-spiders, and screaners, too, in places where the
glistening scent was strong. | didn't get to the barracks."

Rat epe threw his head back and swore at the ceiling.
"What were you thinking! | don't want to bring Avohir's
sanctuary down-not while the Red-Stripe barracks is stil
standi ng!" He shook his head and stood with his back to
her. "Wen it wasn't what | expected, you shoul d' ve waited.
Sweet Avohir, what did you tell Urza?"

Xantcha's guilt and anxiety evaporated. "I didn't tel
hi m anyt hi ng! " she shout ed.

"Then keep your voice down!"

"Stop telling me what to do!"

They were on opposite sides of the table, ready to



| unge at each other, and not with the passion that normally
acconpani ed their reunions. Ratepe seened to have outrun

hi nsel f. Jaw cl enched, eyes pl eadi ng, he | ooked across the
tabl e, but Xantcha was simlarly paralyzed. It was her
nature, created in Phyrexia and shaped over time in Urza's
conpany, to back down or expl ode when cornered. This was a
nmonent when she couldn't see a clear path in either
direction.

The door was at her back. Xantcha ducked and ran out,
| eaving it open behind her, listening for the sounds that
never cane. She settled in the darkness, westling with her
consci ence, until the lamps in her shared room had
flickered and di ed. Approaching the door through starlight,
she saw a dark silhouette at the table, where Ratepe had
fallen asleep with his head on his arnms. She crept past
him as silently as she'd crept toward the Pincar cataconb.
Her bed was strung with a creaking rope mattress. Xantcha
quietly tucked herself in a corner by her treasure chest.

Rat epe was sprawl ed on the bed when she awoke. Urza was
in the doorway, the golden Iight of dawn behind him

"Are you ready to "wal k?" he asked.

Urza never cane into her side of the cottage. Perhaps
he thought she'd been sleeping in the corner since Ratepe
arrived. They weren't ready to 'wal k anyway; Ratepe wasn't
ready to wake up. He was cross-grained fromthe nonent his
eyes opened. Xantcha expected himto start sonething they'd
all regret, but instead he just said, "You decide," as he
slipped past Urza on his way to the well.

"W don't need you to 'wal k us anywhere," Xantcha said
to Urza as she stretched the kinks out of her |egs. Her
foot felt as if her boot was lined with hot, sharp needles.

"I don't want you near here while | work."

"W won't be."

"Don't dawdl e, then. | want to get started!"

Rat epe stayed away whil e Xantcha rearranged her
traveling gear. She packed a good deal of gold and silver
whi ch coul d be traded wherever they went, but included
copper, too, in case they got no farther than their cl osest
nei ghbors along the frontier between the ridge and the
coast. She threw in flour for journey bread, as well, and
t hought about the hunter's bow suspended fromthe rafters.
Ni ne days could be an unconfortably long time to live off
journey bread, but a bow could be troublesone in a city. In
the end Xantcha put a few nore coins in her belt purse,
left the bow on its hook, and nmet a sul ki ng Rat epe besi de
the well.

Urza either didn't notice or didn't care that Xantcha
and Ratepe were scarcely speaking to each other. He'd been
away from his workroomfor nearly a half-year and didn't
wait to see the sphere rise before sealing hinself in with
hi s i deas.

The norning sun was franmed with fair weather clouds
against a rich blue sky. Prairie wldflowers blanketed the
| and above which the sphere soared. It was difficult, in
the face of such natural beauty, to remain sullen and sour
but Xantcha and Ratepe both rose to the challenge. A
nort hwest wi nd stream caught the sphere and carried it
toward Kovria, southeast of the ridge. There was nothing in
the Kovrian barrens to hold Xantcha's attention, no
destinations worth mentioning, but changing their course



meant choosing their course, so they drifted into Kovri a.

By mid-afternoon, the tall-grass prairies of the ridge
had gi ven way to badl ands.

"Where are we goi ng?" Ratepe asked, virtually the first
full sentence he'd uttered since the sphere rose.

"Where does it look like we're goi ng?"

"Nowhere. "

"Then nowhere, it is. Nowhere's good enough for ne.
"Put us down. You're crazed, Xantcha. Sonething
happened in Efuan Pincar, and it's left you crazed. | don't

want to be up here with you."

Xant cha brought them down on a plain of baked dirt and
weedy scrub. They were both silent while the sphere
col | apsed and powder ed.

"What went wong?" Ratepe asked as he brushed the | ast
of the white stuff fromhis face. "It's not just sleepers.
Sl eepers wouldn't frighten you, and you're afraid. | didn't
think there was anything that could do that."

"Lots of things frighten me. Urza frightens ne,
sonmetines. You frighten me. The between-worlds frightens
me. Demons frighten nme." Xantcha tore a handful of |eaves
of f the nearest bush and began shreddi ng them Let Ratepe
guess; let himchoose, if he could.

"There was a denon in Avohir's tenple? In the cataconbs
with the dead Shratta? A Phyrexian denon?"

Rat epe was uncomonly good at guessing and choosing. "I
don't know any ot her kind."

"Avohir's nercy! You and Urza didn't find denons
anywhere el se, did you?" "I didn't."

"Why Efuan Pincar? If a Phyrexi an demon was going to
cone to Doninaria, why come to Efuan Pincar. W keep to
oursel ves. Wien our ancestors left Argive, they never
| ooked back. They settled on the north shore of Gul many
because it's so far away from everywhere el se. W' re not
rich. We don't bother our neighbors, and they've never
bot hered us. W don't even have an arny-which is probably
why we had trouble with the Shratta and the Red-Stri pes,
but why woul d that interest Phyrexia? | don't understand.
Do you?"

"I told you, denons frighten ne. | didn't ask
guestions, just... just got away." She stripped anot her
handf ul of |eaves. Xantcha wanted to tell Ratepe
everything, but the words to get her started weren't in her
m nd.

"The day you bought me, | told you that you were a
lousy liar. You may be three thousand years ol d, Xantcha,
but nmy eight-year-old brother could fib better than you
When he got into trouble, though, | could guess what he was
hiding, 'cause I'd hidden it nyself. | can't guess about
denons. "

Xantcha scattered the leafy bits and faced Ratepe. "It
was G x. | smelled sleepers in the sanctuary, | foll owed
the smell, planting spiders as | went, yours and Urza's
both. I wound up way underground, in the dark. There was a
passageway, one of the big, old, upright ones, and there
was G x."

"You said G x had been killed in the Sixth Sphere."
"The Seventh. He was excoriated, consigned to endl ess
torment. W& were taught that nothing escapes the Seventh
Sphere." "Another Phyrexian lie? You're sure it was G X,



not some ot her denon?"
"Yes." One answer for both questions. "Did he hurt

you?"

Rat epe never failed to ask the question Xantcha wasn't
expecting. "I'mhere, aren't |?"

"Then, what's got you so riled? Wy were we headed
"nowhere'? Unless . . . wait, | get it now Urza' s sent you

off with the nmere nortal. He's not that crazed. He knows
what | am who I'mnot. He's going back after G x, and
you're here with ne instead of-"

"I didn't tell Urza." The words bel ched out of her

"You found a Phyrexi an denon under Avohir's tenple and
you didn't tell Urza?"

She turned away in shane.

"Of course," Ratepe sighed. "He'd yell at you and bl ane
you, just as |I've yelled at you and bl anmed you. And you are
alot like ny little brother when you get accused of
something that's not your fault. And G x. G x was the one
who got M shra. Mshra didn't knownot until it was too
| ate. Strange thing. They fought over those two stones that
are U za's eyes now, but | don't think either brother could
hear the stones sing."

Xantcha took a deep breath. "Do you wonder why you can
hear them"

"I can't hear them | only hear Mshra's stone. | don't
know for sure that the M ghtstone sings, but-yes, | do
wonder. | think about it a lot, nore than | want to. Wy?

Did G x say sonething about the stones?"

"Yes. He said he made them and then he said somnething
about you." And Urza, Xantcha's nind added, but not her
t ongue.

Rat epe was pal e and speechl ess.

"He coul d have gotten your nanme out of ny mind. | was
careful what | gave him enough to keep himfrom diggi ng
too deep. But | got in trouble. Serious trouble."” Xantcha's
hands were shaki ng. She cl asped t hem t oget her behi nd her
back. "He had nme, Rat. | was wal king toward the passageway.
| woul d' ve gone into Phyrexia, and that woul d' ve been the
end of ne, |'msure. Then, suddenly, all | could think of
was you."

" VB2

"You're the first 'mere nortal' |'ve gotten to know.
You' ve..." Blood rushed to Xantcha's face. She was hot,
enbarrassed, but she stumbl ed on. "Thinking about you
pul l ed me back. But Gx was in nmy mnd when | did, so he
coul d have taken your name and nade a lie around it.
Everything he said could ve been lies . . . probably was
lies." And why share G x's lies with anyone? "He didn't
tell me anything I didn't know, except, maybe, about the

Thran. And, well, M shra knew sone things about the Thran."
Though Xant cha coul d feel the blood draining from her
own face, Ratepe's was still dangerously pale.

"Tell me what G x said about nme, then what he said
about M shra and the Thran. Maybe | can tell you if it's
lies or not."

"G x said he wondered if I'd found you, as if he'd
pl anned that we were supposed to neet."

"And about the Thran?"

"When | said that Urza would finish what the Thran had
started agai nst the Phyrexians, he |laughed and said the



Thran were waiting for Uza and that they'd take back what
was theirs. G x was thinking about Urza's eyes-at |east,
started thinking about Urza's eyes and how they were the

| ast of the Thran powerstones. G x | aughed | ouder, and the
next thing I knew, | was thinking about you and not wal ki ng
toward the portal. What he said about you and what he said
about me, they're lies. Even if Mshra was conpleated in

Phyrexia... even if his flesh and bl ood were rendered for
the vats ... | was one of thousands. W were exactly alike.
W don't even scar, Ratepe. W couldn't tell ourselves
apart!"

"Lies," Ratepe said so softly that Xantcha wasn't sure

she'd heard himcorrectly and asked himto repeat hinself.
"Lies. The Weakstone's a sort of menory. Mostly it's

M shra's menory, but |'ve been hit with some Thran nenories
and some of Urza's, too, though not as strong. Wth M shra
there's personality. |I'mthankful | never met himwhile he
was alive. He'd ve killed ne for sure. Wth the Thran and
Uza, it's like faded paintings. But if you were M shra-if
any part of you was M shra-the Wakstone woul d have

recogni zed himin you, even though you're Phyrexian. And if
I'd been touched by Gx, |I'd be dead. The Weakst one doesn't
i ke Phyrexians, Xantcha, and it especially doesn't |ike
ax."

"Urza's eye doesn't |ike nme?"

Rat epe shook his head, "Sorry, no. It sees you
sometines, but if Uza doesn't trust you, the Wakstone
could be responsi bl e because it doesn't trust you."

"The Weakstone has opi ni ons?"

"Influence. It tries to influence."

Xant cha considered Urza's eyes watching her and Ratepe
each tine they retreated to her side of the wall. "It mnust
be overjoyed when we're together."

Color returned to Ratepe's face in a single heartbeat.
"I"'mnot Mshra. | make ny own opinions."

"What do you know from M shra and the Weakst one about
the Thran and the Phyrexi ans?" Xantcha asked when Ratepe's
bl ush had spread past his ears.

"They hate each other, with a deep, blinding hate that
gives no quarter. But I'Il tell you honestly, in the inmages
I've gotten of their war, | can't tell one side fromthe
other. The Thran weren't flesh and bl ood, no nore than the
Phyrexi ans. Even Mshra's just sonething the Wakstone
uses. Urza's notion that the Thran sacrificed thenselves to
save Dom naria, maybe that's the M ghtstone's influence,
but it's not true. My world's better off w thout both of
them Thran and Phyrexi ans together."

They' d wandered away fromtheir gear. Xantcha headed
back. "Maybe Urza will succeed sonmeday in "wal ki ng between
times as easily as he 'wal ks between worlds. 1'd like to
know what really happened back there at Koilos. I'd like to
see it for nyself. It's a shadow over everything |I've ever
known, all the way back to the vats."

Rat epe corrected her pronunciation of Koilos, reducing
the three syllables to two and noving the accent to the
first.

"I heard it from U za and he's the one who naned it,"
she retorted.

"l guess language drifts in three thousand years. It's
still there, you knowwell, it was three hundred years ago



when the ancestors left Argive."

Xant cha stopped short. "I thought it wasn't recorded
where the first Efuands came from That's part of your
myth."

"It is ... part of the nyth, that is. But Father said
our | anguage is nmostly Argivian and the ol dest books,
before the Shratta burnt them had been witten in
Argivian. And, if you look at a map, Efuan Pincar is about
as far away from Argi ve as you can get without sailing
right off the edge."

"And Koil 0s?" Xantcha stuck with Urza's pronunciation.
"It's still there in Argive?"

"I't's not in Argivia. It never was, but fol k knew where
it was three hundred years ago. It's like The Antiquity
Wars, something that's not supposed to be forgotten. |
guess it was inaccessible for nost of the Ice Age, but when
the world got warner again, the kings of Argivia and their
nei ghbors sent folk up on the Kher to nake sure the ruins
were still ruins.”

"Urza's never nmentioned them | just assumed Koil os
vani shed with Argoth."

"You' ve seen a map of what's left of Terisiare?"

Xant cha shrugged. There were maps in her copies of The
Antiquity Wars. She'd assunmed they were wong and paid no
attention to them

"We'd have to go over the Sea of Laments. W'd never
make it there and back in nine days," Ratepe said with a
smle that invited conspiracy. Waste not, want not. If G x
hadn't |ied about the young Efuand, they were all dooned.

"We'd make landfall on Argivia in two very cold days
and col der nights. CGetting back would be nmore difficult,
but it's that or go back to the cottage and tell Urza that
| saw Gx in Pincar Gty."

"He woul dn't be pleased to see us."

