A World Bathed in Fire

Eldritch monsters stalk the streets, the demon cultists are in a murderous frenzy, and the
Guildpact is torn by dissension. Every guild is on its own. Divided, they will fall. Lucky for
Ravnica, on a world where ghosts linger, being dead isn’t half the excuse Kos would like it to
be.

Cory J. Herndon concludes the thrilling tale of heroism, adventure, and deception
he began in Ravnica.
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i CHAPTER 1

Possession is nine-tenths of the law—we take care of the other tenth. Capobar and
Associates specializes in object retrieval. No job too small, too big, or too dangerous.
Satisfaction guaranteed. Fee negotiable, consultancy available (100 zinos/day plus expenses).
15017 Funnel Street, Midtown, Center of Ravnica. In-person meeting required. Expenses not
negotiable. Everyone is looking for something. Send a falcon to us for an appointment today!

—Long-running classified advertisement,

Ravnican Guildpact-Journal
29 Cizarv 10012 Z .C.

Evern Capobar, master thief, hadn’'t been out on a job in almost ten years. The last one had
taken him into the undercity of Old Rav, where he had almost lost several limbs to Devkarin
bandits before getting away with one of their more sacred relics. He hadn’t been on a job
outside the City of Ravnica for almost three decades. This new job had the potential to be
even stranger, and more dangerous, than a journey into the depths of Golgari territory, but
Capobar was not worried. All jobs were strange in their own way, even if this one wasn't his
usual cup of bumbat. Near as he could tell, he wouldn't so much be stealing something as
retrieving it—and long-running classified advertisements aside, stealing was generally the job
for which one hired a master thief. “Retrieval” was, of course, a convenient euphemism.

Capobar had people for this sort of thing, assuming you stretched your definition of “people.”
For this job, his personal attention had been requested, and fortunately the basic skill set for
treasure hunter and thief were remarkably similar. Capobar had crossed that line on several
occasions.

As the primary stakeholder of one of the most successful independent, fully licensed
thieveries in the metropolitan center of the plane, Capobar rarely saw the need for personal
risk and even less for passing through the city gates to the world beyond. He was not a
coward, or fearful for his life, but he was realistic. He wasn't as nimble as he used to be, and
truth be told, he had taken to his office more and more of late. Well into his eighties Capobar
had been the best thief in the whole section. Now he had the books to oversee and face-to-
face negotiations to lead. Those were the heart of his business as he entered his 101st year.
Fortunately he had an excellent eye for talent, so Capobar and Associates was doing as well—
if not better—than it had when he took on most jobs alone.

The exceptions were those clients who, for whatever reason, wanted Capobar to do a job
personally and were willing to pay extra to ensure that the master oversaw the operation. For
the right price, the right client, and the right job, Capobar would occasionally come out of
semiretirement to add that personal touch. He still had a few tricks he hadn't taught his
employees. More than once he’'d even accepted jobs involving said employees, honor among
thieves being relative. He would never have told the client, but even if Capobar’s personal
participation had not been requested he might well have gone ahead and done it anyway. You
didn’t get to be a master thief without a powerful sense of curiosity, and he was mighty curious
about this job. For one thing, his client was a guildmaster. By definition, one of the ten—no,
nine, he corrected himself—most powerful and wealthy beings on the entire plane of Ravnica.

For that kind of coin, Capobar would accommodate quite a bit. He would honor the client’s
odd demands and travel hundreds of miles from his urban stomping grounds to this far-flung
reclamation zone.

He stood at this moment inside the ribcage of a creature that provided excellent cover from
the still-noisy township and gave Capobar a glimpse of what he could expect inside the ruins.
The blackened bones were all that was left of the massive corpse that had crashed and



literally burned three weeks ago. Half a mile north, a similar jumble of charred skeletal remains
marked the final resting place of the second dragon.

Rare as they were, these skeletons were not his objective. The rotting, corroded bones were
useless to his client and therefore useless to him. They'd been set ablaze by the locals, it
seemed, to ensure there was no chance either still lived. The black smoke coming from the
region for weeks had spread as far as the city, and reports of the Utvarans torching the
corpses had been on the front page of the newssheets the next day. For a short time, there
were fears that the smoke would bring the dreaded kuga plague along with it, but Simic
biomages had reassured the public that they detected no trace of the pathogen. The plague
had been wiped out, or so it seemed, by a cure some other Simic dropped on the population.
He’'d been glad to hear that, though he kept protective gear and a couple of ‘drops on his belt.
Just in case.

He contemplated retrieving that gear when the smell began to burn his sinuses but decided
to hold off. His partner wouldn’t be much longer. Partner on the job, that is, since the
shadewalker worked for Capobar. The bones had begun to corrode and filled the air with a
metallic tang. Putrid, gelatinized marrow oozed from within. A drop fell from the dead dragon’s
tenth rib and sizzled as it melted into the stone near his right foot. If he hadn't been on a
schedule, he would have found a way to collect some—it certainly would have made a potent
poison and a simple, if pungent, way to get through most any lock. But dragon skeletons and
acidic marrow were not what he’d been hired to find and retrieve.

What Capobar had been hired to retrieve rested in the center of a ring of ruined architecture
built over a simmering volcanic caldera. He pulled a black bandanna over his nose and mouth to
fight the odor of decaying dragon bones. He could move as soon as his scout returned from—

“The path to the ruin is clear,” a disembodied voice whispered over his right shoulder. The
sound, as usual, came without warning—not even footsteps marked the shadewalker’s
passage, one of the reasons he and his kind were paid so well. Another was near-perfect
invisibility, which prevented any but the shadewalker himself from knowing exactly what a
shadewalker’s “kind” really was. Capobar, for all his sources, had never been able to find out
whether that invisibility was some kind of ability inherent to the shadewalker’s species or if the
stealthy operator was simply a human with remarkable skills of deception.

“Well done,” Capobar whispered. “No sign of the plague?”

“l would have smelled it,” the shadewalker replied. “The air is clear as well.” The invisible
stalker added, “Clear of plague, at least. There is much death, and the scavengers have not
yet taken it all away.”

“Perhaps the scavengers are among the dead,” Capobar observed.

“If by ‘scavengers’ you mean Gruul, | would say you are right. They number among the more
distant corpses. Many, in the hills.”

“You're talkative,” Capobar said. “Nervous?”

“Hardly,” the voice replied. “May | ask your instructions?”

“Stick with the plan,” the thief replied, a little nervous himself. He wasn't a stickler for rank in
this informally organized business, but it was peculiar, and a little unnerving, that none of the
shadewalkers he employed at quite handsome rates had ever used the slightest of honorifics
when speaking to their employer. No “sir,” no “boss.” Capobar might even have been content
with “Mr. Capobar.”

The master thief kept three shadewalkers on retainer (as far as he knew—getting a head
count was tricky, and he was only paying three of them), but had not worked much with them
personally. He didn't even know this one’s name. It wasn't like he could tell them apart.
Shadewalkers lived in a state of natural invisibility. Certain tricks could reveal them—though
Capobar pitied anyone who tried to toss powder or paint on one—but no living eye could
detect them without magical assistance.

They always took payment in cash. Cash that disappeared, literally, from Capobar’s hands.
He wondered what they did with it. Presumably they had to eat, but what else did they buy
with the zinos?

The shadewalker’s heightened senses were only one reason the master thief had brought
the invisible agent along. From his vantage point at the edge of the Husk, the glowspheres of
Utvara’s main thoroughfare still flickered, and the noises of a typical evening’s debaucheries



continued. A great many of the miners on the flats continued to work through the darkness or
hired graveyard shifts of nomadic laborers to do it for them, and there was little cover between
Capobar and the remains of the Cauldron.

The flats were the real problem. They were not endless by any means, ringed as they were
by the Husk (and beyond that, mile after mile of architecture), but they were huge enough. An
open wasteland now, at some time in the distant past it had been a grandiose pavilion, paved
with brick and stone. Beneath that stone were layers of ancient, abandoned civilization littered
with treasure, or so the fortune-seekers working their scattered islands of prospecting activity
testified.

The target was sitting smack in the middle of it. Anyone who cared to glance might spot him
at some point, no matter how many precautions he took. Capobar had never trusted invisibility
magic, personally—it could be quite dangerous when applied by unskilled hands—which made
the shadewalker instrumental.

He had to work under the assumption he would be seen, but Capobar still had to personally
retrieve the booty according to the doubly enchanted, thrice-signed, and virtually unbreakable
contract. Then the shade would move the actual item back to the office in the City of Ravnica.
Just because the client had hired him to personally retrieve it didn’t mean he had to transport it
all three hundred miles back to the city. Success relied on two factors. Capobar had to reach
the target quickly—he had that covered—and any response from the locals had to be slow.
They might reach him by the time he was heading back out, but by then the shadewalker
would be slipping into the foothills on the way to delivering the financial future of Capobar and
Associates. According to his inquiries, new settlers were flocking to the area. A new face
wouldn’'t be overtly surprising. Capobar reasoned he could put off any serious inquiries by
simply claiming to be new in town and curious about the ruins.

More dangerous than the miners in the township were the tribal Gruul who laid claim to a
ring of crumbling hills that bordered the small region on all sides. The Husk—the ring of
corroded hill country surrounding the Utvara township—was their sovereign territory since the
battle weeks earlier, from that day and on into perpetuity (though that word, “perpetuity,” had
many different dimensions and definitions when it came to Orzhov contracts). Capobar had no
doubt that at this very moment one or more Gruul scouts watched him even as he watched
the township, the flats, and the ruins. Just as he was counting on the local constabulary, such
as they were, to respond with midnight lethargy to a lone man walking into the Cauldron, he
had done enough research into the area to learn that the Gruul didn't give a wooden zib what
you did in the flats. If they cared they would already have been on him. Judging from what the
shadewalker had said they weren'’t in any shape to show an interest even if they wanted to.
But if he tried to cut through the Husk on his way out, the trespass alone would mean the end
of the venture, even if their numbers were reduced.

He slipped a pair of mana-goggs from his forehead to the bridge of his nose and tapped the
refraction crystal several times to get a look at the entire spectrum of magical auras. The old
magelord’s djinns and elementals, even his goblins, had long since abandoned the place or,
perhaps, been driven away by the same townsfolk who had incinerated the dragons’s corpses.
On the lowest and highest refractions he thought he could make out a haze over the path
ahead, perhaps a magical fog, but with so much mana recently burned away here, that was to
be expected. The small swath of farmland to the west looked gray under the moonlight but
glowed green in his crystallized vision. Elsewhere, other spots of magic appeared on the inner
lenses—the reddish shape of a miner in a strength-enhancing liftsuit, the streaking white line
of a passing falcon enchanted for speed, and the olive-gray wall surrounding two structures
that looked like dorms for zombie labor.

A month ago, Capobar knew little of Utvara. It was just another reclamation zone, one of
many such areas all over the world, places where the old, crumbling infrastructure of civilization
was flattened and rebuilt anew. It was a process long since perfected, in theory. Then the
dragons had come, which had, of course, been big news even in the central city. Two of them
had torn out of the still-smoldering ruins that stood a half mile away from him. They'd flown,
they’d fought, and they had killed each other. Most blamed the Izzet magelord who had built
the collapsed power station and adjoining superstructure, though it was widely reported that
some damn fools had tried to ride the things.



Capobar’s client said that there had been three dragons, and only two had made it out of
the caldera. And whether it was simple superstition or a real concern about safety, the ruins of
the Cauldron had lain undisturbed for three weeks and change. The townsfolk had no idea of
the treasure that lay within or its value. The Orzhov baroness certainly didn't or it wouldn’t still
be there.

And it was definitely there, suffused with a blazing orange and blue aura, sitting in the ruins.
It was so bright he had to tap the goggles again to bring it into focus.

Capobar adjusted his cloak as he stood and stretched his legs, wincing involuntarily at the
popping joints. He was dressed in dark, unassuming clothes that didn’t scream out “master
thief” but didn't draw attention to him either. Capobar tapped the mana-goggs until the
refraction field settled on the higher spectrum of magic that had shown the “fog” and left it
there.

The thief pulled his hood down tightly over his head, popped his knuckles inside his
fingerless gloves, turned over his shoulder, and whispered, “Stay ten paces behind me until |
have it. Make the exchange without a word. Wait for me at the office, and don’t even think
about running out on me.” He added the last almost by reflex as he leaned down and pressed
his palms against his outer thighs, over the twin swiftfoot magemarks tattooed on his legs.
The magical markings were relatively new features on his aging body and had cost him a
pretty zib. He whispered the activation words and potent magic rushed into his muscles,
bones, and circulatory system all at once. They would not last long, but in twenty-four hours
(give or take) he could use them again. Not that he expected the need to arise. In twenty-four
hours Capobar intended to be sipping hyzdeberry wine and counting the take from this little
adventure.

“The thought occurs that if you did not trust me, you did not need to hire me.”

“The thought also occurs that 'm not paying you to think,” Capobar said. He shuddered
before making a small hop that almost sent him crashing headfirst into the half-arch of a
blackened rib. It always took him a few minutes to get used to the magemarks’ effects. “From
here, the only real danger is falling rocks and cooling lava. In fact, between you and me, the
paycheck on this job makes even less sense now that | see this place. The road is clear, and
there are no guards at all.” He tapped his foot, which made a sound like a hummingbird and
looked a bit like one too. A craving not unlike thirst was settling into his bones thanks to the
magical tattoos. Capobar needed to run.

“Of course my fee is nonnegotiable,” the shadewalker whispered.

“Of course,” Capobar snapped. “Your salary is the same as always. And,” he added before
the shade could reply, “the bonus will be waiting back at the office.”

In his accelerated state, Capobar saw the fog slowly form sharp edges all around him. A
second later the ground rocked and knocked him off of his feet.

It sounded like an enormous footstep, while the impact felt like an underground explosion.
Capobar curled and came down ready to spring, expecting to see—well, something. He
managed to stay upright when the second “footstep” came, and he realized why there was
nothing to see. Whatever was making the footsteps was “walking” (or pounding) on the
underside of the ground Capobar stood upon.

It sounded big, and it sounded like it wanted out.

He pushed the mana-goggs back onto his forehead. The magical field was blinding.
Whatever was down there was practically sweating mana into the air. Through solid rock.
Another crashing thump sounded beneath him, and this time a radial crack in the stone before
him appeared.

“Strike what | said. That fee is making more and more sense every second,” he muttered,
then said a little louder to make sure the shadewalker heard him, “But there’s no way I'm going
back empty-handed. You still with me?”

“lam uncertain why we are waiting,” the shadewalker replied.

“Uncertain why—" Capobar began, but a fourth thump cut him off. The cracked ground took
on a vaguely conical shape. “Never mind. This is a distraction. Let’s go.”

Capobar bolted forward just as the biggest crash yet struck the flats from below. A single
accelerated step took him more than twelve paces, and he caught the sole of one foot on a
rising slab of stone that erupted ahead of him to form a rapidly elevating ramp. The spring-



loaded thief used the stone’s momentum to launch himself into the air like an acrobat. He
risked a look down as he soared faster than a speeding bamshot over the center of a split in
the earth.