* * k*x K %

The journey over the Sea of Lanents was as uneventfu
as it was unpleasant. They'd traded for blankets and an
oil-cloth sail in a village on Gul many's south coast. The
fi sherman who took Xantcha's silver thought she was insane;
alittle while later, both Ratepe and Xantcha agreed with
him but by then it was too late. They were in the wash of
aroaring wind river and remained there until they saw | and
again. For two days and nights there was nothing to do but
huddl e beneath bl ankets and the sail.

"Don't you have to keep one hand free?" Ratepe had
shouted early on, as they struggled to wap the bl ankets
evenly around their feet.

"Tack across this? she shouted back. "We're here for
the ride."

"How many times have you crossed the sea?"

"Once, by nistake."

"Sorry | asked."

M sery ended after sunrise on the third day. There was
| and bel ow, land as far as the eye could see. Xantcha
t hought down and thrust her hand through the sphere for
good measure. Her hand turned white as they plumreted down
to famliar altitudes.

As her hand began to thaw, Xantcha asked, "Now, which



way to Koil os?"

"Where are we?"

"Don't you recogni ze anything fromyour nmaps?"

"Avohir's sweet nmercy, Xantcha, maps don't | ook Iike
t he ground!"

They found an oasis and a goatherd who seened unfazed
by the sight of two strangers in a place where strangers
couldn't be common. He spoke a | anguage neither of them had
heard before but recognized the word Koilos in its ol der
three-syllable form He rattled off a | ong speech before
pointing to the southeast. The only words they recognized,
besi de Koilos, were Uza and M shra. Xantcha traded a
silver-set agate for all the food the youth was carrying.
He strode away, whistling and | aughi ng.

"What do you think he said?" Xantcha asked when they'd
returned to the gulch where their gear was hi dden. "O her
than that we're fools and idiots."

"The usual curses against U za and Mshra."

The sphere flowed over them and they were rising before
Rat epe conti nued.

"Haven't you ever noticed how enpty everything is? Even
in Efuan Pincar, which was as far fromArgoth as it could
be, it's nothing to ride through w | derness and find
yourself in the mddle of ruins fromthe tinme before the
ice and the war. Here in Argivia, according to the books
the Ancestors brought to Pincar, they were still living in
t he shadows of the past-literally. They didn't have the
wherewithal to build the buildings like the old ruins. Not
enough peopl e, not enough stone, not enough netal, not
enough know edge of how it was done. Urza tal ks about the
nmysteries of the Thran. The books ny father studied talked
about the nysteries of Uza and M shra. They all tal k about
Koilos. It's the place in Terisiare, new or old, where
everything cones to an end. It's a nane to conjure
dar kness. "

Xant cha caught a tamer wind stream and adjusted their
drift. "Does everyone in Efuan Pincar tal k about such
things? Are you a nation of storytellers?"

Rat epe | aughed bitterly. "No, just ny father, and he
taught me. My rather was a scholar, and both ny
grandfathers, too. The first things | renmenber are the
three of them argui ng about nen and wonen who'd died a
t housand years ago. | was ashaned of them | hated | essons;
| wanted to be anything but a scholar. Then the Shratta
cane. My grandfathers were dead by then, Avohir's nercy. My
father did whatever he had to do to take care of us. Wen
we got to the country, he learned farming as if it were a
Sumi fan chronicle, but he mssed Pincar. He m ssed not
havi ng students to teach or soneone to argue with. M
nother told ne to sit at his feet and [earn or she'd take
her belt to nme. | never argued with nmy nother." Xantcha
stared at Ratepe who was staring at the horizon, eyes
gl azed and fists clenched, the way he | ooked whenever he
remenbered what he'd [ost. Urza had buried Mshra beneath
| ayers of obsession, and there was little enough in
Xantcha's own |life worth cherishing. Looking at Ratepe,
trying to imagine his grief, all she felt was envy.

The wi nds were steady, the sky was clear, and the noon
was bright. They soared until mdnight and were in the air
again after a sunrise breakfast. By mdday they saw the



reflection of a giant |ake to their south, and by the end
of a long afternoon they were over the foothills of the
Kher Ridge. There were no villages, no roads, not even the
bright green dot of an oasis. Ratepe closed his eyes and

fol ded his hands. "Now what ?" Xantcha asked. "I'm praying
for a sign.”" "I thought you knew "

"l do, somewhat. The | andscape's changed a bit since
M shra was here last. But | think I'll recognize the
nount ai ns when | see them"

"We're fools, you know. At nmpost we'll have a day at

Koilos-if we find it."

"Look for a saddl e-back nountain with three snmaller
peaks in front of it."

"A saddl e-back," Xantcha muttered, and | owered her hand
to get a better | ook.

The setting sun threw nountain-sized shadows t hat
obscured as nuch as they reveal ed, but there was nothing
that | ooked Iike a doubl e-peaked nountain, and the w nd
streans were starting to get treacherous as the air cool ed.
Xantcha | ooked for a place to set up their night canp. A
patch of flat ground, a bit lighter than its surroundi ngs
and shaped |i ke an arrowhead, beckoned.

"I"mtaking us down there for the night," she told
Rat epe, dropping the sphere out of the wind stream

He said sonething in reply. Xantcha didn't catch the
words. They'd caught a crosswind that was determned to
keep her off the arrowhead. She felt |ike she'd been the
victor in a bare-knuckle brawl by the tinme the sphere
col | apsed.

Rat epe sprang i mediately to his feet. "Avohir answers
prayers!" he shouted, running toward a stone near the
arrowhead' s tip.

Time had taken a toll on the stone, which stood a bit
taller than Ratepe hinmself. The spiral ed carvings were
weat hered to illegibility, but to find such a stone in this
pl ace coul d only mean one thing.

Ratepe lifted Xantcha into the air. "W've found the
path! Are you sure you don't want to keep goi ng?"

She thought about it a nonment. "I'msure." Wiggling
free, she explored the marks with her fingertips. Here and
there, it was still possible to discern a curve or angl e,
pl aces that m ght have been parallel grooves or raised dot
patterns that struck deep in nenory. "Koilos isn't a place
| want to see first by moonlight."

"Good point. Too many ghosts," Ratepe agreed with a
sigh. "But we will see it-Koilos, with ny owmn eyes. Seven
t housand years. My father ..." He shook his head and wal ked
away from the stone

Xantcha didn't need to ask to know what he hadn't said.

The desert air didn't hold its heat. They were cold and
hungry before the stars unveil ed thensel ves. Xantcha dol ed
out small portions of journey bread and green-gl owi ng goat
cheese, the | ast of the dubious edibles they'd traded from
t he goatherd. The cheese and its indescribable taste clung
to the roof of Xantcha's nouth. Ratepe wisely stuck to the
journey bread. He fell asleep while Xantcha sat |istening
to her stomach conplain, as she watched the sky and the
weat hered stone and t hought-a | ot-of water.

The sphere reeked of cheese when she yawned it at dawn.
Rat epe, displaying a healthy sense of self-preservation



sai d not hi ng about the snell.

It was all willpower that norning. The wind streans
fl owed out of the nountains, not into them She'd been
about to give up and let the sphere drift back to the
desert when Ratepe spotted another stone, toppled by age.
Xant cha banked the sphere into the valley it seened to
mark. They hadn't been in it |long when it dogl egged to the
right and they saw, in the distance, a saddl e-back nountain
over shadowi ng three snal |l er peaks.

Wth Mshra's nenories to guide them they had no
troubl e weavi ng through the nountain spurs until they cane
to the cleft and hol | owed pl ateau Urza had nanmed Koil os,
the Secret Heart. Xantcha coul d have sought the higher
streans and brought them over the top. She chose to foll ow
the cleft instead and couldn't have said why if Ratepe had
asked. But he stayed silent.

Seven thousand years, and the battle scars renuni ned:
gi ant pockings in the cliffs on either side of them
cottage-si zed chunks of rubble littering the valley floor
Here and there was a shadow | eft by fire, not sun. And
finally there was the cavern fortress itself, built by the
Thran, rediscovered by two brothers, then | aid bare during
the war: ruins within ruins.

"That's where they hid fromthe dragons," Ratepe said,
pointing to a smaller cave nearly hidden behind a hill of
rubbl e.

"I didn't expect it to be so big."

"Everything's smaller now Snell anything?"

"Time," Xantcha replied, and not facetiously. The sense
of age was everywhere, in the plateau, the cleft which had
shattered it, the Thran, and the brothers. But nowhere did
she sense Phyrexi a.

"You're sure?"

"I't will be enough if | knowthat Gx lied."

Xantcha started up the path to the cavern nouth. Ratepe
fell behind as he paused to exan ne whatever caught his
eye. He jogged up the path, catching her just before she

entered the shadows. "There's nothing left. | thought for
sure there'd be sonething.”
"Urza and |, we're older than forever, Ratepe, and

Koilos is older than us."

Her eyes needed a nonment to adjust to the darkness.

Rat epe found the past he was | ooking for strewn across the
stone: hanmers and chisels preserved by the cavern itself.
He hefted a mallet, its wood dark with age but stil

sturdy.

"M shra mght have held this."

“I'n your dreanms, Ratepe,"” Xantcha retorted, unable to
conceal her disappointnent.

Koil os was big and old but as dead as an airless world.
It offered no insights to her about the Thran or the
Phyrexi ans or even about the brothers, no matter how many
di scarded tools or pots Ratepe eagerly exam ned.

"W may as well |eave," she said when the afternoon was
still young and Ratepe had just found a scrap of cloth.

"Leave? W haven't seen everything yet."

"There's no water, and we don't have a lot of food with
us, unless you want to try sone of that cheese. Wat's here
to see?"

"I don't know. That's why we have to stay. I'monly



hal fway around this room and there's an open passage at
t he back! And I want to see Koilos by noonlight."

Urza's idea, in the beginning, had been to get her and
Rat epe away fromthe cottage, to give themsonme tine
together. Koilos surely wasn't what Urza had in mind, but
Rat epe was enjoying hinself. Wiether they left now or in
the norning wasn't going to nake nuch difference in the
return trip to Gul many, and consideri ng what that journey
hone was going to take out of her, Xantcha deci ded she
coul d use sone rest.

"Al'l right. Wake nme at sunset, then."

Xantcha didn't think she'd fall asleep on the stone but
she did until Ratepe shook her shoul der

"Come see. It's really beautiful, in a stark way, like
a giant's tomb."

Sunset |ight flooded through the cavern nouth. Ratepe
had stirred enough dust to turn the air into ruddy curtains
streaked with shadows. They wal ked hand in hand to the
| edge where the path ended and the cavern began. The
hol | owed pl at eau appeared drenched in bl ood. Xantcha was
transfixed by the sight, but Ratepe wanted her to turn
around.

"There are carvings everywhere," he said. "They
appeared like magi c out of the shadows once the sunlight
came in."

Xant cha turned and woul d have col | apsed if Ratepe
hadn't been hol ding her. "What's wrong?"

"It's witing, Ratepe. It's witing, and | can read it,
nost of it. It's Iike the | essons carved into the walls of

t he Fane of Flesh." "Wat does it say?"

"Names. Mostly names and nunbers-pl aces. Battles, who
fought who. . . ." Her eyes followed the col um carvings.
She' d gone cold and scarcely had the strength to fill her

[ ungs. "What names? Any that |'d recognize?"

"G x," she said, though there was another that she
recogni zed: Yawgnoth, which she didn't-couldn't-say al oud.
"And Xant cha, anong the nunbers." "Phyrexian?" "Thran."

"We know they fought." Ratepe freed his fingers from
her death grip.

Xant cha grabbed them again. "No, they didn't fight. Not
t he Phyrexi ans agai nst the Thran. The Thran fought
t hensel ves." "You can't be reading it right."

"I"'mreading it because it's the sane witing that's
carved in the walls of every Fane in Phyrexia! Some of the
words are unfaniliar, but-Ratepe! My name is up there. Wy
nane is up there because Xantcha is a nunber carved in the
floor of the Fane of Flesh to mark where | was supposed to
stand!" She made the fam liar marks in the dust then
pointed to simlar carvings on the cavern walls.

Ratepe resisted. "All right, maybe this was the
Phyrexi an stronghold and the Thran attacked it, instead of
the other way around. | mean, nobody really knows."

"I know It says G x, the silver-sonething, strong-
somet hing of the Thran. O the Thran, Ratepe. If U za could
go back in time, he'd find GQx here waiting for him That's
what G x nmeant! Waste not, want not, Ratepe. G x was here
seven thousand years ago! He wasn't |ying, not conpletely.
Those are Thran powerstones that you and Urza call the
M ght st one and the Wakstone. The stones nade the brothers
what they were, Ratepe, and G x might well have made the



stones!"

"The Phyrexi ans stol e powerstones fromthe Thran?"

"You're not listening!" Xantcha waved her arns at a
heavily carved wall. "It's all there. Two factions. Sheep
and pigs, Red-Stripes and Shratta, Urza and M shra, take
your pick. 'The glory and destiny is conpleation'-
conpl eation, the word, Ratepe, the exact angle-for-angle
word that's carved on the doors of the Fane of Flesh. And
there." She pointed at another section. "Life served,
never weakened' and the word Thran, Rat, is the first glyph
of the word for life." She recited themin Phyrexian, so he
could hear the simlarities, as strong as the sinlarities
bet ween their pronunciation of Koilos. "If |anguage drifts
in three thousand years, imagine what it could do in seven
once everyone's conpleat and only newts have flesh cords in
their throats."

The sun had slipped bel ow t he mountain tops. The marKks,
the words, were fading. Xantcha turned in Ratepe's arns to
face him

"He's been wong. Al this tine-alnost all his life-
Urza's been wong. The Phyrexi ans never invaded Domi nari a!
There was no Phyrexia until G x and the Ineffable |eft
here. Wnners, losers, | can't tell. W knew that. W spent
over a thousand years |ooking for the world where the
Phyrexi ans came from so we could learn fromthose who
defeated them.. . and all the time, it was Uza's own
world."

Xant cha was shaki ng, sobbing. Ratepe tried to confort
her, but it was too soon

"Urza would say to me, that's Phyrexian, that's
abomi nation. Only the Thran way is the right way, the pure
way. And | always thought to nyself, the difference isn't
that great. The Phyrexians aren't evil because they're
conpleat. They'd be evil no matter what they were, and
t hose automata he was naking, he was growing themin a jar.
Is it right to grow gnats in a jar but not newms in a vat?"

Rat epe held her tight against his chest before she
pul | ed away. "The Red-Stripes and the Shratta were both bad
luck for everybody who crossed either one of them" he said
gently. "And so were Urza and Mshra. Any time there's only
one right way, ordinary people get crushed-maybe even the
Morverni sh and the Baszerati."

"But all our lives, Ratepe. Al our lives, we've been
chasi ng shadows! It's |ike soneone reached inside and
pul | ed everything out."

"You just said it: the Phyrexians are evil. Urza's
crazed, but he's not evil, and he's the only one here who
can beat the Phyrexians at their own gane. W wanted to
find the truth. Well, it wasn't what we expected, but we
found a truth. And we've still got to go back to Urza. The
truth here doesn't change that, does it?"

"We can't tell him If he knew his Thran weren't the

great and nobl e heroes of Dominaria ... If he knew that the
Thran destroyed M shra . "
"You're right, but Mshra would [augh. | can hear him™"

"I can't believe that."

"I't's laugh or cry, Xantcha." Ratepe dried her tears.
"I'f you've truly wasted three thousand years and you're
stuck fighting a war that was stupid four thousand years
before that, then either you | augh and keep going, or you



cry and give it up."
CHAPTER 22

There was no |aughter three days |ater over the Sea of
Laments. The weat her had been chancy since Xantcha had put
the Argi-vian coast at her back. Fromthe start, thick
cl ouds had bl ocked her view of the sun and stars. She
navi gat ed agai nst a wi nd she knew wasn't steady and with an
i nnate sense of direction that grew less reliable as she
tired. They hadn't seen land for two days, not even a boat.

Xant cha woul d have brought the sphere down on a raft
just then and taken her chances with strangers. A black
wal | -cl oud had formed, |eaking lightning, to the northeast.
The waves bel ow were stiff with cross winds and froth. She
knew better than to try to soar above the inpending storm
didn't have the strength to outrun it, and didn't know what
woul d happen to the sphere if- when-downdrafts slamed it
into the ocean.

Rat epe had his arms around her, keepi ng Xantcha warm
and upright, the nmost he could do. He'd spotted the storm
but hadn't said anything, other than that he knew how to
swim Ratepe was one up on Xantcha there; the |ong-ago
seanen who'd taught her how to sail had warned her never to
get friendly with the sea. If- when-they went down, she'd
yawn out Urza's arnor. Maybe it woul d keep her afl oat,

t hough it never had kept her dry.

The storm was bigger than the wall-cloud, and fickle,
too. In a matter of mnutes it spawned smaller clouds, one
to the north, the other directly overhead. The first w nd
was a downdraft that hit the sphere so hard Xantcha and
Rat epe were weightless, floating and screaming within it.
Then, as Xantcha fought to keep them above the waves, a
vagrant wi nd struck fromthe south. The south wi nd pushed
theminto sheets of noisy, blinding rain.

The squall died as suddenly as it had been born
Xant cha coul d see again and wi shed she couldn't. The
di stance between them and the stornm s heart had been hal ved
and, worse, a waterspout had spun out. Rooted in both the
ocean and the cl ouds, the sinuous colum of seawater and
wi nd bore down on themas if it had eyes and they were
prey.

"What is that?" Ratepe whispered.

"Wat erspout,” she told himand felt his fingers |ock
into her arnms |ike tal ons.

"Is it going to eat us?"

The wat erspout wasn't alive and didn't really have an
appetite for fools, but that scarcely mattered as they were
caught and spun with such force that the sphere flattened
against them It flattened but held, even when they slamed
into the raging waves. At one point Xantcha thought they
were underwater, if only because everything had become dark
and quiet. Then the ocean spat themout, and they hurtled
t hrough wi nd and rain.

Wnd, rain, and, above all, lightning. Watever the
cyst produced, whether it was Urza's arnor or the sphere,
it attracted lightning. Bolts struck continuously. The air
within the sphere turned acrid and odd. It pulled their
hair and clothes away fromtheir bodies and set everything
aglow with blue-white light. Xantcha lost all sense of



north or south and counted herself lucky that she stil
knew up from down.

Every few nonents the storm paused, as if regrouping
its strength for the next assault. In one such breather
Rat epe | eaned close to her ear and said, "I |ove you,"

She shout ed back, "We're not dead yet!" and surrendered
the sphere to an updraft that carried theminto the storms
heart.

They rose until the rain became ice and froze around
the sphere, making it heavy and driving it down to the sea.
Xant cha thought for sure they'd hit the waves, sink, and
drown, but the stormwasn't done playing with them As
lightning boiled off the ice, the winds |aunched t hem
upward again. Xantcha tried to break the cycle, but her
efforts were usel ess. They rose and froze, plumeted, and
rose again, not once or twice, but nine times before they
fell one last tinme and found thensel ves floating on the
ocean as the storm passed on to the south.

The pitch and roll anong the choppy waves was the
insult after injury. Ratepe's grip on Xantcha's arms
weakened, and she suffered nausea.

"I can't lift us up," she said, having tried and
failed. "I'm going

to have to let go of the sphere.”

"No!" Ratepe's plea should have been a shout; it was a
barel y coherent npan instead.

"I''I'l make another-"

"Too sick. Can't float."

She tried to ignite his spirit. "Alittle seasickness

won't kill you."

"Can't."

"Waste not, want not. |I'mthe one who can't swim |I'm
counting on you to keep me afloat until | can make anot her
sphere.”

Rat epe sl unped beside her. His face was gray and
sweaty. Hi s eyes were closed. Whatever strength he had | eft
was dedicated to fighting the spasnms in his gut. Alittle
bit of seasickness would kill themboth if she rel eased the
sphere. And if she didn't release it?

Xantcha tried to nake it rise, but lifting the sphere
had al ways been sonething that sinply happened as it forned
and not anything she'd ever consciously controlled.

"Urza," Ratepe said through clenched teeth. "Urza'l
cone.

Your heart."

Urza had conme when she'd nearly bl own herself up with
t he Phyrexi an anbul ator, but now she wasn't in any
i medi at e danger. The sky overhead was a brilliant blue,
and the sphere bobbed like a driftwod | og.

"Sorry, Ratepe. If he didn't pull us out of that storm
we were riding, then he's not going to pull us out of here.
I"mnot close enough to dying to get his attention."

"Cotta be a way."

Xant cha peel ed Ratepe's sweat-soaked hair away from his
eyes. He'd said he loved her, in a nonent of sheer panic,
of course, but there was a chance he'd been telling the
truth. Sexless, parentless new that she was, Xantcha
didn't imagi ne she could |ove as born-fol k did, but she
felt something for the m serable young nman besi de her that
she'd never felt before, sonmething worth nore than all her



books and ot her treasures.

"Hold on," she urged, grasping his hand. "I1'lIl think of
somet hi ng. "

Xantcha couldn't think of anything she hadn't already
tried, and the sphere remained nired in the water. The
waves had | essened, and she enjoyed the gentle novenent,
but Ratepe was as m serable as when the storm had dropped
them and by the way he was sweating out his nisery, he'd
be parched before |ong, too.

"Come norning, we'll be late," she said as the sky
dar kened. "Maybe Urza will come | ooking for us, but maybe
not right away."

"Can't you ... do sonething ... to make him| ook?"

Rat epe asked.

A whol e sentence exhausted him He rested with his eyes
closed. Xantcha tried to tell Ratepe that the notion would
bother himless if he sat up and | ooked at the horizon, as
he'd | earned to do when they were soaring. Ratepe insisted
the notions were totally dissimlar and refused to try.

"How does . . . Urza know when you . . . need hin®"

"He doesn't," Xantcha answered. "Wen we were dodgi ng
Phyrexi ans we stayed close, but the rest of the tinme, |
never gave much thought to needing Urza, and he certainly
never needed ne."

"Never? Three thousand years . . . and you never
needed each ot her?"

"Never."

Rat epe sighed and curl ed around his knees. He began to
shiver, a bad sign considering how warmthe Sea of Lanments
was in the sunmer. Xantcha tucked their blankets around
him then, because she'd worked up a sweat herself, and
stripped off her outer tunic. It got tangled in her hair
and in the thong of a pendant she'd worn so |ong she'd
forgotten why she wore it.

"You can hit me now," she said, breaking the thong.

"What ?"

"I said, you can hit ne now ... or you can wait unti
after we find out if this thing still works."

"What ?"

"Along tine ago-and | nean a long tine ago-Urza did
make ne an artifact that would get his attention. | used
something like it just once, before Urza invaded Phyrexi a.
| have to break it."

That time Xantcha had crushed the little crysta
between two rocks. This time she tried biting it and broke
a tooth before it cracked. Waste not, want not. At |east
she'd been farsighted enough to use her back teeth which
grew back qui cker than the front ones.

That time, between the rocks, there'd been a small
flash of |ight as whatever power or sorcery Urza had seal ed
within the crystal was released. This time Xantcha neither
saw nor felt anything, and when she exam ned the broken
pi eces, they were lined with a sooty residue that didn't
| ook prom sing.

"How | ong?" Rat epe asked.

"A day before he got there with his dragon.™

Rat epe groaned, "Too |ong."

Xantcha was inclined to agree. Urza nust have come back
to the forest before he went after the dragon. He woul dn't
have taken the chance that the Phyrexi ans m ght get away,



and after he'd finished with the diggers, he'd known where
the anmbul ator was. |If Urza was going to haul them out of
the Sea of Lanents, they'd be on dry |and before noonrise.
If the crystal hadn't lost its power. If Urza recognized
its signal and remenbered what it meant.

Those were worries Xantcha kept to herself. The stars
cane out. Xantcha began to fear the worst, at |east about
Urza, and for Ratepe. They had enough food and water for
two nore days. Taki ng advantage of her newt's resilience,
Xantcha could get to land either way. She wasn't sure about
Rat epe.

It would be a stupid way for anyone to die, but the
sane coul d be said about nopst deaths.

Ratepe fell asleep. H s breathing steadied, his skin
grew warmer and drier. He might be over his seasickness by
nmor ni ng; he had adapted to soaring, and there was nothing
to be gained by premature despair. Xantcha settled in
around him It was remarkable that two bodies could be nore
confortable curled around each other than either was al one.
She cl osed her eyes.

Xant cha woke up with a stabbing pain in her gut, water
sl oshi ng agai nst her arnpits, and Urza shouting in her ear:
"What mi sbegotten schenme put you in the niddl e of an

ocean!" He had her by the nape of the neck, like a cat
carrying a kitten, and held Ratepe the same way. The sphere
was burst, obviously. Xantcha knew she shoul d yawn out the
arnor, but Urza noved too fast. They were a split instant
bet ween-worl ds, a heartbeat longer in the wintry winds of a
near by world, then back through the between-worlds to the
cottage. Xantcha was gaspi ng, nostly because Urza dropped
her before turning his attention to Ratepe who'd turned

bl ue during the three-stride 'wal k. She knew his col or
because they'd travel ed west and the sun wasn't close to
setting behind the Chran Ridge.

A bit of healing and a few sips froma green bottle off
Urza's shel ves brought Ratepe around.

"Change your clothes, Brother," Urza comanded in a
tone that had surely started battles in their |ong-ago
nursery. "Wash. Get something to eat. Xantcha and | need to
talk."

M shra, of course, stood his ground. "Don't blane
Xantcha, and don't think you can ignore nme ... again. I'm
the one who wanted to see Koilos."

Rat epe pronounced the word in the ol d-fashi oned way.
Xantcha dared a gl ance at Urza's eyes, thinking her |over
was getting advice fromthe Wakstone. Both of Urza's eyes
were glossy black fromlid to lid. She hadn't seen them
like that since they'd left Phyrexia, which made her think
of O x and the Thran and a score of other things she
quickly stifled. Xantcha tried to catch Ratepe's eye and
pass hima warning to tread cautiously, if he couldn't
figure that for hinself.

Wth his bold remark, Ratepe had effectively changed
the | andscape of recrimnation. |If Xantcha coul d have
sei zed control of the argunment at that noment, she could
have guaranteed there'd be no revel ati ons about the fate of
the Thran. If she could have seized control. She didn't
catch Ratepe's eye, and Urza had lost interest in her as
wel I .

"Koilos is dead. There's nothing left. W took it all,



Brother. Us and the Phyrexians," Urza said, |eaving Xantcha
to wonder if he'd visited the cave since his return to
Doni nari a.

"I needed to see it with nmy own eyes," Ratepe replied,
a conment that, considering the circunstances, could have
many | ayers of meaning. "You told me to go away for a
while, so |l did."

"I never meant you to go to Koilos. If it was Koil os
you wanted, we could have gone together."

"That was never a good idea, Urza," Ratepe said with
finality as he wal ked out the open door, follow ng the
near-orders Urza had al ready given

"You shoul d have stopped him" Urza hissed at Xantcha
when they were alone. "My brother is ... fragile. Koilos
could have torn himapart."

"I't's just another place, Urza," Xantcha countered,
resisting the urge to add that Ratepe was just another man.
Nei t her statenment was true. After a year on the Chran
Ri dge, Ratepe night not be Mshra, but he'd beconme nore
than a willful, onetinme slave.

" "Just another place,’

U za nocked her. "For one

like you, yes, | suppose it would be. What woul d you see? A
cave, some ruins? What did nmy brother see? He isn't quite
hi nsel f yet. The next one will be better, stronger. |

expected it would be several M shras before |I'd take one
back to Koilos."

"There won't be another Mshra, Urza."

Urza turned away. He puttered at his worktable,
scraping up residues and dunping themin a bucket. He'd
been worki ng on sonething when the crystal struck his nind
Xantcha's anger, always quick to flare, was also quick to
f ade.