In the center of the crack, a single yellow eye with a pupil like a cat’s blinked at him once. The
alien glare hit Capobar with a palpable wave of malice, like a sucker punch to the soul. The
wave made him forget to roll when he landed on the far side of what was rapidly turning into a
crater. He regained his footing at a dead run with all of his bones intact only because of the
quick reaction time afforded by the magemarks. He didn’'t look back, nor did he call for the
shadewalker. Capobar just ran as fast as he could for the Cauldron. In a corner of his mind, he
was already adding an astronomical amount of hazard pay to the day’s expenses.

The master thief spun in midrun and ran backward, feet blurring beneath him and wind
whistling past his hood. He pulled the mana-goggs back on and cast his eyes about for the
shadewalker, tapping the refraction until he spotted the ghostly blue shape of his partner
dashing down the path beside him. Reason number one Capobar had plunked down so many
zinos for this particular piece of equipment: Invisibility was in the eye of the beholder. The
mana-goggs let him keep track of his entire staff, including shadewalkers.

As a side benefit, the mana-goggs also made it slightly easier to gaze at that baleful yellow
eye. It had risen from the crater in the road and stared from atop a writhing mass of a long,
scaly tentacle. The mottled appendage clutched the eye like it was a rubber ball, and through
the focused goggs he could see it was misshapen, not like a true eye at all. Some kind of
camouflage? Why would something that large need camouflage?

Not that this creature was his concern as long as it stayed put. The crashing seemed to
have stopped, and the eye-that-wasn’'t-an-eye simply watched him run. The hair on the back
of Capobar’s neck stood on end, but as long as it only watched, it didn’t change the original
plan. Whatever the thing was, it hadn’'t disturbed the Utvara nightlife. It certainly wasn't
another dragon, and though it was visible from the township no one there seemed the least bit
concerned about it. The carousing continued beneath the glowposts, and the mining
equipment continued to delve beneath the surface.

The master thief had known there were monsters in these parts but not that they were
quite so big. But if it didn't bother the locals, it didn’t bother him either. The thing certainly
couldn’t catch him if it wanted to, regardless. He could use it for any explanations he might
need to give later, however—new in town, monster attack, took shelter in the nearest
structure, even if it was a smoldering ruin.

it only took a few minutes for the fleet-footed master thief to reach the edge of the
Cauldron. The heat and smoke grew more palpable and made him pull the bandanna back over
his face, sweat beading on his forehead. The place might be a ruin, but it was still sitting atop
an active geothermic vent. Nothing rose up to threaten him but the temperature.

Good enough.

He took a few slow breaths as the swiftfoot effect started to wear off. The magic was useful
but didn't last long. It was with relief that he saw the shadewalker keeping pace.

There had once, it appeared, been two main entrances to the caved-in cone that remained
of the Izzet magelord’s massive Cauldron project. One of them still provided access to the
interio—Capobar could tell from the way the target’s magical aura brightened inside the
shape of the arched door. With hardly a sound, he scrambled over the rocks and boulders that
hid the access point from the rest of the flats and entered the Cauldron proper.

Upon seeing the interior of the ruined structure, he bit back a warning that had been forming
on his lips. From the look of it, a loud voice might trigger one of two outcomes, neither desirable.
One, the whole place might finish the slow process of caving in. Tangles of metal architecture
and broken stone lay everywhere, illuminated by the soft, orange glow of the lava that made
the place as hot and humid as a jungle. A huge disk, looking for all the world like a gigantic
broken dinner plate, hung suspended on one end by the wreckage. The other edge of the
platform rested atop the indisputably crushed remains of a gigantic egg. Strange geometric
shapes were still visible on the disk’s surface.

To Capobar’s surprise, he and the shadewalker were not alone inside the ruin. And to his
relief, he had not yet been spotted. The second possible outcome, and the more likely one in
his estimation, would be death by monster.



A few taps of the mana-goggs showed that this giant had some kind of magical kinship with
the tentacle-eye thing under the road. It was big but nowhere as large as the skeletal dragon
—maybe about the size of a pair of good-sized wagons stacked on top of each other—but it
might easily have swallowed him whole. lts body was shaped like a beetle’s, though it had no
carapace or wings. Its skin appeared disturbingly human, pink and fleshy, with a long tail and a
flat, toothy face showing no eyes. It stood on four muscular legs that appeared to end in
parodies of human hands, and it shifted back and forth on its hand-feet as it dug into what, for
it, must have seemed like a feast—a smashed egg twice its size.

Unfortunately, that meant the eyeless thing's head was buried nose-deep in the bright glow
of Capobar’s target. Fortunately, it was a big target, and he still might avoid detection. The
monster looked quite focused on its meal.

The Gruul called creatures like this “nephilim,” but it wasn’t the name of a species so much
as a generic term for large, presumably dangerous, mutations that emerged from time to time
from the caves in the Husk. They were as large as a cargo wagon, though the tribes claimed
they had once been towering and godlike. Nor were the Gruul the only ones who believed it,
though it was their name for the creatures that had stuck. Such monsters had been the stuff
of both legends and history on Ravnica for as long as anyone could remember, but only in
wilder regions like Utvara did one find them anymore. The Gruul also believed the nephilim to
be immortal, but Capobar wasn’t the sort to accept such claims. Magic was magic, and magic
could do strange things, but magic was a tool first and foremost. Things lived, things died,
sometimes they lingered, but nothing lived forever, of that he was fairly certain. No matter how
magic they were. Not even the angels were still around. No guarantee that they were dead,
but they had disappeared. Everyone knew that.

The nephilim shuffled toward Capobar to get a better angle on its food. The thief ducked
behind a dromad-sized piece of some bizarre, twisted wreckage that had once been an
assortment of polished Izzet contraptions.

if Capobar approached the broken egg from the far side, he could still make it out with the
treasure. Summoning all the control he could muster, he willed himself to be perfectly silent.
The thief padded quietly around the nephilim’s shuffling bulk without incident.

A smell like rotten eggs washed over him. The nephilim smelled as unpleasant as it looked,
but compared to the corroding dragon bones it was almost refreshing. At least the nephilim’s
distinctive nasal signature wasn't likely to permanently destroy your nostrils and most of your
face.

His eyes trained on the monster, Capobar almost stumbled over a goblin corpse. There were
a few scattered here and there, workers who had been unable to escape. Curious that the
nephilim hadn’t touched them. He’'d have thought the creature would find the corpses to be
bite-sized morsels. Perhaps they were too cooked. A careful, silent leap took him over a
bubbling seam in the floor that exposed more cooling lava.

Capobar almost collided with a second nephilim that was doing much the same as the first.
Hunks of ruined machinery and the rocky lava dome that was the egg’s nest had concealed it.
This one was serpentine, with a tubular, coiled body covered in multihued scales and patches
of the same pinkish skin he’d seen on the other two. It was impossible to tell exactly how long
the creature was, but it sat atop several coils. Its head and upper body were one, and again
the creature had a freakish resemblance to at least part of a human being. A pair of humanlike
arms with clawed hands picked small pieces of dragon flesh from within the steely eggshell and
popped them into a small mouth ringed by silvery teeth set in the navel of a torso-shaped
head. In the center of the nephilim’s chest-face was a single yellow eye that stared intently at
the feast. It reminded the thief in an odd way of the flying snakes the Simic had set loose into
the wild for the Decamillennial celebrations. Or a centaur that was all tail and eyeball.

This second feasting creature paid Capobar no more heed than the first. The remains of the
egg must have been some good eating, he guessed, at least if you were a freakish mutant
amalgamation. He just hoped they’d leave enough to satisfy his client.

He realized his heart was racing and reminded himself who he was. Evern Capobar was the
master. A master, at least. So there were monsters. Big ones. He’'d gotten around a monster or
two in his day.

One exposed section of the egg was still clear. All he needed to do was get around this



second monster undetected and he would be out of sight of both. He carefully slipped past a
writhing tail as big as a tree trunk and over another desiccated goblin body, then risked a look
up. The cyclopean snake-thing’s claws continued to pick at the morsel. One of them snapped
at the first nephilim, which growled. The two creatures were making short work of the stillborn
dragon’s remains.

Capobar raised a hand to signal the shadewalker. A few seconds later an empty silver
cylinder about the length and circumference of his arm appeared in midair and dropped into his
open hand. From his own pack, the thief screwed a sharp, hollow needle into the business end
of the cylinder then raised it overhead like a soldier preparing to impale an enemy.

Capobar took no chances. Had he been caught before getting into the Cauldron he would
have had difficulty explaining the implement.

The entire affair had gone unnoticed by the snacking nephilim. But not everyone had missed
it.

“Human,” a voice rumbled, and the thief almost dropped the syringe. The voice seemed to be
coming from—

No, it was definitely coming from within the egg.

Capobar only waited a second before he replied, “Yes?”

“Human,” the dragon repeated. Its voice was unnaturally deep, and it shook the master
thief's bones. But it was obvious even to Capobar, who had never seen a living dragon in his
life, that this one was incredibly weak. The thief doubted its words would carry to the ears of
the nephilim, let alone outside the Cauldron ruins. And why shouldn't it be weak? It was being
eaten alive.

Capobar had to hand it to the client. The timing was crucial for this particular retrieval, as he
understood it, and it seemed to the thief that he had walked in at exactly the right time.
Extraction had to take place before death, but preferably just before death, according to his
instructions. He wondered if his client had known about the nephilim. Perhaps even sent them.
Guildmasters—especially this one—could almost certainly manipulate such monstrous, if
rather stupid, creatures.

The thief had expected the dragon to be alive. There was no point in being here otherwise.
He had never expected the thing to speak to him.

“lam a human,” Capobar whispered to the darkness inside the ruined egg. He took a silent
step forward and looked deeper into the shell where he could make out the shape of a reptilian
snout. A faint, red circle appeared in the shadows.

The eye blinked once, slowly, with the sound of sandpaper rubbing together.

“You hear me,” the dragon wheezed. Even as it spoke, Capobar could also hear the two
nephilim continuing to tear it apart. He was glad he’'d skipped dinner. “You understand.”

“Yes,” Capobar whispered. “I'm trying to keep those two from knowing it though. Could you
keep it down?”

If the dragon heard him, it didn’t acknowledge the fact. “You will kil me,” it said. Though truer
words, Capobar reflected, had rarely been spoken in his presence, it did not sound like a
prediction. The words were a command. A command painted with a hefty coat of plea.

“You want to die?” Capobar asked.

“You will kil me,” the dragon repeated. It didn’t falter even when the snake-thing ripped away
one of its ribs.

“lwill,” Capobar said. He raised the syringe. “This is going to hur—"

His mouth froze in place as the red eye focused on him with a hint of blazing irritation, even
at the end of life. The scrutiny was palpable. Evern Capobar loosened his collar absently.

“However you do it,” the dragon wheezed, “do it. No time to waste.”

“Could you lift—?" Capobar began and grimaced. “I'm sorry, but 'm helping you here, so
maybe you could help me. This would be a lot easier if you could, maybe, stretch out your
neck? Poke your head out a little bit?”

A gravelly, repetitive wheeze came from inside the crushed egg. The dragon was laughing.
“You are small. You cannot see. | am trapped. My spine, crushed or gone. My flesh is being
stripped. Consumed. My head is going nowhere, morsel.”

No, | can definitely see that, Capobar thought. He tried to ignore that he’d just been called a
“morsel.” To the dragon, he whispered, “Then | guess | don’'t need to ask you to hold still.” He



tucked the huge syringe under one arm. With careful steps, he moved over the pieces of
jagged eggshell and a fortune in dried dragon blood until he could see the massive disk resting
just overhead. The red eye was right in front of his face.

“Why do you wait?” the dragon wheezed.

“Just need to make sure | hit the right spot—the gland is right ... there,” Capobar said as he
raised the needle and drove it home just above the enormous glowing orb. He braced a foot
against a stirrup bolted onto the side of the cylinder and pulled with all his might. After a few
moments that threatened to throw his back out permanently, a pane of glass showed him that
the syringe was filled with a thick grayish-red substance that pushed the definition of “liquid.” A
few seconds later he saw that the plunger had retracted as far as it was going to retract.

The needle slid free without a sound. Capobar unscrewed it and returned it to his pack. He
slammed a cork stopper into the improvised canister and tucked it under his arm again—with
the stopper extended it was the only way to carry the precious cargo.

“Thank you,” the dragon said, and died.

The shadewalker had already left to meet Capobar at the edge of the ruins. He thought he
heard the sounds of dromad hooves from the direction of the township. Sure enough, someone
was coming to check him out. The enormous eye was nowhere to see or be seen.

“Now?” the shadewalker whispered over his shoulder when he arrived.

“Yes,” Capobar said and held out the container that held the precious substance. An
invisible hand took it from him, and the portable payday disappeared. “Ill see you back at the
office,” he added. Reiteration never hurt. “Plan on going with me to the client. | could use a little
insurance.”

“This is true,” the voice said.

Then Capobar felt something like ice press against his chest. A tiny pinprick of cold just over
his heart made him pull back with a start, and he felt himself caught by another pair of strong,
invisible arms before he went over backward.

He knew he should never have hired shadewalkers. They were entirely too ... shady.

The nephilim fed for hours. The two that Capobar had evaded became three. Three became
four. When the fifth nephilim arrived, there was no longer enough room in the Cauldron to hold
them. Their bodies would not stop growing, so their hunger would not subside.

Each one was unique. One looked like living rock, a hunk of hillside on three crustaceanlike
legs. The head of an ancient statue hovered over its center of gravity, a peculiar effect born of
this nephilim’s own magical nature and a recently ended four-century nap during which it had
played the part of actual hillside a bit too well. Another resembled a six-legged cross between
a salamander and a bloated fish: all arms, legs, and gullet. The bulbous throat of the beast
writhed with what looked like a thousand tiny imitations of itself, some of which wriggled free of
the thing’s mouth and hopped into the streets, attacking fleeing Utvaran townsfolk. Finally, the
burrower moved in, the thing that had ripped its way through the ground at the edge of the
Husk and almost ended the master thief's latest exploit ahead of schedule. When fully
exposed, it resembled a cross between an octopus, a jellyfish, and a freakish tree on tentacles.
Smaller appendages supported eyestalks like the one that had watched Capobar flee. The
creature ripped away bits of meat with barbed hooks lining its writhing arms and stuffed the
flesh between light-sensitive eye sacs, there to be digested directly by an organ that had no
known analog on the plane of Ravnica, a combination stomach and brain. It could see in every
direction, and in seven dimensions.

At first, there was plenty of food for all concerned, and so all were content. Then things
changed.

The four-legged one that looked like a walking mouth and tail was the first to realize that its
body was pressing against the inside of the ruins. A few minutes later what remained of the
Cauldron wallls cracked and split. With a bold snap of its jaws, the tube-tail tore loose the last



substantial hunk of dragon flesh and gulped it down whole. It roared into the night sky. The
others followed suit with their own terrible cries, and the ground shook as the giant things
circled each other, looking for advantages over the corpse. They were hungry, painfully hungry,
and each one was both predator and potential prey.

Their bodies grew at an alarming rate, growing even larger as they moved from dragon flesh
to dine on freshly caught Utvaran miner on the moonlit flats. The bigger the predator, the
bigger the territory, the Gruul said, and the disappearing remains of the crushed dragon were
gone. The nephilim would have to expand their territory outward, and they all seemed to
realize it at once.

As their gargantuan bodies expanded and mutated, they looked about for something to eat
or fight, preferably both. They clashed with each other in brief collisions that shook the ground
like thunder, a counter to the terrible shrieks and roars that filled the early morning light. Others
turned to the relatively tiny townsfolk and their puny homes, business, and outposts.

Within hours, the whole of Utvara was roiling with panic and chaos. Anything that could burn
was burning amid fires that had erupted when the nephilim smashed the old Yorboff forge. The
nephilim’'s footsteps and roars triggered landslides in the Husk that sent the Utvar Gruul
bolting for cover as their wood-and-leather structures toppled. The nephilim snapped them up
and devoured them whole, occasionally stopping to fight over the livestock that scattered
across the foothills, fleeing the giants. Townsfolk bolted in every direction, driven by a wave of
palpable terror that knocked the few vedalken in Utvara to the ground in pain.

In the less and less intact township square, a serpent sat coiled on its tail, its head and neck
swaying easily to a rhythm only it could hear. It watched the nephilim turn toward the city and
the tiny, shrieking things that infested it. The serpent knew all about infestations. Had any of
the screaming people been paying attention, they would have noticed the serpent’s head take
on a peculiarly human shape, with the face of a small girl. The face smiled, melted into a
writhing mass of bluish worms for the briefest of moments, and became reptilian again.
Satisfied, the serpent slithered into the crowd to gather a complete report for its master.

The one person who might have been able to prevent the disaster in Utvara arrived hours
too late to help. The goblin rocketed through the sky over the reclamation zone, clearing the
cloud cover without the typical sonic boom that accompanied normal observosphere flight
protocol. The goblin pilots assigned to observation duty by the Izzet magelords usually reveled
in the sound, which more often than not was a precursor to an especially spectacular death.

This goblin had seen enough explosions recently, which made the sight of Utvara’s ongoing
ruin that much harder to take. The bubbling scar that stood where the Cauldron had so
recently fed power and water into the small boomtown was especially jarring, she admitted to
herself.

She was returning from a visit with the guildmaster, the dragon Niv-Mizzet. The dragon had
appointed her head of the Cauldron, shattered as it was, but the goblin had plans she was
certain would prove successful. Now her best chance for her own colloquy was gone, and a
newly adopted home crumbled beneath the feet and tentacles of creatures that the goblin
knew very well. Until a few weeks ago, she had been an Izzet courier and spent a great deal of
time with the tribal Gruul who inhabited the Husk. She'd almost been killed by the nephilim.

They'd been smaller then.

The observosphere pilot tapped the smooth, faintly glowing, translucent white stones set
into the flight panel, and the ley-crystal hummed to life. The shimmering, mirrorlike surface of
the viewing pane materialized in thin air above the crystal and almost immediately reflected
the features of a bald human woman in her early hundreds. She wore a tattoo in the shape of
the Izzet guild sigil on her forehead, and her neutral face hardened into a stern scowl when she
saw who was calling.

“This is—" the goblin gulped nervously. Her title was still more than a little grandiose for her
mouth. The new, dragon-given syllables of her name felt stranger still. “This is Master Engineer
Crixizix,” the goblin said. “I hereby request the assistance of the Emergency Containment
Corps. There is a disaster in progress in the Utvara reclamation zone that poses a much wider



threat.”

“Where is your magelord, goblin?” the woman said. “You are not authorized to use this ley
frequency for frivolous—"

“This is not frivolous,” Crixizix said as calmly as she could. “This is quite serious. And perhaps
you did not hear me clearly. This is Master Engineer Crixizix. You will immediately send a
containment team to the Utvara reclamation zone. Do you understand?”

Crixizix forced herself away from an impolitic but self-satisfied smirk when the emergency
dispatcher’s face displayed the clear fact that she had finally seen the sigil of the Firemind
that, from her perspective, glowed clearly beneath Crixizix’s chin.

“Yes,” the dispatcher said. “Right away. How large a team will you need?”

The goblin took another look out of the observosphere’s cockpit and belatedly activated a
half-dozen small recording globes before she replied. “Large,” she said, “And tell them to bring
out the big bam-sticks. These things could, forgive my impertinence, give the Great Dragon a
run for his zinos.”

“How can you be certain that this is an lzzet-caused incident?” the dispatcher said. “This
sounds like something you want to refer to the Simic authorities. Giant monsters are their—"

“It’'s plain as the tattoo on your forehead, madam,” Crixizix said. “They consumed the
remains of Zomaj Hauc's project. The results are what was always speculated but never
attempted, due to concerns about heresies.” Which was a polite way of saying that the first
and last magelord to suggest to Niv-Mizzet that the dragon sacrifice so much as a scale from
his crimson hide to feed to anyone or anything was reduced to ash and bone.

“Mobilization and deployment will take a few hours,” the dispatcher said.

“A few hours?”the goblin said. “This is an emergency!”

“Then | suggest, Master Engineer,” the woman replied, “that you do the best you can until
we arrive.” The floating mirror shimmered and disappeared.

“My best,” Crixizix muttered, applying a braking angle to the flame-pods ringing the 'sphere’s
equator to keep from overshooting Utvara. What could she do? In truth, she was barely even
an engineer, master or otherwise. The title was something she would be growing into. And an
engineer wasn't a battalion of angels or even a Gruul horde, either of which looked to be
necessary to mop up the mess the nephilim were making of Utvara. The reclamation zone was
going to need reclaiming.

The Firemind had touched her when the Great Dragon gave her a title within the guild. Once
given, that touch never left. Even at this distance, Crixizix could feel the Firemind. If she
concentrated, the goblin could hear the low rumbling echoes of the Great Dragon’s thoughts in
a deep, dreamless slumber. She had heard the life churchers call the Firemind a form of
fellowship like their own “song.” Crixizix didn’t know if that was true, but she did know that it
was nothing like a song when you gave yourself over to the dragon’s power. It was direct,
baleful contact with an intellect and will that made even the mightiest magelord, let alone a
newly entitled master engineer, feel small and obsequious.

Yet the link had been granted to the goblin for a reason. Technically she did have the right
to call for his help. The dragon did not have to give it, but certainly a personal interest could
bring him.

“There aren’t any bigger bam-sticks than him,” the goblin said out loud. She set the
observosphere’s automatic navigation aura for a course that should set her down on the most
intact and unthreatened part of the remaining thoroughfare, then closed her eyes, seeking
contact with that sleeping consciousness and hoping to Krokt that Niv-Mizzet didn’t wake up
too grumpy to listen to the details.
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Volunteers shall be given the full rights and responsibilities of commissioned wojeks while
on duty. Academy training shall not be required for qualified volunteers who have five or more
years experience in the approved organizations named in Subsection A.

—Wojek-Ledev Joint Operations Agreement, Section 2

No owl-folk need apply.
—Sign in the window of the Wojek Recruiting Office

30 Cizarw 10012 Z .C.

On the shadier, more run-down end of Tin Street—the largest marketway in the densely
populated Tenth District that cut a ragged pie wedge from the central metropolis of Ravnica—
a small pet shop had closed early for the day. The patrolling wojeks who arrived at the scene
immediately saw that Zuza’s Exotic Bestiary would not be opening again any time soon, unless
it was under new management.

One of the wojeks had decades of experience on the streets of the city, while the other had
more familiarity with the laws of Ravnica’s open roads. Yet it was the older veteran who lost his
composure, and a few ounces of his breakfast, when the two stepped through the door.
Fortunately for the preservation of the possible crime scene—Zuza was well established with
the Orzhov Guild, making this potential murder a punishable violation of commerce laws—the
lieutenant had the presence of mind to vomit outside on the rainy street.

“They’re eating her,” Lieutenant Pijha said after he’d composed himself. His leathery face
creased into a frown of distaste tinged with horror, and he pulled off his helmet to wipe sweat
from his wrinkled brow.

“lI can see that,” his partner replied. “The question is, why?”

Nikos Pijha, a barrel-shaped bull of a man in a slightly older cut of wojek armor that no longer
quite fit him, arched an eyebrow at the slim, youngish half-elf at his side. She wore both the
Boros crest and the cloak pin of the Selesnya Conclave over a gleaming new wojek breastplate
bearing a still-shiny ten-pointed star. A green cape contrasted with the red hanging from
Pijha’s shoulders, and she wore her golden hair tied in a simple tail that emerged from beneath
a helmet that was not wojek regulation—it was the lightweight protective headgear of the
Selesnyan ledev guard. The lieutenant’s partner held the rank of auxiliary patrol officer, an
“apo” from a division of the League of Wojek that had been formed after the Decamillennial
from volunteers. Apos came mostly from the ledev and Azorius baliliffs, and career wojeks
called them “half-timers,” at least behind the backs of the apos. Truthfully, the half-elf mused,
they probably said much worse.

The wojeks had lost a lot of good people at the Decamillennial, but the members of the
League had no time to collectively grieve the losses—Ravnica needed them more than ever
after that disaster. Still, veterans looked upon the apos with some resentment. Pijha was one
of the welcome exceptions to that rule.

His apo partner's name was Fonn Zunich, and she didn't like the way ’jek-reg helmets
affected her hearing. She’d had decades to train her softly pointed half-elf’'s ears to alert her to
almost any danger.

Then again, all she heard at the moment was chewing and whistling. The chewing came
from dozens of rats gnawing away at the dead pet-shop proprietor and the whistling from the
veteran forensic labmage—a necrotician named Hellgan—who used a sharp, pointed
scoopknife to take samples from the corpse. He nodded at their approach and returned to
delicately removing something half-eaten from the chest cavity of the dead woman.



“Field necrotopsy?” Pijha asked the labmage.

“It seemed more efficient than waiting for the exterminator to clear all of these fellows out,”
Helligan said with the grin of one who had long ago lost any sense of gravity around corpses,
no matter what shape they were in. “They work fast.” Fonn would not have been surprised to
see him snacking on a bag of grubcrisps while he worked.

Fonn suppressed an instinctive shudder at the “fellows” Helligan was talking about. “What’s
S0 exotic about rats?” she asked no one in particular. “Sure, these ones are pretty big, but I've
seen bigger in Old Rav.”

“Lots of things,” Pijha said. “Smart, rats are. And they have a highly organized society, it’s
said by some. My great-uncle Pollondo was an exterminator. Said he once found an entire rat
city down in Old Rav. Turns out they’'d organized a sort of giant hunting pack—are a lot of rats
a pack? A mob, or a flock, or whatever—anyway, they were feeding on the zom—on the
undead down there, you know, the slow ones. The shambling types. But thing is, it hadn’t killed
them. Everyone knows that anything that eats undead dies.”

“Necrotic flesh is almost universally poisonous,” Helligan agreed absently without looking up.

“But these rats of Uncle Poll's, they found a way to—"

“l believe you, sir,” Fonn said. “That’s not my point though. What | mean is, | don’t see any
other animals. Not everybody has an exterminator in the family. This place is called Zuza’'s
Exotic Bestiary, right? It’'s not a ... a rodentorium.”

“Good point,” Pijha said after some consideration. “That doesn’t make much sense. If it was
a diner, maybe | could see it. Lots of places serve rat.”

“Really,” Fonn said, feeling her own insides grow queasy. Blood was one thing, but ...

“Rats make good eating too. So my uncle always said,” Pijha continued. He shrugged. “How
about this? She did sell rats but not exclusively. But then the rats, see, they ate the other pets.
Then,” he said, jerking his thumb at the presumed body of Zuza herself, “they caught her
napping.”

“Maybe. She must have been sleeping pretty hard if she didn't notice them biting her. But
look around the place,” Fonn said, adding another “sir” as an afterthought. She may have been
a centuriad of the Ledev Guard in her “normal’ life, but here her rank was well below the ’jek’s.
She was free to speak her mind, but some formality was required. “There are dozens of rats
here and dozens of cages. All of them open. But the front door is unlocked. There was no
reason for her to get cornered by them. She could have outrun rats.”

“I still like my explanation,” Pijha said good-naturedly, his nausea long since over. He was a
bit thickheaded at times, but he was not a vindictive or particularly argumentative officer. Fonn
got along with him well enough that they worked together often, though the half-elf only
served in the League a few months out of the year. She suspected that most, if not all, of the
time Pijha’s slow intellect was an act anyway. Nothing lulled witnesses into revealing too much
like a “dim” law officer. In the few years she'd served as an apo—first serving one week a
month, then longer as the work grew on her—she’d met few like him in the League. Most were
veteran street ‘jeks. The generally younger, newly promoted officers making up the wojek
brass tended to think more combatively, more militaristically, which was understandable after
the losses they had suffered more than a decade earlier. Most any wojek who had joined the
league in the last ten years—aside from apos, most of whom arrived with an understanding of
different methods—thought little of roughing up suspected violators or even witnesses with
extreme prejudice.

Still, Fonn suspected that this time the lieutenant was wide of the mark. The place didn't
smell right. The only animal scent in the air was indeed rat. Thick, oily rat. The only blood in the
room, her nose told her, was human.

“Where’s the blood then?” Fonn said.

“There,” Pijha said, pointing, “and there. All around her, really. Looks like the rats are helping
themselves to that too. It's enough to make me reconsider lunch.”

“But only around her,” Fonn replied, circling the body and gingerly stepping over the scuttling
rodents. A few snapped at her boots but were otherwise intent on fighting their kin for what
was left of their meal.

“Watch your step, please,” labmage Helligan said. “I'm still working here.”

“Did you contact someone about collecting the rats?” Pijha asked the labmage, who was



kneeling over the corpse of the pet-shop owner. “They can'’t all be exterminated. We'll need a
few for evidence.”

“Yes,” Helligan said, focused on a wound that several rodents were intently making larger by
the second. “And I told them there’s no rush. This is fascinating, don’t you think?”

“Fascinating or not, we need to collect a few, I'd think,” Fonn said. “If they’re responsible—"

“You wish to bring them to justice?” Helligan asked. “if anything, this was accidental. 'm sure
Il find she died of natural causes.” He had apparently completed one of his delicate incisions
and was taking a more active interest in the wojeks’ conversation.

“She barely looks seventy,” Pijha said.

“Indeed,” Helligan agreed. “But | don’t think they're going anywhere. What'’s left of her is. |
need to collect enough to determine what killed her.”

“The rats didn’t kill her, Doctor?” Fonn prodded.

“Indeed not. Even if my initial necrotic observations didn’t tell me that, all of this blood would
have. See?” He poked it with the surgical tool, and the blood in the pool jiggled. “it’s
semicoagulated, but you can still see a faint impression of shape. This blood started to congeal
while it was still inside her. Our friends here are the ones that let it out, but this blood—and this
woman—were dead before that happened.”

“So much for my theory,” Pijha said. “ ‘Necrotic observations?’ Like what?”

As if in reply, a shriek rang in the late-evening air, from the sound of it only a few alleys away.
“That, for starters,” Helligan said. “Woundseeker. | waited for it to leave before | began to work.
Standard safety protocol, labmages aren’t issued grounders. She didn't seem to want to hang
around.”