"Thank you for picking us out of the ocean."

"I didn't know at first. It took ne a nonment to
renenber what it was that | was hearing. | nade that
crystal for you so long ago, when | still thought I could
i nvade and destroy Phyrexia. My ambitions have grown
smal ler. Since Equilor, it's all | can do to protect
Dom naria fromthem 1'Il make you anot her."

"Make it easier to break. | lost a tooth on this one.
Make one for Ratepe, too."

"Rat epe?" Urza | ooked up, puzzled, then nodded. "Wen
this is over, when |'ve exposed the sl eepers and put
Phyrexia on notice that Dominaria is prepared to fight

them it will be tine to talk about the future. |I've
t hought about it while you were gone. This cottage isn't
bi g enough. |'ve begun to envision permanent defenses for

all Dominaria, for Od Terisiare and all the other great
islands. Artifacts on a scale to dwarf any that |'ve nmade

before. 1'll build themin place, and when |'ve finished
one of ny new sentries, I'll nove on to the next. I'll need
assi stants, of course-"

"Qther than ne and . . . ?" Xantcha left her thought
dangl i ng.

"What |'ve planned will take a generation, maybe ten
before it is conplete. And the assistants | have in mnd
wi || become the guardians of ny sentries. They'll becone

the patriarchs and matriarchs of pernmanent communities. You
understand that can't include you. As for him he is
nortal, not like you or ne. W are what the Phyrexi ans nmade



us. | can't change that, or him | wouldn't, even if |
could. That woul d be addi ng abomi nation to abom nation. But
he- Ratepe, ny brother-will age and die. |I thought, | hoped
you woul d choose, while you were together these |ast few
days, to remmin together, with him"

" Sonmewhere el se?"

"Yes. It would be best. For ne. For what | have to do."

Urza wasn't mad, not the way he'd been mad and | ocked
in the past for so long. Bringing himface-to-face with
M shra had set himfree to be the man Kayl a Bi n- Kroog had
known: self-centered, self-confident, and selfish, blithely
convinced, until the world came to an end, that whatever he
want ed was best for everyone el se.

Xantcha was too weary for anger. "W'll talk," she
agreed. Maybe she'd tell himwhat she'd | earned at Koil os.
More likely, she wouldn't bother. Urza was imrune to truth.

"Do you still need either of us, or should we make
oursel ves scarce agai n?" she asked

"No, not at all! | have work for you, Xantcha." He
gestured toward one wall where boxes were piled high
"They've all got to be put in place. 1'll "walk you there.
You know, it's quite fortunate, in a way, that you broke
that crystal. I'd forgotten them conpletely; 1'll nmake up a

score by dawn. Think of it, no nore waiting, no nore wasted
time. As soon as you're finished, you can sumon ne, and
"'l "walk you to the next place!"

"Tonmorrow, " she said, heading for the door. Xantcha had
gotten what she wanted; if she'd been born with true
i magi nati on, she would have known that getting what she
want ed woul dn't be the same as what she had expected.
"Tonight |1've got to rest."

Rat epe was waiting for her in the other room "Did you
tell hinP"

Xant cha shook her head. She sat down heavily on her
stool. The chest with her copies of The Antiquity Wars
caught her eye. What woul d Kayl a have sai d? Urza never
really changes. H's friends never really learn

"There wasn't any need to tell Urza anything. He's got
his visions, his future. Nothing I'd tell himwould nmake
any difference, just like you said. W' re going to be busy
until the dinmer Mbon goes high. | am at |east. He's got
a pile of spiders for me to plant and great plans for that
crystal | broke. Watch and see, by tonorrow Urza will have
decided that it was his idea for us to get stuck in the Sea
of Laments."

Rat epe stood behind her, rubbing her neck and
shoul ders. It had taken only a year, after nore than three
t housand, to becone dependent on the touch of living
fingers. She'd miss him

"I shoul d' ve stayed?" he asked. "I hoped if | took the
blame-if | made M shra take it-he'd cal mdown quicker
Guess | was wong."

"Not entirely. You had a good idea, and you handled it
wel | ." She shrugged off his hands and stood. "Has Urza ever
told you that he thinks you're the first of nmany M shras
who' re going to wal k back into his life?"

"Never in those words, but, sonetinmes | know he's
frustrated with me. Scares ne sonetines, because if he
deci ded he didn't want ne around, there'd be nothing
could do about it. But I've gotten used to not having



charge of ny owmn life. I've forgotten Ratepe. |'mjust Rat,
trying to live another day and not always sure why .
except for you."

Xant cha studi ed her hands, not Ratepe's face. "Maybe
you shoul d thi nk about taking charge of your life again."

"He's decided it's tinme for a new Mshra? Do | get to
help find ny repl acenent ?"

"No." That didn't sound right. "I nean, |'mnot going
to l ook for another Mshra." She took a deep breath. "And
won't be here if another M shra conmes wal ki ng over the
Ri dge. "

Rat epe pushed air through his teeth. "He's sending us
bot h away because we went to Koil os?"

She shook her head. "Because ny plan worked. Urza's not
t hi nki ng about the past anynore, and you and |, we're part
of his past."

“I"1l go back to Efuan Pincar, to Pincar City," Ratepe
spoke al oud, but nostly to hinmself. "After we expose the
sl eepers and all, Tabarna's going to need good nen. If
Tabarna's not a sleeper himself. If he is, | don't know
who' Il becone king, and we'll need good nen even nore. Wat
about you? We could work together for Efuan Pincar. You're
smarter than you think you are. You | eap sonetines, when
you should think, as if a part of you is as young as you
| ook. But you know things that never got witten down."

Xantcha wal ked to the wi ndow. "I am part of the past,
Ratepe, and I'mtired. | never realized just howtired."

"It's been a too-long day and the worst always falls on
you." He was behi nd her again, rubbing her shoul ders and
gui di ng her toward the bed.

Xantcha's weariness wasn't anything that sleep or
Rat epe' s passion could cure, but she wasn't about to
di scuss the point.

Urza 'wal ked her to Morvern shortly after dawn. He |eft
her with two sacks of inproved spiders, explicit
i nstructions for where they should be placed, and a plain-
| ooki ng crystal he prom sed woul dn't break her teeth. Four
days | ater Xantcha took no chances and crushed the crysta
bet ween two stones. Una 'wal ked her to Baszerat, then to
ot her sl eeper-ridden city-states on Gul nany's southern and
eastern coasts. There wasn't tine, he said, for side trips
to the cottage. They had ei ghteen days until the dinmrer
Moon struck its zenith.

"What about Efuan Pincar?" she asked before he left her
and a sack of spiders in the hills beyond anot her southern
town. "WII there be tinme to put the new ones there?"

"You and him" Urza conplained. "Yes, |'ve taken care
of that myself. Wen the night conmes, that's where you'l
be, in the plaza outside the palace in Pincar Cty. |
woul dn't dare suggest any place el se! Now, you understand
what has to be done here? The spiders in that sack, they're
for open spaces, for plazas, markets, and tenple precincts.
You' ve got to put themwhere there are at |east twenty
paces all around. Less and the vibrations will start to
cancel each other out. And make sure you put them where
they won't attract attention or be tranpled. You
understand, that's inmportant. They nustn't be tranpl ed.
They m ght break, or worse, they'll trigger prematurely.”

They' d cone a | ong way from scream ng spiders. Xantcha
supposed she'd find out exactly how far in Pincar City.



Until then, "Twenty paces all around, no attention, no big
feet. How | ong?"

"Two days, less, if you can. There are sonme places in
the west that we've nissed, and it wouldn't hurt to put a
few across the sea in Argivia-"

"Urza, we've never even | ooked for Phyrexians there!"

"It couldn't hurt, if there's tine."

Wth that, U za 'wal ked away.

* * k* K %

Sevent een days later, the eastern city of Narjabul in
whi ch Xant cha was planting spiders had begun to fill with
revelers for the com ng md-sumrer festival. Finding the
privacy she needed to plant them was becom ng nore
difficult by the hour. At last a tall, blond-haired man
stepped out of the crowd and said, "I think there's nothing
nore to be done. Let's 'walk hone."

The man was Urza, looking Iike a man in his md-
twenties and dressed in a rich nerchant's silks that felt
as real as they | ooked.

Xant cha hadn't expected to see himfor another day. She
hadn't felt she could break the crystal before then. "I'm
nowhere near finished," she confessed. "There aren't enough
roonms. The crowds just stay on the streets. It's been
difficult, and it's getting worse. They sleep in the plazas
where I"'mtrying to plant the spiders.”

"No matter," Urza assured her. "One spider nmore or |ess
won't win the day, or the night. There's always next nonth,
next year."

He was in one of his benign and generous nmpods. Xantcha
found herself instantly suspicious.

"Has sonet hi ng gone wong?" she asked. "Wth the
spi ders? At the cottage?" She hesitated to say Ratepe's
nare.

"No, no ... | thought you and he m ght want to
celebrate. | thought 1'd '"walk you both to Pincar Gty and
| eave you there tonight."

Urza had his arm draped across Xantcha's shoul der and
was steering her through the cromd when they were accosted
by three rowdy youths, considerably worse for the w ne and
ale that flowed freely in the guild tents pitched across
pl aza. The soberest of the trio conplinented U za's w de-
cuffed boots while one of his conpani ons grabbed Xantcha
frombehind and the third tried to steal Urza's coin pouch
Xant cha stonped her boot heel on her attacker's instep and
ramred her el bow against his ribs to free herself.

The yout h, remarkably sobered by his pain, imrediately
shouted, "Help! Thief! He's taken my purse and ny father's
sack! Help! Stop himbefore he gets away!"

Xantcha had no intention of running or of surrendering
the spider-filled sack. She had a fighting knife and coul d
have put a swift end to her attacker, but they'd drawn
attention, and the mddle of a nob was a dangerous place to
make a defensive stand, even with Uza's arnmor. If she'd
been al one, Xantcha woul d have used her sphere and nade a
spectacul ar exit. She wasn't al one, though, U za was a few
steps away in the mdst of his own fracas, so she yawned
out her arnor instead and hoped he'd get themfree before
too many revel ers got hurt.



Justice was swi ft and presunptive. A bystander grabbed

her from behind again and put a kni fe agai nst her throat.
He' d probably guessed that something wasn't quite right
bef ore she stonped and el bowed hi mas she'd done with her
first attacker, but everyone knew she was nore than she
seened when they saw that the knife hadn't drawn bl ood.
Most folk retreated, making ward-signs as they went, but a
fewrose to the chall enge. One of challengers, a thick-set
man in | ong robes and poundi ng a silver-banded ebony staff
agai nst the cobbl estones, was al so a sorcerer

"Urza!" Xantcha shouted, a nane that was apt to get
everyone's attention anywhere in Domnaria. It didn't
matter what | anguage she used after that to add, "Let's
go!"

The sorcerer cast a spell, a serpentine rope of crinmson
fire that fizzled in a sigh of dark, foul-snelling snoke
when it touched the arnor. He'd readi ed anot her when Urza
ended the confrontation

Urza had abandoned his merchant's finery for inposing
robes that made himseemtaller and nore massive. He didn't
have his staff-it was absolutely real and couldn't be
hi dden-but Urza the Artificer didn't need a staff. Mna
flowed to himeasily. Even Xantcha could feel it moving
beneath her arnored feet, in such abundance that he could
afford to target his spells precisely: small, but not
fatal, lightning jolts for the three troubl enakers and a
mana- | eaching m asma for the sorcerer who'd intervened on
the wong side of a braw.

Then Urza cl apped his hand around Xantcha's and 'wal ked
with her into the between-worlds.

"Between us and the spiders, everyone in Narjabul's
going to remenber this year's md-summer festival," Xantcha
| aughed when her feet were on solid ground outside the
cot t age.

Urza grimaced. "They'll renmenber my nane. The sl eepers
and who knows what el se m ght get suspicious before
tomorrow night. | didn't want to be connected with this,
not yet. | want Phyrexia to know that Dom naria is fighting
back, not that Urza has returned to haunt them"

"I"'msorry. I'd had a knife at ny throat, there was a
sorcerer taking aimat ne, and a crowd about to get very
unpl easant. | wasn't thinking about consequences."

"l never expect you to."

Rat epe canme out of the workroom They hadn't seen each
ot her for seventeen hectic days, but when Xantcha kept her
greeting restrained, he caught the warning and did |Iikew se
until they were alone in the other room

"Did Uza tell you, we're going to watch the spiders
fromEfuan Pincar!" He lifted Xantcha off the floor and
spun her around.

"He said he was going to | eave us there."

Rat epe set her down. "I told himthat you'd given ne
your word that | could go back to nmy old life. | called it
"the life | had before Mshra awoke within nme.' He'd
started tal king about making big artifact-sentries, just
like you'd said. He didn't quite cone out and say that he
wanted to make roomfor a new Mshra, too, but | understood
that's what he neant."

"l keep thinking about the Wakstone."

Rat epe shook his head. "If Urza paid attention to the



Weak- st one, he'd have an aching head, but he's less attuned
to it now than he was when | got here. He is putting the
past behind him | decided to make it easier for nyself. If
he |l eaves ne in Pincar City, I'"'mno worse off than | was a
year ago. Better, in fact, since |I've | earned sone
artifice." Ratepe tried to sound optim stic and fail ed.

Xant cha opened t he chest where she kept her supply of
preci ous stones and netals. "Wuldn't hurt to be prepared.”
She handed hi m a heavy gol den chain that could keep a
nodest man in confort for life.

"He'll change his m nd about you, Xantcha. He's never
going to send you away," Ratepe insisted, but he dropped
the chain over his head and tucked it discreetly beneath
hi s tunic.

Xant cha haul ed out coins as well and a serviceable
knife with a hidden conpartnent in its sheath.

"It's the Festival of Fruits," Ratepe protested,
refusing to accept the weapon.

"There's going to be chaos for sure and who- knows- what
for us afterward.” She took his hand and lightly sl apped
the knife into it.