“l can't imagine she found the view appealing,” Fonn said. “So the rats didn't kill her, but she
was killed.”

The labmage picked up one of the rats, and Fonn steeled herself for another natural-history
lesson she hardly needed. Helligan fancied himself more than a simple labmage and rarely
wasted a chance to demonstrate the breadth of his extracurricular studies.

“Your partner is correct, Officer Fonn. They are fascinating creatures,” the labmage began.
“No fear of us whatsoever. They easily outnumber every other form of life in the world, you
know. Perhaps not if you include the undead, but then the definition of ‘life’ is such a—but 1
digress. My point is that | would hesitate to put anything out of the reach of their rodent brains,
or their efficient little bodies.” As if to emphasize Helligan’s point, one of the feasting rodents
chattered at him as he poked a small, hooked tool into an open wound on the woman'’s neck.

Fonn grimaced. She knew that joining the ’jeks would not always be simple. Today, it was
outright disgusting.

In the wake of the Decamillennial, the League of Wojek had found its ranks decimated.
Between the corrupted Selesnyan quietmen and their mad attack on every wojek fort in the
city, and the disturbingly widespread lurker infiltration (still not a widely known fact outside the
League), hundreds of wojek officers had been killed. Before the reckoning of wojek losses was
even complete many more had left the service for higher-paying jobs in security. And some, like
Fonn Zunich’s troubled friend Agrus Kos, simply quit. This created a void that needed filling,
and the League turned to similar organizations with other guilds that could help. Fonn’s father
had been a wojek, and she was one of the first ledev to volunteer for the auxiliary ranks. She
took to the work easily. It was in her blood, perhaps even more than the open road.

Her blood and all of her instincts told her this was not as simple as it looked, but she could
not tell exactly why it wasn'’t so simple. Pijha might be right.

“Not long ago,” Pijha said, “this wouldn’'t even be worth our time. You know that, right? A
simple murder like this, | mean. We might really be stretching the definition of guild commerce
here. There was no sigil over the door.”

“No, but look, she’s got the collar pin of the Karlov family. She’s connected, all right. And her
customers might have been—" Fonn began. “Wait. Her customers. We need to check her sales
records. The last person to buy something will be a possible suspect, or at the very least a
witness.”

“Rats ate that,” Helligan said. “I think there are a few shreds over there in the corner where
they're building a nest.”

“Okay,” Fonn ventured. “Then we can make an educated guess. No other animals here, so



let’s say we can assume she only sold rats. Rats are holy in many cultures. And the Rakdos
Guild favors rats as pets, right?”

“Officers?” Helligan said.

“And maybe—maybe the Rakdos didn't like her prices,” Pijha said. “They roughed her up a
bit, but they’re thrill-killers and couldn’t resist. Except there’s only one problem.”

“Yeah,” Fonn nodded with a grimace, “she still has blood left.”

“Rakdos would have drunk it or smeared it all over the walls. They're not exactly known for
restraint,” Pijha said, rolling now. “So it wasn't Rakdos. Who else would—"

Helligan coughed and repeated more loudly, “Officers? Lieutenant?”

“What have you found?” Pijha said.

“Oh, nothing yet. I'll have to run tests first on these samples,” the labmage said. “But there is
a simple way to determine whether any of these rats consumed anything other than this
woman, if that is something you wish to determine immediately. I think there are enough to
spare for the alchemical sciences, since we’ll be collecting extra.” Helligan’s empty hand shot
out lightning quick and snapped up a fat, squealing rat by the tail. In the other hand he raised
the surgical tool, currently configured as a razor scalpel.

“No, Doctor, that’s really not—" Fonn said and finished with an involuntary “Ew.”

Several seconds and several more sounds the half-elf apo would not soon forget later, the
labmage shook his head. Surprise registered on his face, tempered with scientific curiosity. He
tossed the rat corpse aside and took up another, then did the same with the new rat corpse,
and another.

“Well, I'll be a dromad’s mother,” he said. “l admit it was a small and not particularly scientific
sample, but all 'm finding are several semidigested chunks of Mrs. Zuza Uldossa, proprietor.”
He shook his head. “I'll have to try a few more to be sure, of course. But if they ate the birds,
this one didn’'t get any.”

“Birds?” Fonn said. She had picked up a faint avian scent in the air but had attributed it to
the pigeons that lined the eaves of the roof outside, as they did almost everywhere in the city.

Helligan waved his bloody scalpel in a circle around his head. “Birdcages, if | don’'t miss my
guess. And I found this.” He produced a golden feather curiously free of blood.

“Where did you find that?” Fonn asked.

“In the dustpan,” Helligan said, pointing to the corner where the dustpan in question rested
on the floor next to an upright straw broom. “Aside from the obvious, this place is quite tidy.
She must have swept up recently.”

Pijha took the feather from the labmage and held it up to the light. He shook his head,
shrugged, and handed it to Fonn, who did the same. “It’'s not pigeon,” she said after a few
seconds.

“It’s not?” Pijha said.

“No,” Fonn said. She gave the feather an experimental sniff, and her nose confirmed what
her eyes told her.“This is a tail feather from a bird of paradise.”

“Those are exceedingly rare,” Helligan said. “I'd say it qualifies as ‘exotic.

“It certainly does,” Fonn agreed, and Pijha nodded.

“Ill send a falcon for a few extra hands,” Helligan said. “We may need to collect more of
these little fellows than Ithought. If they ate a bird of paradise—"

“This investigation is going to expand too,” Pijha said with a sigh. He was dedicated, but
Fonn knew he also preferred his cases simple, like most career ’jeks, or at the very least free of
interference from the brass. But the death of such a valuable creature would elevate the level
of the crime, and the higher-ups would almost certainly take an interest once the assurors and
other interested parties came to them demanding to know what was being done to protect
the good, wealthy citizens of Ravnica.

Outside, a chorus of ringing bells interrupted Fonn’s train of thought. She counted the tolls
and grimaced.

“Lieutenant, 'm sorry,” she said, “but 'm going to have to let you take it from here. | have a
prior commitment.”

Pijha’s frown curved back into his usual amiable grin. “I remember. You mentioned it
yesterday, and the week before, and the week before that. Say ‘hello’ to the kids for me.
Helligan and | can hold down this fort until you get back. And if we figure this out before then,



the first round will be on you.”
“Ildon’t doubt you will,” Fonn said. “I'll see you in a few days.”

Myczil Savod Zunich held his breath as his quarry shuffled past the makeshift hunting blind.
He was eleven years old, but this was not his first venture into the wilds that fringed the
underground metropolis of Old Rav. His father had made sure the boy could load a crossbow
by the time he could walk. He had made his first kill at the age of five, a serpent-wurm hatchling
that had fallen into a trap the precocious child had concocted himself and built with his father’s
help.

Jarad, the Devkarin guildmaster of the Golgari and the de facto lord of the undercity, was
similarly silent, crouched beside his son with an ornately carved Devkarin spear gripped loosely
in one hand. This was the first time he had taken the boy on a hunt for two-legged prey. Their
guarry was a small gang of rebellious zombie deadwalkers who had taken to raiding the less-
traveled roads into and out of Old Rav, where neither the ledev nor the wojeks bothered to
keep order. Jarad preferred it that way. Keeping his own form of order in the undercity was a
point of pride for the Golgari under his leadership. And whenever he could attend to security
personally, he gladly did so.

Technically, these deadwalkers were Golgari, but they had given up any rights to the name
when they'd defied Jarad’s edict that outlawed such activity.

The guildmaster did not know if his son would choose to follow in his footsteps or those of
his mother. Perhaps the boy would choose neither path and find his own way, which was his
right. But Jarad was a father as well as a guildmaster and naturally preferred to have his
progeny carry on for him when his own time ended, as it inevitably would. So far, young Myc
had always done him proud. The boy had matured rapidly, like those with elf blood did, and had
already proven himself against beasts. Now he would be tested against more canny prey. Myc
had formed his own plan for this hunt, and Jarad had approved, impressed. The boy had come
up with a simple but quite effective plan, even if it wasn't as lethal as the one the guildmaster
would have conceived.

Jarad blamed Myc’s mother for that.

Seven, eight ... in all, thirteen pairs of gray, skeletal feet shuffled past. The deadwalkers
were still several paces away from springing the trap when Jarad heard Myc gasp, a sound that
abruptly stopped short when the last zombie froze in its tracks. The Devkarin saw what had
made his son gasp a moment later and scowled.

His ex-wife rounded the corner and rode boldly down the little-used road at a trot, the
hooves of her great dromad clopping on the moss-covered stones. The deadwalkers
immediately turned to face her, well short of the pit that would have cast them all into a huge
net and captured them easily in one fell swoop. As soon as she saw them, the dromad rider
pulled the reins and stopped her mount short.

“Hello,” the half-elf said, the silver crest of her ledev helm glinting in the blue light of the only
glowsphere for half a mile in either direction. “I trust there will be no trouble. | am bound for Old
Rav.

The thirteenth zombie, in the lead position as the pack reversed direction, shuffled
ominously toward the dromad rider and hissed a simple reply. “No, yoush are nosht,” the
deadwalker managed through its toothless mouth.

Jarad felt a jab in his ribs and saw Myc looking up at him anxiously. He mouthed the words,
What now?

The dromad rider dismounted easily and stepped between the animal and the deadwalkers,
drawing a silver long sword as she did so.“Yes,” she said calmly, “lam.”

For the briefest of moments, Jarad remembered why he had pursued Fonn Zunich’s heart,
and felt a tinge of regret that things had turned so sour between them.

Courage or not, she was still outnumbered. Jarad turned to Myc and mouthed, on three. Myc
nodded. When the entire gang had shuffled by and closed on Fonn, who remained as calm as
ever despite a nervous whinny from her dromad, the Devkarin counted down silently. One.
Two.



Myc tensed and nodded.

Three.

Father and son sprang from the blind simultaneously behind the zombies. The two rearmost
deadwalkers whirled slowly on them. Devkarin steel cut down each one in turn.

“Good to see you both,” Fonn said, breaking the zombies’ stunned silence. “Friends of
yours?”

“Hi, Mom,” Myc said.

“Not friends,” Jarad smirked. “Prey.”

The deadwalkers were smart enough to understand the words—and the fact that their
numbers had been quickly reduced from thirteen to eleven. On either side, slick, stone walls
blocked their way, and in both directions drawn blades obviously wielded with some skill
blocked the underground road.

The deadwalkers would react to this one of two ways, in Jarad’s experience: They would
turn on each other, or they would fight.

As one, the deadwalkers chose option two. Four charged toward Fonn, who beheaded one
before blocking a series of ragged, uncoordinated strikes from the other zombies’ rusty,
makeshift weapons.

That was all Jarad saw of her before the remaining seven went after guildmaster and son.
The Devkarin took the forearms off of the nearest with an upward swipe of his kindjal, and
removed the top of the zombie’s skull on the downward strike. Myc’s smaller stature allowed
him a different angle of attack, and the boy drove his own sword through the leg of a hissing
deadwalker who was just within reach. The zombie toppled to one side, but two more took its
place, forcing Myc to backpedal to his father’s side.

A lucky strike from one of the deadwalkers knocked Fonn’s blade free from her grip, and she
backed into the dromad, which started to shuffle backward itself.

“Mom!” Myc cried and threw a look over one shoulder. “We've got to help her!”

“I'll be fine!” Fonn said. “Don’t do anything—"

Myc was already moving, however, and Fonn’s protest fell on deaf ears. It was all Jarad could
do to keep up with the agile boy as he ducked around and under the deadwalkers, making his
way to his mother’s side as the swipes and snarls of the zombies followed.

The distraction was enough for Jarad to take out another pair of deadwalkers and
incapacitate a third with a backward kick that shattered both of the zombie’s kneecaps. Jarad
followed that with a boot heel that crushed the thing’s skull.

By the time Jarad returned his attention to Myc and Fonn, the other four lay in pieces on the
road, twitching as their necrotic energy dissipated into the ground.

“Did you—"?" Jarad said to Fonn, who shook her head.

“They were messing with my mom,” Myc said. “Sorry, Dad. We'll have to capture them next
time. Couldn’t be helped.”

Jarad had to suppress a grin that he knew would have brought grief from his ex-wife, which
he preferred to avoid when in their son’s presence.

Fonn, for whatever reason, wasn't so inclined at the moment. “So this is how you take care
of my son?” Fonn said with sudden anger. “A zombie hunt?”

“It was my idea, Mom,” Myc said. “I've been learning a lot, but I've always got more to learn,
like you always say. And Ithought—"

“Never mind,” Fonn said with a sigh. She arched an eyebrow at Jarad. “We can talk about
this later. Right now we've got a journey ahead of us. You're ready, Myc? Do you need to pick
anything up from—"

“No,” Myc said, but he looked questioningly at his father. “I'm ready to go?”

“You did well. Take pride in this hunt,” Jarad said. “The ability to improvise is at least as
important as the ability to plan—nothing can be completely foreseen.”

“Yes, Dad,” Myc said. The Devkarin instinctively concealed the unseemly disappointment he
felt when he saw how easily the boy changed his focus to his ledev studies. Intellectually he
knew that his son would ultimately be a better man for the scope of his training. The
disappointment was more visceral. Jarad buried it as he always did. There was little point in
dwelling on it.

“Fonn, it is good to see you,” Jarad said formally.



“Right,” Fonn said.

The Devkarin shrugged and pulled a white hunting mask, his symbol of office, over his face. “I|
will see you soon. | must summon hunters to clean up this mess.” He placed a hand on Myc’s
shoulder then looked at Fonn and said, “You did very well today.”

“Thank you,” Fonn said with surprising sincerity. Then she turned from him. “Myc, the other
scouts will be waiting.”

“Iknow, I know,” Myc said and gave his father a quick hug. “I'll see you soon too, Dad.”

“Come on,” Fonn said. “You can ride the dromad.”

“I'think I need to stretch my legs,” Myc said. “You go ahead”

Jarad watched them go with a fading smile and returned Myc’s final wave. He turned his
mind to the immediate, messy task before him and the infinitely messier tasks waiting for him
when he returned his full attention to running the guild. Usually, that would have been more
than enough to keep his mind occupied until the next time he saw his son and actually got to
enjoy himself in some small semblance of his old life, hunting and exploring the wilds.

This time, a nagging uncertainty refused to release its grip on his thoughts. Some Devkarin
elves had the gift of prophecy, but Jarad had never been one of them. Yet he could not shake
the feeling that the two people on all of Ravnica he truly cared about were headed into deep
trouble.



i CHAPTER 3

Don’t say | have the face of an angel,
‘Cause it's such an easy thing to do.
I would never want the face of an angel,

Not after seein’ what an angel goes through.
—Face of an Angel, by Shonya Bayle,

the Balladrix of Tin Street
30 Cizarw 10012 Z C.