"What about a sword, then?" he asked, eyeing her
rafter-hung collection

"I was wong to have a sword in Medran. Efuan Pincar
doesn't have a warrior cult, and your nobility averted its
eyes about ten years ago. W'll try to be part of the
crowmd. Knives are a common man's weapon. "

"You' re nervous?" Ratepe asked with evident disbelief.

"Cautious. You and Urza, you're acting as if this is
going to be sone victory cel ebration. W don't know what's
goi ng to happen, not in a whole [ot of ways."

"You don't want to go?"

"No. | want to see what happens, and Urza's made up his
mnd. | haven't survived all this time by being carel ess,
that's all."

"You' re nervous about being with nme? About taking care
of me, 'cause you think |I can't take care of nyself?"

Xantcha pull ed up her pant |eg and buckl ed an energency
stash of gold around her calf. She didn't answer Ratepe's
guesti on.

"I know Pincar City," he said petulantly. "It's ny
hone, and | can keep ny own nose clean, if | need to.
Avohir's mercy, it's the dammed Festival of Fruits-seven
days of berries! Al music and bright colors. Parents bring
their children!"

Uni npr essed, Xantcha handed hima smaller knife to tuck
i nsi de his boot, then closed the chest on her treasures
wondering if she'd ever |ook at Kayla's picture again.

CHAPTER 23

Urza 'wal ked themto the royal city shortly before
sundown. Knowi ng that Pincar was crowded with revel ers and
that the journey would | eave Ratepe incapacitated, U za
strode out of the between-worlds near the orchard where
Xant cha had battled the Phyrexian priest. O her than birds
and insects, there were no witnesses to the trio's arrival
Few signs of the previous year's skirm sh remained. Trees
still sported scorched and unproductive branches, and there
was a gap in the geonmetric rows where a broken tree had



been renoved.

Rat epe was stunned and shivering. Urza knelt beside
him heal' ing himwth warm radi ant hands and sayi ng
not hi ng about the small fortune in gold hung around his
neck.

"You'll be careful getting over the walls,"
to Xantcha while Ratepe finished his recovery.
"OfF course," she replied, irritable because she was

suddenl y anxi ous about entering the city.

Nei t her of them had asked her if she wanted to watch
the spiders screamfromthe plaza of Avohir's great tenple,
not far fromthe cataconb where she'd encountered G x.

Xant cha knew she woul d have lied even if they had. She'd
never told Urza about the denon before, and events had
nmoved too swiftly since Narjabul to tell himnow Besides,
she hadn't expected to be anxious. If the denpbn had want ed
to find her, he could have found her. Phyrexian denons were
many terrible things, but they weren't shapechangers the
way Urza was. If G x hadn't pursued Xantcha to any of the
out - of -way pl aces she'd been since their encounter, she
didn't expect himto sinply appear in the mddle of Pincar
City's crowded pl aza.

"You'll need these,’
m | k-white wax.

She hesitated before taking them and asked the
guestion, Why? with her eyes.

"You're vul nerable, and the arnor m ght not be enough
protection. Plug your ears first. You'll know when, and
you'll have tine. Don't fret about it."

He must think the spiders thensel ves were what made her
junpy, and he mi ght have been right, if it weren't for G x.
"I won't worry," she lied and tucked the wax in the hem of
her sl eeve. Then she asked the question she'd been
avoi ding. "Afterward? Should | break the crystal ?" She
still had the one he'd given her for Narjabul

“I'"1l find you."

Xant cha di pped her chin. After three thousand years, it
woul d end wi thout even a good-bye. She coul d see Kayl a
frowning in her mnd s eye. The Antiquity Wars shoul d have
prepared her for this.

Urza 'wal ked away. She and Ratepe waited silently for
sundown. Their lives were unraveling, pulled apart between
the past and future. Xantcha wanted to hold the present
tight. This past year with Ratepe was as cl ose as she had
ever cone to forgetting that she hadn't been born. She
sensed that once the present becane the past, regardl ess of
what ever lay in the future, these nonments woul dn't be
recapt ur ed.

But when Xantcha | ooked at Ratepe, staring northwest,
toward the city of his past and future, she had nothing to
say to himuntil the sky darkened and the first stars had
appear ed.

"It's time," she said.

They sat together as Xantcha recited her mmenonic and
t he sphere formed around them

Country folk who didn't want to pay for a roomwithin
the city had pitched tents in the fields and fairgrounds
beyond the walls. Between the snoke fromtheir cookfires
and a scattering of clouds overhead, Xantcha had no trouble
getting the them over the walls and above the sout heast

Urza said

Urza offered her two | unps of



gquarter of the city. Ratepe said he knew the area and
provided directions to a quiet street and the |ong-
abandoned courtyard of a burnt-out house.

"You lived here?" Xantcha asked when the sphere had
col | apsed.

He pointed at a gaping second-story w ndow. "Last |
saw, it was burning. My nother was yelling at ny father
telling himto carry me and forget about his precious
books. "

"Did he?"

"Yes." Ratepe put his armon a charred door. It opened
partway, then struck a fallen roof beam "W weren't poor
|'d' ve thought that by now someone woul d' ve taken advant age
of our misfortune.”

Xant cha took his hand, tugging himtoward the alley
that led back to the street. "Renmenber how you said
everything was smaller since Uza's war? Everything' s even
smaller in Pincar Gty."

She and Urza weren't the only ones letting go of their
pasts. Xantcha coul d al nost hear Ratepe's disillusionment
as they made their way to the w de plaza between the royal
pal ace and Avohir's tenmple. There were as many enpty houses
as occupi ed ones, and those that were inhabited had
shuttered wi ndows, despite the sumer humidity. Their doors
were strapped with iron.

Rat epe didn't see anyone he mi ght have recogni zed
because they didn't see anyone at all. The sounds of the
festival came filtered over the rooftops, along with the
faint scent of sleepers, but the nei ghborhoods were | ocked
tight.

VWen they got to the great plaza between Tabama's
pal ace and Avohir's tenple, they understood why, and saw
why so many festival -goers had chosen to pitch tents
outside the city walls. The crowd was sullen and nean-
spirited, |ooking for fights and, by the sounds of it,
finding themw th each other. Mst of themwere nmen dressed
as Ratepe and Xantcha were dressed in the nondescri pt
garnments of the countryside. The few wonen whom Xant cha
could see didn't appear to be anyone's wi fe, nother
daughter, or sister-not quite the fam |y gathering Ratepe
had prom sed.

He didn't said a word when the crowd surged and parted,
giving thema glinpse of eight grimfaced nen coning
t hrough a pal ace gate, headed for Avohir's tenple. The nen
were uni forned in bl ack-dyed | eather and chain mail, except
for their sleeveless surcoats, which bore a broad red
stripe above the hem Two of themcarried torches that
coul d doubl e as polearns, the other six carried short
hal ber ds-w cked weapons with a crescent ax facing one
direction and a sharpened gut-hook going the other way.
Xant cha knew the ki nd of damage such weapons coul d do
agai nst a nostly unarnored nmob; she hoped she wasn't going
to witness it again.

The crowd refornmed in the Red-Stripe wake, watchful and
not quite silent. Someone muttered fighting words, but not
| oud enough for Red-Stripe ears. That would cone |ater
Xantcha figured her hopes were futile. Both sides woul dn't
be satisfied with anything | ess than bl oodshed.

"I-1 don't know what's happened, " Ratepe stammered.

" Sl eepers?”



He wanted an affirmative answer, which Xantcha coul dn't
give. There was oil in the air, the snell faint and nostly
coming fromthe tenple or the palace, both still secure
within their separate walls. "W happened,"” Xantcha
replied, as grimas the Red-Stripe faces. "W nmade sure the
truth got out, didn't we? These are all your folk, Ratepe,
ordi nary Efuands, the ones who got caught up with the Red-
Stripes and the ones who didn't. Now everybody's got a
grudge. "

Scream ng spiders and Phyrexi ans would just get in the
way.

"I was afraid of what would happen if we just took out
the Red-Stripes and the Phyrexians, but this is worse than
| imagined it could ever be," Ratepe said. Hi s hand rested
nmonentarily on her shoulder, then fell away.

Closer to the tenple, the plaza erupted in shouts and
screans. Ratepe succunbed to gawking curiosity as he eased
past Xantcha for a better |ook at the skirm sh. She grabbed
his arm and rocked hi m back on his heels.

"Unl ess you know a better place with food and beds, "

she snapped, "I say we go to ground in your famly's old
courtyard." They were traveling |ight on everything but
gold. "This will be calner cone daylight, or the whole city

could be in flanes," she added.

Wt hout nuch confidence, Ratepe said that the better
inns were on the western side of the plaza. Xantcha, who
hadn't eaten since the previous night in Narjabul, was
gane, though she had to grab Ratepe's armagain to keep him
fromstriking off through the mddle of the plaza.

"Forget you ever knew this place, all right? Pay
attention to what you see, not what you renenber,"” she
advi sed as they headed north, toward the sea and the
pal ace.

They were on the cobbl estones near the Red-Stripe
barracks, doing their best not to attract attention, when
the tenple gongs rang out. This tinme Xantcha expected the
wor st and woul d have bolted for any shadow | arge enough to
contain the sphere if Ratepe hadn't held her back

"There's a procession every night," he said. "That's
what everyone's here for, what they' re supposed to be here
for. The high priests march the Book around and put it on
the dais until midnight."

Xant cha noticed the hul king white-draped platformin
the mddle of the plaza for the first time. "Every night?"
she asked, thinking of tonorrow night when the spiders
woul d scream

Rat epe nodded.

She nodded, too, seeing to the heart of his requests.
"You' ve been thinking about this fromthe noment Urza
started tal king about exposing the sleepers with the
d i mer Mon! So, why, exactly, put shatter spiders on the
altar?"

"Because the Book won't be there when the altar's
destroyed. | figured it would shanme the Shratta, whatever's
left of themand | wanted the Shratta shaned at the sane
time the Red-Stripes were exposed. | didn't expect Red-
Stripes to be |l eading the procession.”

He cocked his head toward the tenple where what he'd
descri bed was happeni ng: the sane eight arned nmen they'd
seen earlier marched at the head of a short parade whose



focal point was an ornately shrouded litter bearing
Avohir's holy book. The tone's contai ner was borne on the
shoul ders of four priests, at |east one of whom reeked oil.
Xant cha gl anced up at the sky.

The dimrer Moon had risen, but though she knew the
habits of the larger noon and its phases, she'd al ways
regarded the smaller nbon as a nui sance, sonetines there,
soneti nes not, never welconme. She didn't know if it rose
earlier or later each day and wasn't conpletely clear on
the whole "striking its zenith" nonent that Urza was
counting on.

"They just carry the Book out to the dais and then
carry it back at mdnight? A couple thousand paces. You're
not hoping for sonmething to happen while they're carrying
it, are you?" |If Ratepe had wanted to shame the Shratta
she coul dn't imagi ne anything nore effective than having a
sl eeper collapse while the holy book's litter was sitting
on his shoul der.

"No," Ratepe replied, but before he could specify which
guestion he'd answered, the nearest pal ace gate swung open
More armed and arnored Red-Stripes energed.

A sl eeper marched in the second octet. He passed so
cl ose that Xantcha was sure she knew which of the eight it
was: a cl eanshaven young man, not apparently rmuch ol der
t han Rat epe and not handsome either. H's mouth and nose

were too big for his face, his eyes too small. Wen he
turned and stared, Xantcha's bl ood cool ed. She forced her
head to remain still and her eyes to | ose focus. He m ght

not be able to tell she'd been watching him Xantcha held
her breath, too, though that surely was too |late. Wen the
octet had passed, she started wal ki ng agai n.

The dais was still unburdened when they reached the
western plaza where the guild inns, each a little fortress,
stood behind their closed-gate walls. Ratepe handl ed the
negotiations with the guild guards while Xantcha wat ched
t he procession go round and round the plaza. The joint
gui Il d of barbers and surgeons had a room behind the kitchen
for which they wanted an exorbitant ampunt of copper and
silver but not in any of the fornms Xantcha or Ratepe
carried it. Fortunately-but not, she suspected,
coincidentally- there was a noney changers' booth butted up
agai nst the barber's watchtower.

"Festival robbery," Ratepe said dramatically as he
coll ected the deval ued worth of a golden ring. "Tabarna
shal | hear of this!"

"Avohir, he knows," the noney changer replied, pointing
to the |l ead seals dangling froma silk ribbon overhead.

The room behind the kitchen had been | et to another
travel er. They wound up in a dust-choked garret that
Xant cha was sure had been hone to a fl ock of pigeons
earlier in the day.

"The food will be good," Ratepe promn sed once they'd
clainmed their quarters.

"Don't say another word. You' ve been wrong about
everything else. If you keep quiet now, the nmeal may at
| east be edible!" She was jesting, resorting to the rough
hunor that worked well on the Chran R dge and fl oundered
here in the city.

But the food was good. They devoured roast lamb with
sweet herbs, a thick grainy paste that tasted of nuts and



saf fron, honey-gl azed bread, and an overflow ng jug of the
berry wine served only for the Festival of Fruits. It
wasn't worth the silver they'd paid for it, but it was good
nonet hel ess, and they haul ed the remaining wine up to the
top of the stairs when they were finished.

The garret overhung a blind alley, but a bit of
acrobatics put themon the roof and gave them one of the
better views of the plaza that Pincar had to offer. A
breeze stirred the humd air, making it pleasant. In the
pl aza, Avohir's book remai ned open on the dais. Red-Stripes
stood guard while priests took turns reciting Shratta
verses from menory-or so Ratepe said. Their voices didn't
reach the top of the guild inn

The crowd had thinned, and what renmined had settled in
around ten or fifteen canmpfires scattered across the
cobbl est ones. Red-Stripes stood guard outside the pal ace
and the tenple. Xantcha wondered who held the allegi ance of
the men who guarded the inns. Not that it nattered
overmuch. The sky was open to her sphere if they had to get
away in a hurry.