Teysa Karlov shivered. She wished she had thought to wear a heavier cloak over her
ceremonial advokist’s robes to this first interview. The entire complex was still chilly from the
night and an unseasonable cold snap. The sun was only just peeking over the towers outside
when Teysa had stepped inside the Azorius demesnes, and Prahv, the seat of law in the
center of Ravnica, was always a little chilly throughout its vaulted halls. The Azorius employed
a lot of vedalken, and they liked low temperatures—they claimed the chill helped preserve their
“superior intelligence.” Regardless of the reason, Teysa had already grown used to the warm,
desertlike conditions in her new barony. The young woman, a scion of one of the three most
powerful ruling families in the Guild of Deals, ruled the reclamation zone of Utvara as baroness
(and soon as duly elected mayor, all the right gears having been sufficiently oiled). She was
also a fully licensed Orzhov advokist, a lawmage of great acclaim, and she had returned to the
city of Ravnica to take on a new client she could hardly refuse.

Cases like this didn't come along every day, and she felt things were well in hand back in
Utvara. Zomaj Hauc was dead and gone, and the Schism in the sky over her barony had faded
to a barely discernible distortion. There were mysteries yet to be unraveled about it, but one
such mystery was intimately linked to this case.

The baroness brought her shivering under control with a silent, willful message to her
Orzhov blood. It was not literal communication, but she found the blood responded better
when she formed her will into words. Within seconds, the shaking subsided and her composure
returned, though the room grew even colder when the guard shut the cell door.

Whatever the physical cause, the shiver left behind an odd feeling of uncertainty, unease, as
it departed. She resolved to get in touch with her surrogates back home—odd that she was
already thinking of the place as home, but the word had arisen in her mind automatically—as
soon as she was out of here. The blood had been known to warn of impending danger, and for
one of the ruling family unease could be a sign of much worse to come.

Teysa’s cane, one of the prices exacted on her body by the blood, almost slipped on the
floor. Not just chilly, damp and chilly. The parts of Prahv the public saw would never have
allowed molds and other ... things to grow wild, but in the holding cells janitorial duties were a
fairly low priority, it seemed. It hadn’'t always been that way. She’d been in several such
interview cells, and at one time they had shined. The Azorius were slipping. The Senate was
filled with more and more sycophants and opportunists these days, seemingly more interested
in long debate than in maintaining the facade of purity and justice Prahv had always shown to
the world. They were becoming almost Orzhovlike.

The Baroness of Utvara struggled to ignore the variety of odd smells that clouded the
confined space in an unpleasant pastiche. She limped the short distance from the door to the
transparent barrier without using her cane and stood eye to eye with the last known angel on



Ravnica.

Teysa had met this angel under different circumstances only a few weeks ago. The angel
had emerged from the Schism while the baroness led a ragtag posse against the lzzet
magelord who had tried to set dragons loose upon the world. The towering warrior, with timing
typical, in Teysa’s experience, of law enforcement, had arrived just a little too late. By the time
Teysa met her, the angel was grieving for the old man who had died fighting the dragons, a
retired wojek named Kos. Such attachment to a “mortal” was not generally considered an
angelic trait, and Teysa had found it curious at the time and assumed the angel was simply
using it as cover to avoid revealing why she alone was there and where the other angels had
gone. Their disappearance at the time of the Decamillennial was known the world over, a
reliable topic at most any corner table at the local watering hole. In Utvara alone, Teysa had
already heard more than twelve distinct theories on the subject in Pivlic's tavern, which
currently served as her base of operations.

What Teysa knew was that the angel had spoken at the wojek’s funeral and disappeared a
few days later, leaving even more questions behind. A few hours ago, the angel had
reappeared, triggering the sequence of events that brought Teysa back to Prahv.

The baroness had the chance to get some answers, both to satisfy her professional
obligations and her personal curiosity—the Schism still hung over Utvara, smaller but still
inscrutable, and Teysa felt she needed to learn all she could about it, whatever its current size.
Then there was the fact that the disappearance of the angels was one of the great mysteries
of the last century, and the woman who uncovered the truth would become a legend. Teysa
did not crave notoriety for its own sake, but it did open new avenues to power that the barony
of Utvara did not.

That was the advokist talking, arguing the case of her natural ambition, and the advokist
had a point. Teysa took the fastest zeppelid available back to the City of Ravnica as soon as
the message from the angel had arrived in her office that morning, mulling over possible
strategies and hypotheses the entire way.

The angel stood in shackles. A coil of heavy, silver chain ran through the braces on her wrists
and ankles and through mizzium rings bolted to a section of solid mizzium flooring, giving the
prisoner room to move while adding another layer of security to the already indestructible cell.
It was far below the base of the third tower of Prahv. The towers contained many such cells,
where those awaiting trial awaited it in complete physical isolation that still gave them the
ability to communicate with the outside, provided the outside came to them. The Azorius and
their Senate guard allowed the accused to speak to visitors through thick plates of sound-
conducting invizomizzium.

The Guildpact was a harsh set of laws at times, but fair—if you could afford one, an advokist
or lawmage would help argue your cause before the blind judges. The Senate prided itself on
near-obsessive attention to such protocols. She wished it was more obsessive about the
condition of this dungeon, but that was immaterial at the moment.

The ministers of Azorius, the upper-middle class bureaucrats that kept Prahv running and
populated the lower house of the Senate, were bound and determined, it appeared, to ensure
no breaches of protocol would come between the angelic prisoner and prosecution. The
smaller and more proactive group of vedalken speakers that filled the upper house of the
Senate—which still had less collective political power than the judges—were no doubt just as
eager to question the last angel as was everyone else, but the accused’s advokist had the
right to first interview once charges were brought. Even the judges couldn’t interrogate before
Teysa could.

Word had leaked quickly to the newssheets and the “holy prisoner of Prahv” was drawing
people to the Azorius stronghold. For the most part, those spreading the rumors implied that
the Azorius were making a mistake by imprisoning the angel and that no good could come of it.
Teysa had passed a few small groups of praying pilgrims on the way in. By the time she left,
they’'d probably be singing around a burning effigy of Grand Arbiter Augustin IV. The Azorius
were walking a fine line with this.

Teysa settled on an angle for the angel within moments. The prisoner no doubt expected
guestions and more questions about her vanished kin, so Teysa would do the opposite. Her
face sharpened into number twenty-seven:irritated protest.



“Hello. Great to meet you. | want you to know that I should be back in Utvara,” Teysa said to
the prisoner. “I daresay in the time you spent with us there you learned that 'm no longer a
practicing advokist. 'm semiretired. And no offense, ma’am, but | hardly know you. What made
you request me? Do you even know what | charge for my services? Do you even have a zib to
your name?”

No reaction. The angel just stood, hidden in shadow from the blue glowsphere that provided
the only illumination.

“Excuse me, ma’am, 'm over here,” she said.

Nothing. The feeling of unease knocked on the back of her mind, demanding attention, and
she squelched it.

Then her eyes finally adapted to the darkness enough to clearly make out the angel in the
shadows, and the shocking injuries she had suffered, protocols or no protocols. Even bound by
the silver rings that made her golden wings hang paralyzed from her shoulder blades, her great
angelic power largely suppressed, the tall prisoner was an imposing figure but also battered,
bruised, and slashed. The wings made her look like a hunched and wounded raptor, especially
once Teysa got a good look at the dried, spattered blood that glittered in the dull light of the
cell's lone, sputtering glowsphere. “Look, Miss—Pierakor Az Vinrenn D’rav,” Teysa added crisply
—she’d memorized the name on the flight—"you’ll need to work with me a little more than
this.”

The angel turned and covered the distance between the baroness and the invizomizzium
with two steps. The heavy chain around her feet brought her up just short of the barrier with a
clang, and Teysa took an involuntary step back. One of the angel's eyes blazed with rage and
pain. The other was swollen completely shut beneath an untended wound that had cut to the
bone. The gash ran from the center of her forehead to just above her left ear. A blood-soaked
bandage was wrapped tightly around her ribs, another bound her right thigh, and a third, her
left shoulder. The angel's left arm was in a simple prison-issue sling, and she wore a simple,
gray prison tunic that had at best been made for someone shorter and much less ... angelic.
Her red tresses had been cropped close and short, from the look of it unintentionally and
possibly with a torch. She was drawn and pallid. It was said angels were beings made of magic,
but this angel was apparently also made of blood and tissue. If the baroness was any judge,
the prisoner had lost a lot of the former in exchange for her injuries. Had the angel been human
and not a semi-immortal physical manifestation of magical justice, Teysa would have
suggested they begin by drawing up a last will and testament.

The eye that was still open locked with hers, and for one split second Teysa saw fire aimed
at her own soul. Then just as quickly it was gone. The angel relaxed and even attempted a
smile. “My apologies,” she said. “I was thinking. You interrupted me, and | reacted instinctively.
Confinement is a ... peculiar state for me, especially at the moment. You are the Baroness of
Utvara.”

“And you're—well, you're hurt,” Teysa said. “Are you sure you're up to this? | could fetch a
healer, get you some teardrops. We can always meet later.”

“No,” the prisoner replied. “I will heal.”

“You'd heal faster if—never mind,” the baroness said. “Ma’am, may | call you Feather? We've
met before, and at the time you said to call you Feather.”

“You may,” the angel said. “That has become my name.”

Odd way to put it. “So, Feather, while you were thinking did you actually hear anything | just

“An angel always hears what a mortal says, when directly addressed,” Feather replied, “no
matter the distance.”

“Yes,” Teysa said, knocked off of her rhythm. “Right. So we’re on the same page. That trick
could come in handy if you end up within the verity circle. It will help keep our lines of
communication open. But we’ll get to that later.”

“A verity circle will not be necessary,” the angel replied, and Teysa didn’t bother to tell her
the truth-compelling magic would be there when Feather took the stand no matter what the
accused thought necessary. “I will answer your questions,” Feather continued. “First, Pivlic
recommended you. Second, | do know what your services are worth. If you check your bank
records, | believe there has already been a substantial sum transferred to your primary



business account. That amount will be finalized when you accept my case.”

“Where does an angel get zinos?”

“lwas a wojek for twenty-two years, and the League insisted on normal wages, some kind of
union rule, despite my ... unusual status in the service. | never spent these wages but left them
in the care of—"

“Pivlic?”

“Correct.”

“It’s always Pivlic.”

“He invested the funds for me in various business ventures that met the strict legal
standards | required and over the last twelve years has apparently—how did he put it—'grown
my wealth’ considerably. So you will accept my case.” It was not a question.

Teysa scanned the angel's face, looking for a hint of jocularity or insincerity. She found
neither. Pivlic. Her new second in command never failed to surprise and never seemed to open
all of his books. The imp made it his business to know everyone, which was one of the things
that made him so useful. She made a mental note to draw up some contracts that would
ensure his loyalty for the next hundred years. A well-connected lieutenant often wanted to
become a well-connected boss.

“So how substantial is—?”

“Substantial,” Feather said. “I ran the figure past Pivlic before | sent word to you, and he
agreed it was generous.”

“I will check on it, but let’s say you'’re not lying. Since you're an angel. Don't lie to me, Fea—
sorry, is it Constable Feather?”

“Most recently it was ‘Legionary. Before that ‘Constable. You may call me just Feather,
Feather said. “And I do not speak falsely. Angels do not lie.”

“Cannot or don't?”

“Angels do not lie.”

“Feather,” the baroness said, switching on number five: 'm the one looking out for you, so
you can trust me. “Feather, everybody lies. But Il give you the benefit of the doubt. Let’s just
say | think you'’re telling the truth. But before | take the case, | need to know a little about it
first.”

“l am accused on multiple violations. Desertion in a time of war. Striking a superior. Breaking
oaths. Failure to attend to my duty as a wojek officer and as a Boros Legionary. | may well be
guilty of guild-matricide as well”

It took Feather half an hour to go over the charges in detail—angelic memory was famously
precise and frighteningly accurate. Teysa suspected much of what the angel said was rote
recitation from the formal accusation. As an advokist, she found herself aghast when the angel
told her that much of the information within the charges was from Feather herself, who had
actually turned herselfin.

She wasn't just working for an angel, she was working for an angel who was either insane, or
else had brought a warning that everyone in power on Ravnica needed to hear. When Feather
was finished, the baroness knew she had her work cut out for her turning the tale into a worthy
defense.

The mitigating circumstances were unbelievably compelling and would work to her
advantage with the jurists. Those were her best hope since the angel insisted on testifying in
her own defense. Within a few hours, her strategy became clear. Teysa actually had an honest
client, and that was how she would win the case if she won at all. The truth, with a little
assistance from her advokist, would set Feather free—or nothing would.

Crixizix shuddered as the Great Dragon Niv-Mizzet came into view over the horizon and
momentarily blocked out the dim sun. Relief and dread fought for dominance in her heart. Relief
that this disaster would almost certainly end or at least move into a welcome rescue-and-



recovery phase, for she knew with the certainty of faith that nothing could stand before the
unleashed might of the Izzet guildmaster. Dread that her short career as a master engineer
was about to literally burn up.

The last time she called in to the sour dispatcher, Crixizix learned that the containment
team was on maneuvers at the northwest pole and would be on their way as soon as contact
could be reestablished—perhaps as long as thirty hours. The only other help to arrive, a small
team of firefighting hydromancers who had teleported directly to the scene, unfortunately
materialized on a spot that no longer had any ground beneath it. Crixizix watched helplessly,
too far away to prevent them from plummeting into to the depths of Utvara’s cold, dead
undercity.

She aborted her first three landing attempts as more and more of Utvara fell under fists,
feet, and other nephilim appendages. Crixizix then gave up on the idea of moving people out of
the township one or two at a time in the cramped 'sphere when the terrified mob almost pulled
the craft crashing to the ground.

The goblin finally settled on staying in the air, where she could do more good helping
evacuees find paths they could not see with public-address enchantments. Angry and even
more terrified than before, the people chased her more than obeyed her instructions, but the
results were the same. Crixizix had gotten dozens to relative safety—she doubted the
nephilim would be confined to Utvara for long, at this rate—but saw many more snapped up by
the monsters, consumed, or casually flattened.

Had the dragon not agreed to handle the situation, Crixizix might have returned to the
center and alerted the wojeks, the ledev, and the titans themselves. She did alert a minor
Orzhov functionary, the highest level of attention she could get when the baroness could not
be found on the leylines. She could not raise Pivlic, who at least would have been certain to
have a way to contact Teysa Karlov. Regardless, the Izzet guildmaster had agreed to her first
request, simply but with a great deal of underlying irritation. As promised, he arrived a short
time later.

Crixizix had just gotten a shocked viashino family to the edge of the Husk when the dragon
broke the long silence.

This is not acceptable, the Firemind said in her head.

The goblin did not respond but redirected the flame-pods and changed her vector to
intercept and escort the guildmaster.

The dragon passed over the Cauldron ruins, abandoned hours ago by the nephilim in their
press outward. He opened his reptilian jaws and without ceremony belched an inferno into
what remained of Zomaj Hauc’s legacy. The ruins were consumed in minutes, collapsing into
drooping, molten shapes that soon merged completely with the volcanic caldera underneath.
When the ruins were fully liquefied, Niv-Mizzet wheeled back over the surface and spread his
great, leathery wings. He hovered, flapping mightily, and kicked up a tremendous dust devil
centered directly over the volcanic scar. After another few minutes the winds had cooled the
molten rock and metal before they dissipated into the open sky.

it took seven minutes, in total, for Niv-Mizzet to obliterate the Cauldron and cap an active
geothermic vent. Crixizix hoped that wasn't the solution the guildmaster had in mind for the
entire reclamation zone.

As if in reply to her anxious thought, the Firemind asked, Why did you allow this to happen,
Master Engineer? The remains of all my kin were to be incinerated. All.I resumed my
meditations when you assured me that was taken care of.

The mental image Niv-Mizzet projected—a perfect replica of his physical form—completely
lacked the usual mental affectations others could not help. The goblin herself, for instance,
could not get her mental knuckles off the mental floor when in his presence. She flinched when
the projection cocked its head and mustered all the courage she had left.

Well? Niv-Mizzet pressed.

We were proceeding with that plan, great Niv-Mizzet, Crixizix thought back. Had we the time,
I would go over those plans in detail, but | assure you they—

Your incompetence can wait, the dragon thought. Do not fear for your life just yet, Master
Engineer. This is ultimately Zomaj Hauc’s doing. You are merely a goblin. Perhaps | asked too
much of you.



My lord, Crixizix thought, | bow to your supreme judgment. Tell me what you will have me do.

Stay out of my way, the Firemind replied then added, it's been some time since I've had the
opportunity to do something like this. | plan to enjoy it. If you wish to save that rabble, | suggest
you do it now.

I implore you, please take care to—

The mental slap knocked Crixizix’s head back into her seat with an audible crack.

My wrath does not take care, the Firemind growled. Once awakened, it will see blood. Enjoy
the show.

Crixizix kicked the flame-pods into a flash-burst to dodge the swooping dragon as he
passed low over Utvara. She hovered overhead, doing as ordered and staying out of the way.
As an afterthought, she activated the observosphere’s recorders. When the Great Dragon
promised you a show, it wasn’t a bad idea to save it for history. Even if the show promised to
be a disaster for Crixizix’s newly adopted home.

But despite his words, the dragon did not—as the goblin had feared—immediately torch the
entire place. It seemed Niv-Mizzet’s wrath felt a bit more visceral today. He veered over the
city with a roar that made all five of the rampaging creatures issue their own howled
challenges in return.

From her new vantage point, Crixizix could see the battlefield Utvara had become. On the
north end of town, devouring entire swaths of Golgari fields and Selesnyan veztrees, the four-
legged beast that was all mouth and tail bellowed another challenge to the dragon. To the
east, the tentacled brain-thing pulled down the walls of a low-rent hostelry. Just south of that,
something that looked like a walking mountain topped with a statue’s head dug cruel troughs
in the ground, shaking another set of dwellings to their foundations and sending them tumbling
over sideways. Due west, the snake-nephilim was crushing a Haazda watchtower in its
constricting coils, surrounded by a ring of fleeing Haazda volunteers who ran smack into a walll
of embryonic froglings headed in the opposite direction. The froglings’ parent loomed over its
brood and belched up a few more, and the hopping nephilim-spawn—each one half again the
size of a man—pummeled every Haazda within reach.

Each of the original five nephilim Crixizix had spotted easily outweighed Niv-Mizzet after
hours of uninterrupted growth. But the creatures still did not have the Firemind’'s ancient
intelligence, power, and cunning. She felt a wave of roughly similar sentiment from the dragon
himself. The Izzet guildmaster hurled a shot of flame at the tail-mouth, enveloping the nephilim
in dragon fire. The eyeless monster wailed pitiably inside the blast, then hunched all four
spindly limbs. It launched directly upward, on a collision course with Niv-Mizzet, dripping blazing
chunks of oily, melting skin on the ruined buildings below.

Niv-Mizzet was not waiting around to be tackled, and looped around the burning creature.
As it shot past, he raked it across the back, opening three grievous wounds and tearing out a
good many spiked vertebrae that rained, clattering, to the ground. The flames had burned
themselves out when it somehow landed on all four hand-feet in a crouch, charred, smoldering,
and furious. The dragon extinguished that fury with another sustained blast of superheated
pyromanic flames that reduced the facing half of the nephilim to white-hot cinders in seconds.
The remaining half collapsed, twitching, against the last remaining part of Baroness Karlov’s
new mansion.

Crixizix's cheer died on her lips when she saw what Niv-Mizzet’s quick first strike had
caused. Sections of rubble were alight with uncontrolled—and likely uncontrollable—flames fed
by the winds the dragon kicked up with every stroke of his wings. Worse, the other nephilim
were all focused directly on Niv-Mizzet, the advantage of surprise was gone. The guildmaster
looked distressingly ... surrounded.

Nonsense, the Firemind said but did not elaborate. The goblin could feel the vast intelligence
racing, ablaze with the immediacy of the fight, and decided to think more positively. Dragon fire
was one of the few things that could melt the magically forged element mizzium, and Crixizix's
observosphere would not likely survive a stray shot.

Niv-Mizzet flew low toward the brood-belching frog nephilim, strafing the open flats with fire.
The encroaching horde of froglings popped and crackled in the flames, hundreds dying in the
time it took the dragon to make a single pass overhead.

The horde’s instincts kicked in, and several that had escaped only with burns managed to



grab onto the dragon’s tail. Without looking back Niv-Mizzet cracked that tail like a whip,
sending dozens of the froglings to splatter against the stony ground.

The move was effective but was almost the dragon’s undoing. The brood parent lashed out
with a simian, sucker-tipped arm that wrapped around Niv-Mizzet’s tail. The dragon flapped his
wings furiously, blasting the landscape with scattered, unfocused mini-twisters but failing to
free himself from the nephilim’s iron grip. The nephilim set its remaining five limbs and wrenched
Niv-Mizzet out of the sky. The dragon struck the flats with a crash that was heard, if not
immediately recognized, for miles in every direction. Just before he struck, the dragon twisted
enough to land on his belly without breaking a wing, but Niv-Mizzet’s next roar was tinged with
pain. The agony carried through the Firemind, and soon tears rimmed Crixizix's eyes as the
pain, to a certain extent, became her own.

But Niv-Mizzet was not down yet, not by far. He recovered from the body slam within a few
moments, pushed himself to all four feet and whipped his serpentine neck around to hurl a
blast of flame directly into the frog-nephilim’s open mouth. The creature’s gullet inflated like a
balloon, and hundreds more frogling spawn were immolated. Then even the nephilim’'s tough,
ancient hide could withstand the pressure no more. The brood belcher exploded.

The blast sent pieces of brood parent and frog spawn in all directions, raining down over
everything within the ring of the Husk for a full minute. The shock wave knocked Niv-Mizzet
back past the observosphere. Crixizix had better luck, the 'sphere was built with such
conditions in mind, and she managed to keep her vessel both stable and airborne. The hunks
of nephilim that spattered over the observosphere forced her to feed a touch more pyromana
to the flame-pods, but otherwise she appeared to be unharmed. She released the sphere-
within-sphere cockpit clamps and swung around to follow the Izzet guildmaster’s seemingly
uncontrolled flight. The dragon appeared stunned, limp, perhaps injured. Halfway down the
descending side of his arc, Niv-Mizzet’s wings filled with air and he somersaulted out of freefall,
coming to rest on all fours before the snake-nephilim. The monster’s enormous eye gazed
impassively at the dragon, but it unwrapped itself from the Haazda watchtower—the tower
collapsed in a cloud of dust behind it—and rose like a cobra preparing to strike, a cobra with
arms growing out of either side of its head.

With a threatening rumble, Niv-Mizzet mirrored the snake-thing’s movement and arched his
neck, mouth wide and showing twin rows of terrible, razor-sharp teeth. Smoke billowed from
the dragon’s throat and disappeared as he drew in a deep breath.

The breath was cut short by the impact of a bulbous mass of tissue against the side of Niv-
Mizzet’'s head. The dragon recoiled, stunned, unable to pinpoint this second attacker before
another projectile struck his left wing with frightening force. Crixizix and Niv-Mizzet spotted the
fourth nephilim almost simultaneously. The tentacled beast tore loose another hunk of its own
head—or more accurately one of the bulbous, eyelike spheres that covered it—and cast it with
a snap. The dragon ducked, avoiding the projectile, and flapped mightily to regain the sky.

That, Niv-Mizzet thought, was fun. But | grow weary of this.

But my lord, Crix thought, there are still three of them. You must—

You presume to tell me what | must do? the dragon replied. No. This was an enjoyable
diversion—one that | am quickly losing interest with. Nothing more. | think | shall retire and
watch the others try their might against the nephilim for a while.

Crixizix was stunned.

You are leaving? The goblin asked in mental disbelief.

The Firemind did not reply. Niv-Mizzet wheeled one last time in the sky and veered off
toward one of his many hidden aeries in the north. Crixizix noted that he did not go back in the
same direction he had come. Niv-Mizzet was abandoning the City of Ravnica, it appeared.

Crixizix did not know what to do. Fear within the Firemind was inconceivable. As was the
idea of the Guildmaster of the Izzet abandoning his people and his responsibility, allowing the
Izzet to be destroyed by the rampaging nephilim. If she were to reveal this to the others—well,
they’'d probably use it as an excuse to drum her out of the guild. t wasn't as if she were
popular—most magelords seemed to believe she had been promoted well above her station.

The goblin began to weep. Whether it was a result of disillusionment or shame, she wasn’t
sure.

As the three triumphant nephilim lumbered off, tearing a path through the Husk that



exposed layers of civilization long since forgotten and likely never to be studied, Crixizix turned
her gaze back to Utvara. She forced herself to calm down. So what if her mind felt like it had
been torn in two. So what if the Firemind was, ultimately, a living thing that could be
irresponsible, or afraid, or whatever had caused him to abandon the Izzet. These things
happened. All things considered, the people down below had it far worse, and she was still in a
position to do something for them.

She set the observosphere to land outside the Imp Wing—one of the only structures in
Utvara that was more than fifty percent intact—and scrambled to collect every piece of
medical and alchemical equipment she could find.
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The newly reopened Utvara highway narrowed considerably at a point a couple hundred
miles due east of Prahv. Fonn eyed the half-empty buildings rising on either side of the road,
which cut a narrow cleft into the outlying regions of the central city. She had traded in her
dromad for a trusty wolf, and the part-time apo sat tall in the saddle at the head of a small
group of youthful scouts. The half-elf had left behind her wojek armor for the time being and
returned to duty as a ledev guardian, one of the knights of the road who protected the vital
routes of travel and commerce on Ravnica. And happily those duties also meant spending time
with her son. She, Myc, and the others were bound for Utvara, but they were in no hurry. This
sojourn to Utvara was not vacation. The scouts were to learn the roads outside the City of
Ravnica in detail.

Fonn found the League gave her one form of fulfilment—satisfying the desire to honor her
father’s memory in her own way, since few others ever would. But she felt truly at home on the
road, and since Myc had begun training with the scouts it felt less and less like duty. But duty it
was, and necessary training that Fonn was determined her son would have. Lately, it seemed
to her, the ledev guard spent more time patroling newly constructed temple outposts,
defending Selesnyan interests, than serving the good of all by patrolling the roads. The ledev
were, in Fonn’s opinion, on their way to becoming nothing more than simple security guards.
This did not sit well with the half-elf, and she knew she wasn't the only ledev to feel that way.
But such was the legacy of the quietmen, who for thousands of years had acted as guards,
servants, and even vessels for disembodied members of the guild’s ruling collective. The
guietmen had, unfortunately, been corrupted by dark forces at the Decamillennial and could no
longer be trusted. The corpse fires had burned shamefully outside of Vitu Ghazi for weeks, and
the Selesnya Conclave swore their faceless creations would never rise again.

She forced herself not to dwell on such things, though the road, for her, always brought long
stretches of philosophical contemplation along with long stretches of cobblestone.
Contemplation aside, it felt remarkably good to be alive. Traffic was light. Fonn nodded to a
small merchant wagon that trundled past. She recognized the man as an Utvaran. He had
been among the crowd that assembled at the memorial for Agrus Kos and all those who died
in the dragon attack. She still felt guilty that in the last twelve years she’d cut Agrus Kos more
or less out of her life, and his sudden and senseless death had left her feeling even more
unsettled than usual. Not that Fonn thought she could have stopped the dragons herself, but
she could have helped Kos, perhaps saved him from his needless fate.

Then again, Kos himself would probably have been the first to point out that she didn't make
him retire and move to a reclamation zone. He did that on his own.

Fonn scratched her cytoplastic hand, a Simic replacement for the one she’d lost around the
time she’d met Myc’s father. The original could not be restored through conventional magic,
thanks to some kind of curse left by the creature that had taken it. She hardly even noticed it



anymore, but ever since she’d left the city, the hand had started to itch like a gobhobbler with
fleas. Cytoplasty was a relatively new form of bioalchemy, the Simic had said, but one that was
virtually foolproof, with a rejection rate of only a few hundredths of a percent. She’'d worn it for
twelve years without incident, and it was virtually indistinguishable from the original and
completely functional.

Functional, but it could never be called attractive—pale and somewhat translucent,
supported by a fibrous skeletal network of membranous blue and green tendrils that were
clearly visible through the cytoplasm. The Selesnya Conclave did not approve of Simic
cytoplastics on strict theological grounds, though there was technically no law against them.

Her wolf flicked his ears in alarm, and she scratched his neck. “Nothing to worry about. I smell
it too,” Fonn said in the wolf’'s ear. “That’s Utvara. There’s a geothermic vent there. Burning
stone. That’s all you smell”

Her eyes scanned the road, and she added, “Or maybe it’s them.”

A little more than a mile ahead, the road followed a broad tunnel that ran beneath a complex
network of original and rebuilt architecture that was home to thousands of guildless Ravnicans
and members of the savage fringe guilds, like the Gruul, Rakdos, and even Golgari. it was one
of the reasons she like using this stretch of highway to break in new recruits. You never knew
what you might run into around here, but it was also close enough to the city gates to provide
an escape route if real trouble arose. Danger seemed unlikely today, with so much dally life
going on all around them.

Even so, the band of travelers that had emerged from the shadows, clad in the familiar rags
and leathers of Rakdos priests, caused a moment of alarm. It appeared to be a small prayer
gang and not a raiding party, probably pilgrims headed to Krokt-only-knew-what sordid and
bloody rituals. That was the thing about the roads of Ravnica—they were interconnected all
over the world, a web of constantly moving people, commerce, and cultures, and just because
you crossed paths with someone didn’t mean they were leaving where you were going or going
where you came from.

The Cult of Rakdos had a well-deserved reputation as one of the bloodiest-minded of the
nine—no, ten, Fonn corrected—quilds. But that reputation had declined somewhat in recent
years, tempered by the dispersal of the Rakdos rebels in an uprising several decades ago.
These days those with the tattoos and scars of the Cult of Rakdos could be found working as
bouncers, mercenaries, and laborers all over the city. Most lived in hivelike warrens where
others rarely went and kept their sordid, bloody rituals to themselves. Supposedly, those
warrens were huge carnivals of violence and mayhem, but no one knew for sure. The only
Rakdos cultists who left the warrens for reasons other than work were priests observing the
rituals and pilgrimages of their religion outside the range of the City Ordinances that did not
allow things like the religious sacrifice of sentient beings, let alone killing for the express
purpose of cannibalism. As Fonn understood it, that was the most sacred of all the Rakdos
rituals.