"This is a good place," she decided. "W can see
everything that's inportant, and there's nothing to block
the sphere if we need it. We'll watch tonorrow night from
here.”

They stayed on the roof until the tenple gongs sounded
again at mdnight and the Red-Stripes escorted the huge
holy book into Avohir's sanctuary.

"What do they do if it rains?" Xantcha asked as they
swung and slipped back to the garret.

If the roof had been pleasant, their rented roomwas a
prison. Leaving the w ndows open had attracted swarns of
buzzing, biting insects without inproving the air. The
excuse for a bed snelled as if its last occupant had been a
corpse, and a summertime corpse at that. Xantcha seriously
consi dered yawni ng out the sphere, if only for Ratepe's
sake. She'd breathed Phyrexian air, the ultimte standard
by which foul air should be judged, and survived w thout a
wheeze or cough. Poor Ratepe was sneezing hinself inside
out and short of breath. In the end they dragged the best
of the blankets up to the roof and bedded down beneath the
stars.

The day they'd been waiting for began before dawn with
nore gongs clanging fromthe tenple as the Festival of
Fruits started its fourth day. Wen the city gates opened,
the tent encanpments disgorged their pilgrim who were, on
the whol e, far | ess hardened than the men who'd held sway
in the plaza at night. There were children and fl ower
sellers and all the other things Ratepe renenbered fromhis
own chil dhood. He coaxed Xantcha out of the garret for
bow s of berries and a second visit to Avohir's great
sanctuary.

The line of petitioners waiting for Avohir to dry their
tears was prohibitively long and the cloi ster passage to
the priests' quarters and, ultimately, the crypt where
she'd confronted G x was cl osed of f and guarded by the
burliest Red-Stripes she'd seen since arriving in the city.
They glistened with oily sweat, but they weren't Phyrexian

"I can't believe they're all gone but that one
scented last night with the litter," Xantcha nused when
Rat epe had finished taking her on a brief tour of the



sanctuary. "Maybe G x had pulled the sanctuary sl eepers
back. It doesn't take much practice to be a bully like a
Red-Stripe, but a priest has to do things right."

"You put the spiders where they live-"

"I'd feel better if I'd seen that they were still in
pl ace."

"We'l I find out soon enough," Ratepe replied with the
sort of fatalism Xantcha hersel f usually brought to any
di scussi on.

They were on the tenple porch, |ooking down at the
pl aza froma different angle and gazing north at an
afternoon storm There was time for one nore bow of
berries before the storm swept over the pal ace. Xantcha was
indifferent to sweets, but Ratepe would have eaten hinsel f
sick. She saw what they did with Avohir's book when it
rained. A team of priests who'd obviously worked together
before scranbled to get the great book cl osed and covered
with a bl eached sail.

"It's going to get wet and ruined sooner or later," she
poi nted out as she and Ratepe clinbed the five flights of
narrow, rickety stairs to the garret.

" Sooner . "

"But isn't it too precious to be mstreated |ike that?"

"It used to be there was a new Book every five years. |
think the one they've got is maybe ol der than that. But
it's not any one specific copy of the Book that matters,
it's the idea of Avohir's book and the wisdomit contains.
When a new Book's brought into the tenple, the old one is
cut up and passed out. Some people say if you burn a piece
of the Book on New Year's Day, you'll have a better year
but some people-ny father, for one-kept his scraps in a
speci al box." Ratepe fell silent and stared out the w ndow
at the rain.

"Lost ?" Xantcha asked.

"We brought it with out of the city. | didn't even
think about it after the Shratta." He went back to staring.

"Should I buy a duck?" Xantcha asked, quite serious.

"A duck?"
"Six days after the Festival of Fruits, you'll be
ni neteen. | made sure | renenbered. You said your nother

roasted a duck."

"We'll see after tonight."

The festival crowds never recovered fromtheir
aft ernoon soaki ng. Hundreds of Efuands had returned to
their tents beyond the walls, and the rowdy, mean-spirited
el ement took over the plaza |ong before the m dsumer sun
was ready to set. Xantcha and Ratepe were spotted standing
on the roof, silhouetted by the sun. The innkeeper, a man
as burly as the sanctuary Red-Stripes renm nded themin no
uncertain terns that they'd rented the garret. For an
additional two silver bits they rented the roof as well
The i nnkeeper offered to send up supper and anot her jug of
berry wi ne.

Xantcha had had her fill of berries. They ate with the
ot her guests in the comons, another |eisurely, overpriced
meal, then retreated to the roof for the spectacle. The
western sky was bl azing, and there were two brawls in the
pl aza, one strictly anong the revelers, the other between
the revel ers and what appeared to be a cornered pair of
Red-Stripes. A different, nore strident set of gongs was



struck, and a phal anx of nounted warriors thundered out of
t he pal ace, naces raised and swords drawn.

She coul dn't deci pher the details of the skirm sh from
the rooftop, but it wasn't |long before three corpses were
dragged away and a handful of nen, bl oodied and staggering,
were marched into the pal ace. One of the prisoners wore an
enpty sword belt. He wasn't a Red-Stripe; that besieged
pai r had vani shed back into the cadres. By his straight
posture and arrogant air, even in defeat, the prisoner
| ooked to be a nobleman, the first of that breed Xantcha
had seen since arriving in Pincar City.

The nobl eman' s appearance crystallized a concl usion
that had been lurking in Xantcha's thoughts. "Efuan Pincar
has lost its |eaders," she suggested to Ratepe. "Wuerever
| ook, whether at the Red-Stripes, the tenple, or that nob
down there, | don't see anyone taking charge. If there are
| eaders, they're giving their orders in secret and then
wat chi ng what happens from a di stance, but they're not
leading fromin front."

Rat epe had an expl anation for that absence. "Efuan
Pincar's not |ike Baszerat and Mdrvern and places like that
where every man, wonan and child answers to a lord. Qur
Ancestors left that way behind at the Founding. It's
witten in Avohir's book. W have a season for making
decisions, wintertime, when the harvest's been gathered and
there's tine to sit and tal k-"

" \Where's your king? Were's Tabarna? Wen | canme here
twenty years ago, he was visible. If there'd been riots
out side his palace, the way there' ve been | ast ni ght and
toni ght, he'd have been out here. If not him then someone,
a high priest, a nobleman, even a nerchant. There were nen
and worren who coul d speak | ouder than the nob. Look down
there. Fol k have been killed, and there's no true reaction
There's anger everywhere, but nobody's gathering it and
turning it into a weapon."

"Ef uands aren't sheep. We think for ourselves." Ratepe
countered quickly, a reply that had the sound of an
over| eaned | esson

"Well, it's strange, very strange. It's not |ike
anything |'ve seen before, and that doesn't happen very
often. And it's not the way Efuand Pincar was twenty-odd
years ago. Your king or someone woul d be visible. Efuands
may not be sheep, Ratepe, but without |eaders to stop them
I don't wonder that the Red-Stripes and Shratta were able
to cause such trouble for you."

"Are you saying Phyrexians were with the Shratta and
the Red-Stripes fromthe start?"

Rat epe was i ncredul ous, sarcastic, but as soon as
Xant cha t hought about her answer, she realized, "Yes, | am
I found G x in Avohir's crypt, but | probably could have
found himin the pal ace just as easily."

"Do you think he's still here?"

"He m ght be. That passageway | saw wasn't |ike an
anbul ator. But G x was too big to chase nme up the stairs.
If he's here, he's not going to conme wal ki ng through the
sanctuary doors."

Rat epe said nothing as the sunset aged from anmber to
| avender. Then, in little nore than a whisper, he said, "In
the war, Urza and Mshra's war, the Brotherhood of G x nade
t hensel ves useful to both sides. They pretended to be



neutral. Neither Mshra nor Urza questioned them but they
answered to G x, didn't they? The G x in Avohir's tenple.
The G x who nade you. He controlled the brotherhood, and

t he brotherhood mani pul ated the brothers. Avohir's sweet
nmercy, G x-the Phyrexians-did control that war. Kayla Bin-
Kroog said never to forget the m stakes we made, but she
didn't suspect the real rot. " Hs voice trailed off,
then returned. "It's happening again, isn't it? Here and
everywhere. And nobody's seeing it cone."

"Urza has." Xantcha let out a pent-up breath. "Uza's
mad in a thousand different ways, but he does renenber, and
he has |l earned. He knows to fight this war differently. He
knows not to nake the old m stakes. |'ve been listening to
him but | wasn't watching him Urza lies to hinself as
much as he lies to you or ne, but that hasn't stopped him
from doi ng what has to be done. Until now. |'ve got to go
back, Ratepe, after tonight. I've got to find himand tel
hi m about G x and about the Thran. There's a part of him
that needs to know deserves to know everything that |
know. "

"You won't go alone, will you?"

"Ef uan Pincar's going to need true | eaders."

"True, but for Efuan Pincar's sake, Urza needs a Mshra
that | can trust."”

The dinmrer Moon was the evening star this m dsumer
season, far brighter than the star Ratepe called the Sea-
Star and Xantcha called Berulu. It pierced the deepening
twilight like a faintly mal evol ent diamond. Every world
t hat Xantcha remenbered where sentient races cane together
to talk and create societies, fol k | ooked overhead and
recited nyths about the stars, the noon, and the wanderers.

@Qul many was no exception, but the @inmer Mon was. It
was bright, it wandered, everybody saw it, everybody knew
it, and by sone unspoken agreenent, nobody included it in
their nyths. Like a loud, uninvited guest, the @i nmrer Mon
was acknow edged across the island with averted eyes and
si | ence.

Even knowi ng what an inportant part it would play this
eveni ng, neither Xantcha nor Ratepe could look at it for
long, and the pall it cast effectively ended their
conver sati on.

O her, friendlier stars made their nightly appearance.
Avohir's gongs cl anged to announced the holy book's
procession fromthe sanctuary altar to the white-draped
dai s. Xantcha found herself breathing in painful gasps,
expecting the spiders to screamwhile the litter was in
transit. She clutched Urza's waxen lunps in her fists and
had the menonic for his arnmor on the edge of her mnd. But
the Aimrer Moon didn't strike its zenith in the night's
early hours.

She couldn't truly relax after the book was on the dais
and the priests had begun to recite whatever passages
tradition declared appropriate for the fourth night of the
Festival of Fruits. The nmenory of her one exposure to the
spi ders kept her nerves jangled. Urza had been steadily
i ncreasing the range and power of his tiny artifacts. \Wat
i f the conbination of wax and arnor weren't enough? The
| evel part of the roof where they stood was a small square,
three paces on a side, twelve in all, which she traced,
first to the left, then to the right.



"Stop pacing, please!" Ratepe begged. "You're making ne
nervous, and you're making ne dizzy."

Xantcha couldn't stand still, so she slid over the edge
of the roof and into the garret, where the usabl e pacing
area was somewhat smaller. She'd worked up a clinging sweat
bef ore thousands of insects got between her ears and her
m nd. She put the wax plugs into her ears and got Urza's
arnor out of the cyst within a few heartbeats, but not
bef ore she was gasping on the floor

Rat epe appeared in the garret wi ndow just as she'd
recovered enough to stand. He grabbed her hand. Xantcha
could feel his excitement, but she'd becone deaf even to
her own voice. They didn't need words, though, to return to
t he roof where Ratepe's swi nging arm showed her where to
| ook for already fallen sleeprs.

They' d gotten | ucky, she thought, observing in sterile
silence. Sonme of the Efuand Red-Stripes must have known
there were Phyrexians within their cadres. How else to
explain the swiftness with which the standing Red-Stripes
di stanced thenselves fromtheir fallen conrades or, in one
i nstance that unfolded in the torch-l1it area in sight of
the guild inn's roof, turned their weapons on one of their
own?

From t he begi nni ng Rat epe had been concerned with the
probl em of how unaffected folk mght interpret the sleeprs
col l apse. The issue seened to be resolving itself nore
favorably, if also nmore violently, than either he or
Xant cha dared hope.

She coul d see nmen and wonen whose nout hs were novi ng,
and she wi shed she could ask Ratepe what they were
shouting. Probably she coul d have asked; it was the hearing
of the answer that no wi sh could grant her.

The first of the shatter spiders did its damage as a
section of the Red-Stripe barrack collapsed. She could see
the destruction fromthe roof, which was higher than the
first of several walls that encircled the palace. The folk
in the plaza woul dn't have seen anything, but they m ght
have heard the walls fall, or the inevitable shouts as
fl ames poked through the rubble. Overturned | anps and such
fini shed what the shatter-spiders had begun

In all, Xantcha thought, it was going very well. She
was surprised that Ratepe wasn't visibly jubilant. She
tried to ask himw th gestures and the old hand code that
she and Urza had devised and that, |acking foresight of
this nmoment, she'd failed to teach him Ratepe pointed
toward Avohir's tenple, where the shatter-spiders had yet
to produce any obvi ous danmage and no priests, sleeper or
otherwi se, were visible in the pools of torchlight.

Could G x have ordered a search that had renoved her
handi wor k? The Phyrexi an presence in Avohir's tenple had
been noticeably less tainted with the glistening oil scent
when Xantcha had nmade her second visit to Pincar Gty and
all but absent this past afternoon

But if the denbn had scoured the tenple walls, wouldn't
he have checked the Red-Stripe barracks, too, or the plaza
itsel f? Were conpl eat Phyrexians truly lacking in
suspi ci ous i magi nati on?

There was a flurry around the dais. The holy readers
were no |longer reciting, and other priests had joined them
getting in one another's way as they closed the great book



and nade haste to get the litter poles beneath it. That
woul d expl ain Ratepe's distress. He didn't want Avohir's
book inside the sanctuary when-if-the altar collapsed.

But there was nmore she should worry about: Red-Stripes
cadres had spilled fromthe barracks and the tenple. They
began, ruthlessly, to restore order in the swirling crowd.
Their only opposition came fromthose ot her Red-Stripes
who' d turned on the disabled sl eepers when the spiders
began to scream It seenmed that sonme sleepers and
Phyrexi ans hadn't been affected by U za's artifacts or,
even nmore incredibly, that sone Efuands had so enbraced
Phyrexi an aspirations that they pursued them even after the
Phyr exi ans had fall en.