But as long as their demon-god guildmaster, Rakdos himself, remained entertained in Rix
Maadi, the Rakdos kept to their place in Ravnican society. But the demon-god would surely
rise again, on his own schedule, as had happened dozens of times since the Guildpact was
signed. Why the paruns had allowed a guild like the Cult of Rakdos to exist was something
that scholars and philosophers debated to this very day, but Fonn’s personal opinion was that
it was simply to keep the near-immortal demon Rakdos in check by shackling him with a formal
religion.

These priests, far from their kind, seemed almost comical at this distance. A few were
strumming and blowing musical instruments in an atonal marching rhythm. Another lead a giant
indrik pack-beast. Fonn could hear its flat, heavy feet thumping along at a leisurely pace that
matched the music. It was slung with dozens of animal cages of various sizes, most empty, but
they made the mammoth creature look like a walking zoo. Portions of its skeleton were
exposed, a sure sign of the Rakdos’ haphazard but effective necromancy.

Fonn grimaced. Well, this was what training was for. They'd just have to go on as planned.
She’d chosen this road, after all. A fully trained ledev guardian wouldn't shirk from passing a
small gang of Rakdos. She certainly wouldn't if she were alone. As long as they kept their wits
about them it should just be a passing exchange of greetings.



And yet there was her son among the recruits, just eleven years old, even if that was only a
few years short of adulthood for an elf. Myc was three-quarters elf so he was maturing even
faster than Fonn had.

“Something wrong, Mom?” called a young voice from a few paces back.

“Probably nothing. I think Tharmoq just isn’t used to geothermic vents,” she replied quickly,
fighting off a strange feeling of guilt. “But all of you, keep your eyes open. There’s a mean-
looking bunch a few miles ahead of us, probably just pilgrims looking for stray beasts to
sacrifice, but Iwant you all alert. It’'s not against the law for them to capture living creatures, as
much as we may not like it.”

“But Mat’'selesnya is in all things,” one of the recruits, not Myc, piped up. “The living must be
free.”

“Yes, and that’s why we don’t do what the Rakdos do. But they have their belief system, and
we have ours. The Guildpact says that we must respect that, so we do,” Fonn said. “Just
because everyone doesn't respect the law doesn’t mean we stoop to their level.”

“But haven’t we left those boundaries by leaving the city?” This from her son, who had some
philosopher in him and a fascination with history.

“Technically, that may be true, except for the road itself,” Fonn said. “The highway network
encompasses all of Ravnica, from the northwest pole to the southeast pole, but it's all really
one road to us, and those roads also run through the city.”

“So the ordinances apply?” Myc said.

“Yes,” Fonn replied, “and we enforce them. That’s why you won't see these jokers trying to
take, say, one of our dromads for their cages. And if they try, we prevent them from doing so.”
With a smirk that none of the scouts saw, she added, “And you’ll address me as ‘sir’ when
we’re on duty, Scout.”

Fonn heard a few snickers from the other trainees. Most of them had a few years on her son,
who may have been as physically mature as the others for the most part but had still only had
eleven years of real experience in the world. She momentarily regretted the public correction.
Both of them were still getting accustomed to this. But Myc had wanted this more than
anything, and he was of age, if just barely. Elves and those with elf blood had very long life
spans, but they matured quite early, especially the Devkarin “dark elves” who spent most of
their lives underground. Myc was half Devkarin and had grown up fast. She’d welcomed him
into the guard as a scout recruit with a little apprehension but also a great deal of pride.

When they divorced, Fonn and Jarad agreed to let Myc follow his own path. Fonn had half-
expected the boy to reject them both, but in the end he had shown more wisdom than she
could have hoped, choosing to split his time between them as best he could.

The marriage had been an unlikely one and hadn’t lasted beyond their son’s sixth birthday.
She must have been mad to ever think it would work out. In retrospect she chalked up the brief
fling with matrimony to the exhilaration of survival the two of them had felt right after the
Decamillennial. At least, for Myc’s sake, they were still on relatively friendly terms. Fonn trained
the boy in the ways of the ledev, and Jarad took him on hunts through Old Rav from time to
time. It could have been worse.

Fonn had crammed a great deal of experience into a relatively short time as a ledev, and the
Conclave had taken notice. She’d been made a member of the Order of Mat’selesnya, which
came with the new title of centuriad, a permanent home in Vitu Ghazi, and responsibility for
training recruits. The rank also made it easier to pursue her part-time work with the wojeks. It
probably didn’t hurt that her one-time wolf mount Biracazir had himself joined the Selesnya
Conclave, the central ruling body of her guild. Even at this great distance, she only had to
concentrate a moment to feel his reassuring presence in the song.

it wasn't the same song she remembered from the old days, but it was still strong. It
connected all Selesnyans to one another, and with the world of living things. And it was
different than it had been. In the last decade, the ledev guardians had cut back on global
patrols, moving more and more troops back to the home territory in the Center of Ravnica. Vitu
Ghazi had been fortified, and refortified, until it hardly resembled the living Unity Tree she
remembered. It resembled, if anything, an organic version of the wojek citadel of Centerfort. A
very, very tall version. It had always been visible from a great distance, and she knew that if she
looked back she would see it clearing the top of the city gates, rising even above the towering



sentinel titans. She would also see new spires and towers growing from it, landing platforms for
griffin patrols, and watchtowers manned by sharp-shooting Silhana bowmen.

The protective mother in her wanted to turn back over one shoulder constantly to check on
Myc, but she forced her eyes forward. She’'d already embarrassed the boy once today. No need
to make it worse. Boy or not—and to a mother, an eleven-year-old was still a boy even when
he had a long sword slung over his shoulder and wore drab, green scout’s chain mail cut in
close proximity to the Devkarin style—he was committed to the life of the ledev, and he
deserved a chance to prove he could do it. That meant letting him take his lumps.

Keeping one eye on the Rakdos cultists was proving difficult. A sudden shift in the wind had
blown a smoky haze in from Utvara, which mingled with a bank of early morning fog. It reeked
of sulfur and burning flesh. It perversely reminded her again of Kos’s pyre.

Fonn wouldn't say she missed Kos exactly. She'd hardly seen her father’s former partner in
the last twelve years and had gotten used to his not being around to help her learn the ropes
of ’jek work. She had been a bit hard on him over her father’'s death and still wasn’t sure Kos
wasn't at least partly responsible for Myczil Zunich’s fall. But now that he was gone, Fonn
missed the concept of Kos, the idea that here was one final living link to her son’s namesake.

But Kos was no more. She’d seen the pyre, had stood shoulder to shoulder with Jarad when
Kos’s mortal remains had gone up into the heavens.

This was no pilgrimage. Utvara was just conveniently located for her purposes. It was a long
ride but not tortuously so—a fairly busy road, not too crowded, not too empty, with the shanty
tower throughway ahead that provided an opportunity for challenging but not necessarily
deadly training. And the Husk always presented a challenge or two, in the form of Gruul
outcasts, wild animals, and other strange creatures. The route she’d planned would actually
take them around the Husk, not through Utvara proper. The ledev had been cordially uninvited
to protect the road into the place. That job was handled now by the baroness’s Utvar Gruul
patrols. Fonn had met the Gruul's leader, a loutish but inteligent man named Golozar, and
been impressed with his plans to protect the interior of Utvara and its booming population.

She heard whispering from the recruits. They thought they were speaking quietly enough
that their dromads’ hooves concealed it, but Fonn had the sharpest ears in the party and
easily picked out the sound if not the content.

Ahead, the Rakdos cultists had become enshrouded in fog, though she could still hear their
mad dirge of a marching song. Another mile, maybe. An irrational fear for Myc gripped her, and
she quickly squelched it. This was exactly why she had chosen this route, to present the
scouts with a challenge. So long as the kids didn’t panic. She decided to ensure they wouldn’t
by maintaining normality until they reached the prayer-gang—or the prayer-gang reached
them.

She reined the wolf to a halt and wheeled on them.

“Recruits, you're here to learn,” Fonn said with all the authority she could muster, which, with
the added emphasis of her raised hand, immediately silenced the chattering youths. “Now
pretty soon it’s going to get foggy, and you’ll want to make sure you know where the others
are, so we're going to get in a quick protocol lesson beforehand.” She raised a hand again to
silence the unsolicited groans and mutters that students on every plane involuntarily emit
when told they’re about to do something dull. “We’re going to keep talking. One, because it's
going to be hard to see. And two, because there’s nothing more deadly than silence on a long
journey. You want to sap your spirit and lose track of what you're supposed to be doing out
here? Just ride along staring. Before you know it you'll be asleep at the reins.” She turned her
mount forward again, and resumed moving forward. “Therefore talking is encouraged.”

The soft clops of the dromad’s hooves were the only response.

“Ill start us off with an easy one then,” Fonn said cheerfully, “a simple, random question:
What'’s so funny?”

“Ma’am?” the oldest recruit, a young human girl with golden braids and a supreme
overestimation of her importance in the world, blurted. Her name was Lilyeyama Tylver—“Lily,”
naturally—and her parents had wanted a son to carry on an aristocratic Tylver family tradition
of theological politics. Lily had chosen the ledev guard instead, a decision Fonn respected even
if the girl's reasons were more than a little fanciful. Lily wanted to be some sort of warrior-
baroness. Fonn had overheard her tell the others. She was also the only recruit with a cape,



and over more than two hundred miles of travel from the gates of Ravnica it had remained
dust-free and spotless. It was black with green silk lining, and Fonn hadn’t seen the girl so
much as brush it. The half-elf had decided to allow the affectation. Customized uniforms were
a ledev tradition. Myc had done much the same with the Devkarin-inspired chain mail.

None of that changed the fact that generally, in Fonn’s experience dealing with groups of
untrained rookies, the first person to say something—anything—was usually the one who
knew precisely what was so funny.

“I said, what’s so funny?”

“Nothing, ma’am,” Tylver replied. She didn’t stammer a bit.

“Anyone else hear anything?” Fonn pressed. “Maybe it’s just these ears of mine, sometimes
you pick up echoes in the canyons.” She waved a hand at the towering walls that lined the
road down to the underpass. Stark and flat, the smooth walls of the ancient public apartment
complexes long since abandoned by the original tenants were also full of guildless squatters,
Rakdos cultists, and varying forms of wildlife. “But maybe | heard voices in those buildings. We
may need to investigate.”

“Mo—Sir,” Myczil piped up. Fonn sighed. She had hoped, for the boy’s sake, he wouldn’t be
the next to speak up. He was the youngest if not the smallest of the recruits. The last thing he
needed was a reputation as a snitch. But she also should have anticipated it.

Perhaps it was a mistake taking him out now. Perhaps she should have insisted he spend at
least a few years in Old Rav with Jarad. He could be learning to track giant slugs with his
father, and she wouldn’t be fighting the need to keep an eye on him every waking second.

“Yes, Zunich?” she said with exaggerated dispassion in an attempt to hide her ill-concealed
sigh.

“Sir, we're ready to investigate if you are,” her son continued. “Iif you hear something, there
must be something out there. We certainly weren't saying anything.”

A little overdone, but Fonn was glad that her position at the head of the group kept the
other recruits from seeing her smirk break into a full-blown smile of pride. Good boy. “Perhaps it
was nothing after all,” she said. “That still doesn't mean we can't all have a little conversation
on the road. Does anyone know any traveling ballads?”

“Can we ask you questions?” another recruit said. Sounded like Aklechin, one of Tylver’s
sidekicks. He had the makings of an excellent swordsman but not, unfortunately, the makings
of a scholar. He was a human, sixteen, and had a mildly polar accent, probably from the almost
perpetually snowbound Monastery Territories in the far northwest. Alone among the recruits,
he had dressed like he was heading to a desert. The others, even Myc, had brought along foul-
weather gear—the central city was in the middle of another few weeks of the rainy season.

The ledev realized all of the scouts were waiting. She looked over at the Rakdos, still
marching through the fog, ever closer. They’d pass them soon. Very well.

“You can ask me any question, any time. | won't always guarantee an answer, but never
think you can't ask.”

“Er, yes,” Aklechin said. “Okay then. Will we get to fight?”

“Good question,” Fonn replied. “Terrible timing.” She called back to the fourth recruit and the
only one who had yet to speak. “Orval, can you tell me why it was terrible timing before | give
Mr. Aklechin his answer?”

“Yes, sir,” the fourth recruit said. He was the only one not riding a dromad, since the four
extra hooves would have been quite superfluous. “It was terrible timing, sir,” Orval continued,
“because it's a jinx. Any idiot knows that. Proven fact. Ancient centaur proverb. And it’s
particularly bad because it appears some deathmonger—beg your pardon, Rakdos
deathmongers—are coming toward us. Sir. And there might be a fight now, even if there wasn't
going to be before. Law of jinxes.”

“More or less accurate,” Fonn said, genuinely impressed. “Call it superstition if you will, or call
it a challenge to fate. But only a fool begs for trouble. | don’t think we need to worry about
them, though. They're just travelers. Just make sure you know where your sword is. A ledev
prepares for trouble so she doesnt—"

Tharmoq the wolf froze and dropped into a crouch, growling at the road ahead. Fonn also
froze, in midsentence.

The fog was very dense indeed and rolling unnaturally down the road toward them. The



marching dirge had quickened to a sound similar to an out-of-tune pipe organ played by a band
of lunatics.

“Everyone, form up,” Fonn said. “Stay close, and no matter how thick this gets, do your best
to keep me in sight, or failing that one of your fellow scouts. And keep talking.”

The trainees responded with a staggered chorus of “Yes, sirs,” all of which sounded as
nervous as she felt. The smoky cloud kept coming, completely blotting out the road ahead.

“Stay sharp, scouts. We're going to keep moving. We don’t run from clouds.” She half-
expected more groans but welcomed the second prompt round of “Yes, sirs,” this time in
unison and a little stronger. “That’s better. Let’s go.”

Unfortunately, Tharmoq refused to move.

“Come on, boy,” she said, leaning down and whispering under her breath in the wolf’s ear.
“Not in front of the scouts.” As she spoke the words, she felt a cold, clammy feeling wash over
her, thick with the smell of sulfur.

The cloud swallowed Fonn and the scouts in seconds. The young recruits became a pack of
shadowy shapes all around her, and they began to chatter, panicking. Only Myc’s voice was
clear, parroting what his mother called to the others: “Steady there,” “Keep it together,” “Stay
calm,” and so on.

Her son’s voice was the last thing she heard before the sound of chaotic Rakdos music
drowned him out. Fonn saw other shapes in the gray—tall, scarecrow bodies, and hulking
things that were all shoulders and arms.

Her head grew dizzy, and she called out Myc’s name. There was no reply. The wolf beneath
her began to whimper loudly, turning in circles as panic seized his lupine mind. Fonn called for
Myc again and got her sword halfway out of the sheath before a large, bony hand clamped an
acrid-smelling rag over her mouth and nose. Fonn fought a losing battle to retain
consciousness. Her hand slipped from the sword hilt and flailed lazily in the fog, striking nothing,
before she finally lost balance, slumped over sideways, and hit the ground.