Xant cha grabbed Ratepe's sl eeve and nade him face her

"What' s happeni ng down there?" she denmanded. "Is it
over? Can | unplug ny ears?"

He shrugged hel pl essly and, consumed by frustration
Xantcha stuck a finger in one ear

The spiders hadn't stopped screamnm ng, and breaking the
seal that protected her fromtheir power was an instant,
terrible mistake. Xantcha |ost all awareness and sense of
herself until she was on her back. Ratepe knelt over her
pressing his fingers against her ears. One hand was bl oody
when she felt strong enough to push them both away. Ratepe
hel ped her stand.

The situation had changed in the plaza. Some of the
second wave of Red-Stripes had succunbed to the spiders
scream ng. They were literally torn apart by the Efuand
nmob, and gruesone though that was to watch, it was al so
instructive. The resistant Red-Stripes were nore conpl eat
than Xantcha or the already fallen sleepers. Beneath their
seem ngly nortal skins they had bones of netal, wred
sinews, and veins that spilled glistening oil onto the
cobbl est ones.

The oil did truly glisten in mal evol ent shades of green
and purple until someone discovered, as U za had di scovered
a very long time ago, that glistening oil burned.

A sl ow novi ng question that was not her own passed
t hrough Xantcha's m nd, and Ratepe's, too-he staggered and
m ght have fallen fromthe roof, if Xantcha hadn't grabbed
him Across the plaza, nost Efuands were not so fortunate,

t hough they had less far to fall. Al whom Xantcha coul d
see shook thensel ves back to their senses and stood up
unharned. None of the Efuands, including Ratepe, could know
what had happened, but Xantcha, who knew a denon's touch
when she felt it, |looked for a strand of ruby red light and
found it sweeping through the snoke above the burning oil

G x.

Xantcha's hand rose to her throat. She broke the
crystal . Ratepe watched her do it; he asked questions she
couldn't hear, and she answered with the denon's nane.

Avohir's sweet mercy! She read the prayer from Ratepe's
lips.

In the plaza, the frantic priests of Avohir had finally
slung the litter poles beneath the holy book in position to
carry the volume back to the sanctuary. That buil ding had
still to show any signs of damage fromthe shatter' Spiders.
The sanctuary m ght not show such danage to observers on
the guild-inn roof. They hadn't expected or intended to
bring the great outer walls down, nmerely the altar and a



dormitory cloister behind the sanctuary. And, of course,
the spiral stairway down to the crypt.

Xantcha didn't know whether to relax or ratchet her
apprehension tighter when the priests successfully
navi gat ed through the plaza throng, and Avohir's holy book
di sappeared into the sanctuary. Ratepe was obviously nore
anxi ous, but his lips noved too quickly for her to read his
words, even after she'd asked himto sl ow down and speak
di stinctly.

Then sonet hi ng happened to nmake Rat epe put his hands
over his ears. Al across the plaza, Efuands hitherto
unaffected were reacting to a painful noise, but there were
no Red- Stripes-no Phyrexians-to take advantage of them All
of them sleepers and conpl eat, those already dead and

those still alive, sinmply expl oded, bursting |ike sun-
ri pened corpses. Sound, as Urza had promi sed, with the
power to shake glistening oil until it pulled apart. The

dimer Mon had struck its zenith. Everything until that
nonent had been nere forewarning.

Xantcha's whol e body tingled fromthe inside out. If
Uza's arnor failed, she'd be dead before she knew she was
endangered. She tried to inagine the scenes in all the
other cities where she and Urza had planted the spiders.
Born Dominari ans on their knees, as Ratepe was, perhaps
spattered with blood that glistened nalevolently in the
moonlight. Al of themwondering if it were their turn to
di e.

The Red-Stripe barracks collapsed and, through her
feet, Xantcha heard the ground wail. A cloud of dust as
large as the guild inn billowed through sanctuary doors, a
cloud that rose quickly to hide the tenple and half the
pl aza from Xantcha's view. Wen dust had settled sone, she
and every Efuand saw that the great dome above the altar
and the gong tower-shadows in the night nmonents earlier-
were both m ssing.

From hi s knees, Ratepe |owered his hands and pounded
the roof with his fists. A god who couldn't protect his
book or his sanctuary was apt to lose the faith of his
wor shi pers. Xantcha didn't know the depth of Ratepe's
faith, but she guessed it had been shaken to its roots.

It was shaken further when an intense red glow filled
Avohir's sanctuary, overflow ng through the open doors, the
wi ndows, and the roof. Xantcha saw the wotd fire on
Ratepe's lips, but the light wasn't fire. It was G x.

Xant cha broke the chain that had held Urza's pendant
around her neck. She held the crystal up in the crinson
light. Very clearly, it was broken and, just as clearly,
Urza wasn't coming. He hadn't said where he'd go to watch
the dimrer Moon strike its zenith. He could have gone to
the Gimrer Moon itself or he could have remained in the
OChran Ridge cottage.

O Urza's absence could nmean that G x was not the only
denon on Dominarian soil and that U za was already in a
desperate brawl. Urza could 'wal k anywhere, but even he
couldn't be in two places at once.

The red light within Avohir's sanctuary grew brighter
larger. It fluctuated and enitted serpentine flares that
faded slowly in the night. The snmell of Phyrexia grew
steadily stronger. Xantcha inmagi ned G x burning and
battering his way up fromthe cataconbs. She wondered if he



had the power to destroy a city and didn't doubt for a
heart beat that the denon would, if he could.

There was not hi ng Xantcha could do to stop G x, and
until she was sure that the spiders were exhausted, there
was not hing she dared do to spirit herself and Ratepe away.

Vast crinson fingers leapt fromthe roofl ess sanctuary.
They soared into the sky, then arched toward the plaza.
Looki ng up, Xantcha and everyone el se saw that the fingers
were hollow, filled with darkness and fanged |ike serpents.
The darkness resenbl ed the upright passageway to Phyrexia
that she'd seen in the crypt. Xantcha feared they'd all be
sucked into the Fourth Sphere. Ratepe put his arms around
her, and Xantcha w apped hers around him She wanted to
feel his warm nortal flesh with her fingers and woul dn't
have cared if the spiders killed her, except that she
woul dn't force Ratepe to watch her die.

She saw a ribbon of silvery light emerge fromthe
center of palace. Diving and soaring, the pal ace |ight
pi erced each serpent and drew themall together with a
choki ng knot before draggi ng them over the north wall and
out to sea

Xant cha shouted, "Urza!" at Ratepe who needed a few
nore heartbeats before he could shape his |ips around the
nane.

G x fought back, but as Xantcha had al ways suspect ed,
Urza was nore than a match for a Phyrexian denmon ... or a
Thran one. Neither duelist was visible fromthe plaza or
the roof, though they each knew exactly where the other
was. They fought with Iight and fire, with artifacts and
creatures that defied nam ng in any | anguage Xant cha knew.
G x woul d have lost quickly if the denon had not ai med nost
of his destruction at the Efuand survivors in the plaza and
thereby forced U za to defend the innocent.

Then Urza | oosed two weapons at once: bolts of
lightning to counter G x's last cowardly thrust and a
dragon shaped like the one he'd ridden into Phyrexia, but
shaped from golden light. Stars shone through the dragon's
Wi ngs, but its power was anything but illusory. A jet of
i ntense blue fire shot fromits nouth as it began a stoop
that would take it into Gx's sanctuary lair

Gx didn't die fighting; nor did he retreat to
Phyrexia. Instead he abandoned Pincar City altogether: a
relatively small green-gold streak racing to the south, a
hal f - breath ahead of the dragon's flane.

Xant cha expected the dragon to pursue G x over the
hori zon, but it continued its stoop into the ruined
sanctuary. She braced herself for the physical shock wave
of a crash that never cane. A heartbeat, and another, and
the dragon lifted into flight again, showing first its
Wi ngs, then its spidery torso, and at last, clasped in a
pair of legs, a book that recently had seenmed very | arge
and now | ooked quite small. The dragon beat its transl ucent
wings twice for altitude. Then it stooped again and set
Avohir's holy book on the battered dais before climnbing
back into the sky.

The dragon circled out to sea-Avohir's hone according
to nyth-and the Efuands still standing, including Ratepe,
set up a cheer in its wake, but Urza wasn't finished. He
brought the dragon back (Xantcha woul d have sworn he shrank
it just a bit, too) for a gentle glide over the pal ace



roofs. Through its bright, shifting |light, Xantcha wasn't
sure it had picked something up until it was al npst
overhead and she could see a frail old man getting the ride
of his life.

It was a miracle of another sort that Tabarna's heart
didn't fail before the dragon set hi mdown beside Avohir's
book. The dragon flew straight up after that and
di sappeared anong the stars.

The Efuands who'd cheered the survival of their book
went wild when they saw their king. Xantcha couldn't get
Ratepe's attention no matter how hard she pounded his back
or how |l oudly she shouted, "Is it over? Can | rel ease
Urza's arnor?"

Yes, it's over, Xantcha. Urza's voice spoke to
Xant cha' s t houghts.

You heard! she replied, releasing the arnmor and pulling
the wax out of her ears. You cane! The cheers of the crowd,
after total silence, were as deafening as the spiders.

Xant cha had troubl e hearing U za when he said, still in
her mind, |I've been here all along, keeping my eyes on G Xx.
| didn't want to frighten you

Waste not, want not. How | ong had Urza known?

Xant cha hadn't kept her thoughts private. Urza pulled
the question fromher mnd and answered it. Since the

priest in the orchard. I went back to all the haunted

pl aces. | saw how the Phyrexi-ans had crept into my world
again. | found Tabama in a ceil beneath the pal ace-he was
quite mad, but still hinself. The Phyrexians needed to trot

hi m out periodically, and they could only do what they did
to Mshra because he carried the Wakstone. So |I stole
Tabarna fromthem and hid hi mon anot her pl ane.

That, | confess, was the act that brought G x here to
Pincar City. Since then, everything |I've done-everything
I've had you do-has been building toward this nonment.
heal ed Tabama. Madness, you know, sinks deep roots in a
man's soul once he's seen sights and thought thoughts no
man should see or think. There are sone nonents he'll never
renenber again, nonents such as | wish | could forget,
Xantcha. The Shratta could not be deceived, so they were
killed while Tabama watched. But he'll |ive another ten
years and sire another son or two. | guarantee it.

Xant cha had warned her slave, assume that if you' ve
t hought about it Urza knows it. Then she had failed to
remenber her own advice

"You' ve had reason to be suspicious, Xantcha. There's
never been anyone who could do for ne what |'ve done for
Tabar na. "

Urza was on the roof with them I|ooking very ordinary.
He had no trouble getting Ratepe's attention but was
unpr epared when Ratepe threw hinself into a joyous, tearfu
enbr ace.

The affection Efuands had for their el derly Kking-whose
speech none of them could hope to hear through their
shouti ng- was not hi ng Xantcha wanted to understand, though
it was also clear that Urza had done exactly what was
necessary to insure that the real mwould recover fromits
| ong battering.

Xantcha stood a bit apart from Ratepe and Urza, giving
herself a few nmonents to consider all that she'd just
| earned. She stayed apart when Urza extended his hand.



"What happens next?" she demanded thinking deliberately
of G x.

"I go to Koilos."

She folded her arms. "Not alone. Not if you're going
after Gx."

Urza frowned, then sighed. "No, | suppose not." He
turned to Ratepe. "And you, Brother, | suppose you'll want
to conme, too."

CHAPTER 24

The sun just had risen over the Kher Ridge, far to the
east of @il many island and Efuan Pincar. It would be a
sumer day with clear air and high clouds that woul dn't
cone close to raining on these desert-dry stones. Koil os,
the Secret Heart, was on the other side of the nmountain
where Xantcha and Ratepe rested, waiting for Ratepe to
recover fromthe three-step "walk fromPincar Cty. Uza
was al ready at the cavern. He'd sworn he wouldn't go
| ooking for Gx until they arrived, unless G x cane | ooki ng
for him

Rat epe sat on the ground, chafing his arns and | egs
agai nst the norning chill and the shock of healing.

"You think he knows everything?"

Xantcha had just finished telling himwhat had passed
bet ween her and Urza on the guild-inn roof not an hour
earlier. She was inpatient to yawn out the sphere and get
into the air, even though she knew there'd be no part for
her or Ratepe to play in the coming fight. Mdre than three
t housand years ago she'd watched as other denons thrust G x
down a fumarole to punishment that had proved | ess than
eternal . She expected Urza to do a better job and wanted to
wat ch himdoing it

"He's still calling you Mshra."

Rat epe nodded several tines. "True enough. But he was
something in the sky last night over Pincar GCty-a little

whi | e ago- whenever. | got used to the idea that he was the
crazed, foolish man who lived on the other side of the
wall. | let myself forget what | knew he was, through the

Weakstone. He was the man who cane within an hour of
destroying the world."

"You weren't the only one,"’
ready to finish this?"

"All in anorning's work," Ratepe joked grimy as he
stood. "Avohir's nercy, | should be happy. | am happy, but

Xant cha confessed. "You

inside, | feel like | felt after I saw ny father dead, or
when we were falling through that storm over the ocean and
we were floating in your sphere. | don't feel a part of

anything that's around ne. If | ask nyself what happens
next, there's nothing there, not even a sunrise.”

Xantcha replied, "Uza 'wal ked us under the sun. That's
why we missed the sunrise, and I'll try not to drop the
sphere through a stormagain.'' She |left Ratepe's other
observati ons behind on the ground as the sphere flowed
around themand lifted theminto the air.

Urza waited not far fromthe place where Xantcha had
read the Thran glyphs. He was taller than any nortal man
and clad in his full panoply with robes arnored in the
colors of sorcery. His hand circled the gnarled wood of a
war staff capped with a peculiar blue-gray netal. H s eyes



were hard and faceted, as if he'd see nothing so puny as
flesh, but his voice was strong and vi brant when he greeted
t hem

"G Xx is here, waiting for ne.

The scents of Phyrexia were indeed in the air:
glistening oil, Fourth Sphere fumes, and the mal evol ence
Xant cha recogni zed as G x. She yawned out her armor while
Urza | aid hands on Ratepe's shoul ders. The young Ef uand
gl owed |i ke swanp water once they entered the cavern
Sunl i ght ended ten paces into the upper, glyph-covered
chanmber. Urza's war staff emitted a steady light fromthe
edges of its many bl ades. The light reached to the gl yph-
covered wal | s.

"Phyrexi an, you say?" Urza asked.

"C ose enough. Do you want to read themthrough ny
eyes?"

"Not yet. After. |I've waited too long to taste
vengeance agai nst the Phyrexi an who destroyed ny brother.
It's hard enough to know that G x is one of the Thran, one

of the ones who got away, | don't want to know the rest,
not yet. And once | know it, then I'll decide if it's worth
renmenbering. | have nmuch to do, Xantcha. | cannot al ways

enbrace the truths that mght be witten on stone walls.
know that's been hard for you, but it's been even harder
for me."

The ultimate confession fromthe crazed and foolish nman
who |ived on the other side of the wall?

They continued to the rear of the chanmber, where Ratepe
had spotted a passage. Wthout torches or powerstone eyes,
he had been unable to explore it. The passage sl oped
steeply downward and was narred by deep gouges in the
stone. Xantcha wal ked on U za's left, a hal f-pace behind.
Ratepe held a simlar place on Uza's right.

"W took everything," Ratepe whispered, softly, but in
Koi l os a whisper carried like a shout. Urza didn't tell him
to be quiet, so Ratepe continued. "The chanber bel ow, where
we found the stones, we stripped it bare. W needed the
nmetal. At the end we were so desperate for netal, any
netal, that we opened tonbs and took the grave goods from
our dead and fueled our snmelters with their bones."

"So did we," Urza assured him "So did we."

Xantcha saw | i ght ahead, the harsh, gray |ight of
Phyr exi a.

The second chanber of Koilos was as large as the first
and empty, except for G x who stood sonmewhat behi nd dead
center. Xantcha expected some prelimnary taunting and
boasting, but neither Urza nor Gx was a young nortal wth
an itch for glory. They'd cone to kill or be killed. Al
t heir whys had been buried | ong ago.

G x attacked first as they emerged fromthe passageway.
He didn't waste tinme or effort with side attacks against
Xantcha or Ratepe. They weren't innocents with rights to
Urza's protection. They'd come of their own free will, and
they'd be nmeat, at best, if Uza failed to w n.

The rubine gemin the denon's bul gi ng forehead shone
bright. A thunbnail-sized spot of the sane col or appeared
on Urza's breast. Heartbeats later, a boulder, U za high
and Urza wide, bilious green and gl assy, stood where Urza
had stood between Xantcha and Ratepe. The boul der bl ew
apart an instant later. Fists of stone hamered Xantcha



fromface to toes and threw her back agai nst the chanber
wal | . Ratepe was on the floor, covered in a thick |layer of
dust. Two counterspinning coils of fire and light whirled
around the denmon until he spread his arns to vanqui sh them

An ambul at or took shape, closer to U za than to GO x.
The anbul at or heaved and rotated upward, sprouting a toothy
hol e of a nouth and many vi scous, reaching arns. An arm
cane cl ose enough to Xantcha that she judged it prudent to
put a little distance between herself and the duel. She
scuttled crabw se along the curving chanber wall and was
relieved to see Ratepe do the sane on the other side.

Urza spoke a word, and the anbul ator-creature becane a
sooty smear. He did nothing at all that Xantcha could see,
and yet G x was slamed agai nst the chanber's far wall. A
crystal sarcophagus surrounded the denobn. Xantcha thought
that m ght be the end, but purple funes rose fromthe
crystal, and Urza di sappeared as manic wailing filled the
barren chanber. G x shook off the dissolving crystal and
clanbered to his nmetallic feet.

Xant cha took heart fromthe fact that the denbn wasn't
claimng victory by targeting her or Ratepe. H s oddly
shaped head swi vel ed frantically. The rubine Iight danced
over the naked stone, leaving a trail of snoke as G x
sought a target. Twice the denon blew futile craters in the
rock, but he was ready when ghostly blue arns seized him
from behind. Urza |anded on his back in the mddle of the
chanmber. The inpact shook jagged stones the size of a man's
torso fromthe ceiling.

Bot h conmbatants righted thensel ves and backed away from
each ot her.

The testing phase was over; the duel began in earnest
with flurries of attacks that ebbed and flowed too fast for
Xantcha's eyes. The denpbn was stronger, cleverer, and nuch
nore resilient than she'd believed after seeing himflee
the dragon in Pincar City. She thought of the excoriation
It had taken a clutch of denbns to westle Gx into that
fumarol e. She suspected that he was the only one who'd
survi ved.

Urza succeeded in nelting away one of G x's |egs,
though that was little nmore than inconvenience in a battle
that wasn't about physical injury. And though Urza seened
to have the advantage nore often than not, he couldn't
deliver a killing attack. Not that he didn't try ain a
hundred different ways fromel emental ice to conjured
beasts and the ghosts of artifacts he and M shra had
wi el ded agai nst each other. G x countered them all
sometines barely, with an equally bew | dering assortnent of
arcane nenories and devi ces.

Eventual Iy, when it had becone apparent that neither
flash nor guile was going tilt the balance, U za and G x
| ocked thenselves in a contest of pure will that manifested
itself in an increasingly conplex web of blue-white and
crinmson light. The spindl e-shaped web stretched between
Uza's eyes and G x's gem studded forehead. At its wi dest,
which was also its mddle and the niddl e of the chanber,
the web did not descend to the floor. Sparing nothing for
effect, the web gave off neither heat nor sound and
endured, without really changing, until Xantcha had to
br eat he agai n.

How | ong, she asked herself, could they remain enrapt



in each other? Her best answer: for a very long time. She
got up on her feet.

"Look at Urza's eyes!" Ratepe shouted fromthe other
si de of the chanber.

Xantcha had to wal k cl oser than she considered w se
before she found a slit in the web that |let her | ook down
the spindle to Uza's face. She didn't see anything
st range- not hi ng stranger than two specks as bright as the
sun-but she didn't have Ratepe's rapport with the
Weakst one. And, as Ratepe's voice had seened to have no
ef fect on the duel, she asked, "Wat am | | ooking for?"

"You can't see everything changing . . . com ng back
fromthe past, or going back to it?"

She started to say that she couldn't see anything
changi ng and swal | owed the words. Shadows were growi ng in
t he Koil os chanber. Not shadows cast by the web's |ight,
but shadows cast by time, growi ng nore substantial as each
nmonent passed. Metal columms grew along the walls. G eat
machi nes, worthy of Phyrexia, |oonmed up fromthe fl oor

Beneath the wi dest part of the light-woven spindle a
low platformcame into being. Mrrors sprang up in a circle
behi nd both G x and Urza, behind Xantcha and Ratepe, as
well. An object simlar to Avohir's great book, but nade
fromnmetal like Uza' s staff, grew atop the platform As
Xant cha wat ched, Phyrexian gl yphs formed on the snooth
netal |eaves.

Xantcha was waiting for those glyphs to becone | egible
when dull -col ored netal sprang out of the central platform
The netal shaped itself into four rising prongs, like
uplifted hands.

"Hi s eyes, Xantcha! Hi s eyes! They're going back. G x
i s draggi ng them back through tine!"

The Weakstone and the M ghtstone had pulled out of
Urza's skull and were advancing through the spindle. G x
had said, The Thran are waiting.... And when the
power st ones nmerged into the prongs, Urza would be in the
hands of the Thran. Ratepe shouted, "W can stop them™
“No." "We can!"

"Not if you're getting influence fromthe Wakstone.
It's Thran. It belongs to G x. No wonder he was waiting
here." Xantcha woul d have sobbed, if the arnmor had | et her

"W can stop this, Xantcha. G x is sending the
powerstones into the past. All we have to do is get there
first."”

Xant cha shook her head-never mnd that she couldn't see
Rat epe. "That's the Wakstone influencing you," she
shouted. "G x. Phyrexia." Her gut said anything she did
woul d only nake things worse, if anything could be worse
t han wat ching Urza becone a tool of the Phyrexian Thran.
She was paral yzed, frightened as she had never been before-
except, perhaps, at the very begi nning when the vat-priests
told the newts Listen, and obey. "Meet ne in the light,
Xant cha! "

On the other side of the spindle, Ratepe thrust his
hands into the web. From Xantcha's side, |ooking into the
spindle, his flesh had beconme transparent and his bones
gl eaned with gol den |ight.

"Now, Xantcha!"

The powerstones had travel ed half the distance to the
prongs. The etched-netal glyphs were legible, if she could



have concentrated and read them She wal ked to the right

pl ace, the place opposite Ratepe, then hugged herself
tightly, tucking her hands beneath her arns, |est she nove
wi t hout t hi nki ng.

"l need to be sure!" she shouted.

"Be sure that G x wants the Wakstone and M ght st one,
not you and nme. At |east we can give himwhat he doesn't
want. It's all we've got to give."

Xant cha reached for the spindle. The light repelled
Uza's arnor. A good onmen or a bad one? For whon®? She
didn't know and tucked her hands beneath her arns again.

"I can't, Ratepe. |I'm Phyrexian. | can't trust nyself.
"' m al ways wong."

The powerstones were three-quarters of the way. The
devi ces beyond the ring of mirrors thrumed to life.

“"I"'mnot! And |I'm never w ong about you. Meet me in the
light, Xantcha. W're going to end the war."

Xant cha shed her arnor and thrust her hands into the
spi ndl e.

Begone! Listen and obey. Begone! Do not interfere.

The denon's anger, roaring through Xantcha's mind could
have been deception. G x should have known that she woul d,
in the end, disobey his command, in which case G x had
outwitted themall and wanted her to reach into the light.
But, on the chance that he wasn't quite that inaginative
Xant cha extended her arns to their fullest reach.

Ti me and space changed around her. She'd | eft her body
behind. To the right, the Wakstone and the M ghtstone, two
great gl owi ng spheres, rolling toward her, fighting,
losing. To the left was the unspeakabl e, bl ood-red nmaw of
G x, calling the stones, sucking themto their doom

Strai ght ahead stood Ratepe, son of Mdeah, with a
radi ant snmile and outstretched arnmns.

Their fingers touched.

G x turned his wath on her and on Ratepe. It was the
| ast thing the denon did. Xantcha felt the stones free
t hensel ves to destroy the eneny they'd been created to
destroy.

As for her and Ratepe, they were together

Not hi ng el se mattered.

And Rat's face, joyous as they enbraced, was a gl orious
sight to carry into the darkness.

* * k*x K %

For Urza, the battle had ended suddenly, in a matter of
nmonents and wi thout easy explanation. One nmonment M shra and
Xant cha had been bl ocking the light, arnms outstretched and
reaching toward each other, not him The next nonent-I|ess
than a monment-a fireball had filled the | ower chanber. Once
again his eyes had lifted himout of death's closing fist.
H s Thran eyes had guarded this cavern for four thousand
years before he and his brother found them and they stil
preferred to see it inits glory, filled with engines,
artifacts and powerstone mrrors.

O shoul d he say his Phyrexian eyes?

It scarcely mattered. Urza's borrowed eyes preserved
himas the fireball raged like a short-lived sun

The sun-ball consumed itself. . . quickly, Urza
t hought, though he remenbered Argoth and that the tine he'd



spent conpletely within the powerstones could not be
nmeasured. As his eyes recorded it, there was fire and then
the fire was gone, two edges of the cut made by an
infinitely sharp knife, without a gap between t hem

There'd been no visions, as there had been the other
ti mes when the M ghtstone and Wakstone had held himin
their power. No expl anations, however cryptic. Nothing,
except a dusty voice that said, It is over. He had a sense,
much | ess than a vision, that M shra had grasped Xantcha's
hand just before the expl osion consumed them

In the aftermath silence reigned. A natural silence:
Urza wasn't deaf, but there was nothing left to hear. Urza
t hought light, and it flowed outward from him

"Xantcha," he called, because he'd been without his
br ot her before.

Her nanme echoed off the chanber's scorched walls. He
was al one.

At the end, she'd chosen Mshra, charmng, lively
M shr a.

Urza wi shed them joy, wherever they'd gone. He w shed
t hem peace, far away from any Phyrexi an or Thran design.
They had earned peace, vanquishing their shared eneny: G x.

The denon had vani shed within the powerstone-derived
fireball. There was nothing left. Urza's eyes told him
that. He could hear them now, faint and snug in his skull

The truth was witten on the upper chanmber ceiling. The
Thran had fought anmong thensel ves, fought as only brothers
could fight, with a blindness that transcended hatred.
Remenbering the battle the Wakstone and M ght st one had
shown himthe last time he'd cone to Koilos, U za realized
he truly did not know which army had escaped to Phyrexia,

i f, indeed, Xantcha's Ineffable hadn't slipped away to
create Phyrexia before that fatal day.

Standing in the Koil os cavern, Urza concluded that he'd
have to continue his experinments with tine because he'd
have to go back hinself, not to a moment in his own
l[ifetime, but to the Thran, G x and all the others.

"Not yet," Urza cautioned hinself.

This would be a cunning war. G x was still extant in
the past; Yawgnoth and the other Phyrexians were in the
past, the present, and the future, too. The battle-the rea
and final battle for Dominaria-had, in a sense, just
begun. It would be fought in the past and in the future.

And Urza would have no allies, none at all: not Tawnos,
not M shra.

Urza recalled Iight and noved al ong the bl ackened
corridor to the surface. No real body. No real need for
[ight, or anything else.

A wei ght tugged agai nst him

Xantcha's heart, which the powerstones, his eyes, had
preserved.

He wasn't al one.

U za woul d never be al one.