Darkness enveloped her mind as a gravelly voice whispered in her ear.

“You go to sleep now,” it said. The voice became a rasping cough, then a cackle that rang in
her consciousness until it, and her consciousness, slipped agonizingly away.
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Q: What did the zombie say to the neuromancer?
A: “You going to eat that?”
—101 More Zombie Jokes
(Dead Funny Press, 5410 Z.C)

31 Cizarw 10012 Z C.

Under Jarad’s watchful eye, a hundred zombies made ready to put several acres of
subterranean farmland to the torch. It had taken most of the morning for the farmhands to
spread the necessary fuel to ensure an even burn throughout the fields. Golgari farms did not
dry out well since they were invariably underground, and modern irrigation techniques tended
to keep the atmosphere quite humid and damp. Merely applying open flame to the month-old
remains of the season’s harvest wasn't the answer, even after flammable molds were allowed
to grow. Yet the fields had to burn. It was tradition. It was also good agriculture.

The seasonal burn was enough of an event for the Golgari that the guildmaster was
expected to oversee the ignition personally, and this season was no different. And once again,
the guildmaster had been late. Zombie farmhands and the Devkarin high priest anointed to
bless the blaze had been left standing for an hour. Several had to go back for new torches.

Jarad arrived with several minor scrapes and wounds on his chest, arms, and face. He hadn’t
the time to pick up his ceremonial guildmaster’s robes, but at least he’d managed to get some
extra hunting in on the way back from handing off his son. For better or worse, the undercity
was rife with gangs like the ones they’d destroyed the day before, and he had decided to work
off some tension taking down a few more on the way home. The kill that he carried across his
shoulders was just a lucky find he had come across in one of the wide sewerways he had
taken to get back. Lately, if he didn’t get out and kill something at least every couple of weeks,
he found himself getting extremely irritable, a condition that seeing Fonn had exacerbated.
When the guildmaster was irritable, his decision-making suffered. Jarad may not have wanted
the job at first, but in memory of the noble creature his sister had once been and in defiance of
the stereotypes of the Golgari that abounded in the world above, he was determined that he
would do it well.

“Guildmaster,” said the Devkarin high priest, “We honor your arrival and give you blessings of
the god-zombie.” The pale old elf was clad in traditional leathers and bones and he wore his
hair—and beard—in long dreadlocks that hung past his waist. He leaned on a simple, twisted
staff of ebony wood and scowled beneath his half-skull mask, a more stylized and affected
version of the artifact that Jarad word over his own face. “Guildmaster, pray, what is it you
wear across your shoulders?”

“What does it look like?”

“A gharial alligator?”

“There you go, then,” the guildmaster said. Jarad did indeed carry a dead gharial alligator—a
lucky find. Jarad shifted his weight and shrugged the big reptile’s corpse heavily to the floor of
the overlook. “Found this fellow trying to get into the ceremony through an irrigation pipe,” he
added. “I needed a new pair of boots anyway.”

“And | thank you on behalf of the agricultural collective,” said the foreman in charge of this
stretch of farmland. The foreman was also a zombie, though he was dressed in finer clothes
than the torch-bearing laborers who ringed the farmland spreading out below them. He
extended his hand and Jarad shook it firmly.

“Foreman Ulkis,” he said. “Good to see you. Is everything ready?”

“Yes,” the priest cut in. “The prayers have been made.All that we await is your order.” There
was that impatience again. Jarad understood the man had been forced to wait, but his tone



was unseemly for dealing with a guildmaster.

Jarad had never enjoyed negotiation, compromise, or profit margins. These days not an hour
passed when he didn’t have to consider at least one of the three in some capacity. Jarad had
not wanted to leave his son to Fonn and the Selesnyans for long stretches of the boy’s life. He
had not wanted to watch his sister snapped like a twig. He had not coveted her power. But he
was guildmaster, and he was damned well going to have the respect of the priests.

“Nillis,” he said, “you seem to be in quite a rush. Have | kept you long?”

“No, Guildmaster,” the priest said, predictably obsequious. “I only long to begin the cycle of
renewal that will see the end of one harvest and the beginning of another. It is a holy time, and
if | seem impatient it is only because of my eagerness to see it through, from start to finish.”

“You sure?” Jarad said, walking past the bowing priest to stand at the edge of the overlook.
The field was dotted with small, white packet bombs of incendiary substances, covered over
with broken chunks of dead dindin stalks and the half-plowed stumps of rotting meatshrooms.
The hundred torches awaiting his command cast dancing shadows on the walls, the huge
sunfungus overhead was in the darkened nighttime phase. Even dimmed, the gigantic,
spherical sporophore cast enough light to reveal a few things that should not have been out in
the fields, large, brown, lumpy things that didn’t match the detritus of the harvest or the bright,
white sheen of the incendiaries.

Jarad whirled on one foot and marched back to the high priest, who raised his head
hopefully, ready to receive the guildmaster’s order. He received the guildmaster’s fist across
the jaw instead.

The Devkarin holy man’s staff clattered to the floor next to him, and he groaned.
“Guildmaster? What—?"

“You have placed sacrifices in the fields,” Jarad said steadily, anger barely in check. “This
practice is no longer allowed, Nillis. Why have you defied the decree of your guildmaster?”

“I—No, there is—"

“Don't lie to me, priest,” Jarad said. “l don’t want excuses, nor am | going to debate. You will
personally retrieve every one of them and return them to their parents. The burn will have to
wait until tomorrow.” He turned to the foreman. “Ulkis, did you know anything about this?”

If the zombie foreman did, he was smart enough not to say it. He wasn’t the most expressive
being Jarad had ever met, regardless. He simply shook his head and looked at the priest
sternly.

“Krokt,” Jarad swore. He didn't have time for this. He was due to meet with the Simic
guildmaster in just an hour. He didn’t trust the priest either, but he wasn’'t going to have stolen
human children burned alive no matter what the “god-zombie” wanted. The god-zombie was
dead. His sister had seen to that. The god-zombie wasn't going to care either way, and
whatever Nillis or the other priests thought about it, stealing kids and burning them in a field
was not the way to gain respect for the guild. It was not the way that Jarad vod Savo ran
things.

“All right,” he said to the foreman, “You are going to watch Nillis here, and you'’re going to
make absolutely certain he goes out there and personally frees every one of those children.
Then we're going to meet here tomorrow and try this again. I've still got contacts with the ’jeks,
and | will be checking with their missing children’s bureau first thing in the morning. There had
better be ...” he counted quickly, “there had better be twelve success stories in their records
by then.”

“But Guildmaster,” Nillis objected, “the calendar does not allow—"

“You should have thought of that before you defied my edict,” Jarad said. “You're lucky |
don’t have Ulkis put you in a bag and leave you out to burn there in their stead. So don’'t push
it. You've got work to do””

He nodded to the foreman and concentrated. When he spoke again, a slight echo tinged the
edges of his voice, and the words he said would be impossible for the zombie to disobey. The
Devkarin was not the necromancer his sister had been, but he knew a few tricks that he’'d
been able to practice to great effect in his new capacity as guildmaster. “Foreman, see that he
does it. Ill see you both tomorrow, and | will know if you have not done as ordered. Both of
you.”

“Yes, Guildmaster,” the defeated priest said.



The foreman nodded and agreed. “If he fails, | will break his arms, Guildmaster.”

“No,” Jarad said. “Save those for me. You can break a rib if you like. Just to let him know I'm
serious.”

“Guildmaster, really,” the high priest sputtered, but by that time he was talking to Jarad’s
back.

Maybe that hadn't been fair. He had been late, after all. But that defiance of his personal
policies had been too much. What was the point of being guildmaster if your minions wouldn’t
listen?

As it was, he was late to his next appointment too but not because of the gharial or the fight
with the deadwalker raiders. As his huntress bodyguards stepped in behind him, he took the
long way through the undercity, in no hurry to meet with the Simic. He stopped off at one of
Old Rav’s better tailors and picked up a new vest, a cape that was not too audacious, and
took the opportunity to clean himself up. By the time he reached the receiving chamber in the
labyrinth he had pulled back and knotted his dreadlocks, pinned the Golgari sigil to his breast,
and once again affixed his Devkarin mask firmly to his face. His lieutenant met him at the door
with the guildmaster’s staff of office, an ornate piece of ebony topped with a simple, green
stone into which the Golgari symbol was carved.

Jarad set his jaw and strode into the receiving hall with as much majesty as he could muster.
Of all his duties as guildmaster, diplomacy was another one that he did not particularly enjoy.
Like it or not, however, he did have to admit he had a knack for direct negotiation. It was not
unlike the deceptions every hunter employed when dealing with tricky prey, even if this was
more verbal and far less bloody, in most cases. And Jarad found that he was best at diplomacy
when dealing with someone he did not like. It was just his luck that one such someone rose to
his feet and approached Jarad as he walked into the receiving chamber. The Simic
representative was a vedalken, one he had dealt with before and whom Jarad had only allowed
to call again because the Simic guild seemed to have difficulty grasping his position. In fact,
they were ignoring it.

“Dr. Otrovac,” he said with an almost imperceptible bow. “Welcome. | trust we did not leave
you waiting too long. We are between harvests, you understand. Much to do.”

“lwas not waiting long,” the vedalken lied. Jarad felt something like a tingling in his scalp. No
matter how many times he tried and failed, Dr. Otrovac always made a bold attempt to read
the guildmaster’s mind, every time the two met. It didn’t work now, hadn’t worked before, and
wouldn’t work in the future.

“Please don'’t be tiresome, Doctor. You know you can’t get in there,” Jarad said, tapping his
forehead. “Guildmaster’s privilege.”

“I'm sure | don't know what you mean,” the Simic said. “It is good to see you, Guildmaster. |
bring a message from the great Progenitor Momir Vig, who sends his deepest respect and
honorable greetings from the great greenhouse, along with respect from all of the elders of
Novijen.”

“And?”

“And?” the vedalken said, caught off guard. “And ... and gifts, of course, with which we may
open our negotiation.”

“Are they the same gifts you brought last month?” Jarad said.

“Well, in part,” the Simic admitted. “But | have also brought—I'm sorry, is there someplace we
can speak more privately?”

“Of course,” Jarad said. He led the Simic to an antechamber that he used for private
meetings, ordering his bodyguards to stand watch at the door and keep an eye on the Simic’s
entourage.

“Please, have a seat,” he said, gesturing at a chair in front of a simple desk that dominated
the room. Jarad tapped on a few more glowspheres and sat down behind the desk. “Well?”

“You are direct, as always,” the Simic said. “Since you have not seen fit to accept our
previous offers,  have been authorized to ‘sweeten the deal, as the merchants say.”

“I'm listening,” Jarad said, placing his elbows on the desk, his hands together and his
fingertips against his chin. The Simic soldiered on.

“In addition to what would be your first shipment of cytoplast enhancements, the great
progenitor has released eight million zinos to a private account with the Karlov Bank, which |



trust you realize is the most trusted name in financial circles. The account shall be released to
you as soon as the contract has been signed. What you do with it is up to you.”

“Zinos,” Jarad said. “Impressive.” His tone made it clear that the gold was anything but.
“And?”

“And?” the Simic said. “l just told you that we set aside eight milion—million—zinos, and you
ask me ‘and’?”

“We do not sell our harvest for free,” Jarad said. “The slaughterhouses are not a charity.
Well, we provide food for charities, but that’s beside the point. The point is | have zinos. You're
not offering me anything new, except what |l already told you we don't want.”

“Cytoplastic enhancement can increase the efficiency of your operations tenfold!” Dr.
Otrovac said.

“Our operations are operating just fine without your enhancements,” Jarad said. He might
have married a woman who wore just such an enhancement, but he had never seen why the
Simic pseudoflesh should be used for any reason other than replacing a lost limb. That made
sense. Letting another guild affix god-zombie-only-knew-what things to the members of his
own people was another matter entirely, and he viewed it as wholly unnecessary. “The answer
is still no,” he finished.

“All right, ten million.”

“No.”

“Fourteen million, and that is final,” the Simic said.

“Are you deaf?” Jarad said. “No. In fact, the more zinos you offer, the less sense you make.
This whole offer of yours stinks, Otrovac. You say you want to improve our efficiency. You
want to give us these cytoplasts of yours as gifts, and you're offering me enough zinos to buy
my own section of the Center of Ravnica.”

“Our reasons are simple,” the doctor said, “and | have explained them many times. We wish
to achieve market penetration.”

“You want to make us reliant on Simic bioengineering,” Jarad countered. “What | don’t
understand, and the reason | brought you back here, is why.”

“Why, good business, of course,” the doctor said.

“You’d make a lousy Orzhov, Doctor,” Jarad said. “I'll give you one more chance. Why?”

“There is no need to make idle threats,” the Simic said, making to rise from his seat.

“Ildon’t make idle threats,” Jarad said. “You heard me.”

“And you heard me,” Dr. Otrovac said. “You have your answer.”

“Then you have yours,” the Devkarin replied. “Now get out of my labyrinth.”

Jarad did not even open the door for the doctor. He simply sat at the desk and watched the
vedalken leave. He pinched his chin between his thumb and forefinger and considered the
meeting.

What was truly baffling was that the Simic were behaving so transparently. Their cytoplasts
had been embraced by many industries on the place in the last decade. The Orzhov used
them to justify raising the price of slaves. The lzzet appreciated the functionality. Others used
them for more varied reasons, some illicit. The biomanalogical attachments affixed to tissue
and augmented whatever body part they covered in ways understood only by the Simic
themselves—formless transparent masses that wrapped around, say, a forearm and hand,
then grew into a more functional, useful forearm and hand depending on the need.

At least, that’s what the Simic had told him. And it was true, zombies enhanced with
cytoplasts would probably work faster and more efficiently. But Jarad did not trust it at all and
especially didn't like the idea of so much of his guild being changed in any way by the Simic.

Necromancy was one thing, and biomanalogical symbioses were another.

He pushed back from the desk and stood. Well, that had not been a complete waste of time.
If the Simic didn’t get the point now, he’d be more than ready to kick them out again, and again.
If they kept it up, he'd start putting vedalken heads on pikes outside of Old Rav.

A part of him wished they would try again. When his son was born, he had sworn on Myczil's
life that he would no longer harm anyone or anything that didn’t deserve it, the closest thing to
a vow of peaceful behavior that Fonn could wring out of him. The marriage vows might have
been dissolved, but for Myc’s sake he had kept this one.

it had been a long time since he’d found someone who deserved death quite as much as



Otrovac. He just couldn't place exactly why.

Doctor Otrovac hurried from the Golgari labyrinth and into the streets of Old Rav with his
small entourage and tugged at the collar of his tunic. He unfastened a couple of buttons and
pulled the fabric aside to reveal his own small cytoplastic augmentation. He was not an
unimportant vedalken, nor an unimportant Simic. He was a respected doctor, an even more
respected negotiator, and if he’d been honest with the Devkarin he would have agreed with
him. The Simic’s offer didn’t make that much sense. Otrovac figured his master knew what he
was doing, but it was disconcerting to feel so ill-informed.

Perhaps his master could shed some light on this.

When he had placed it against his neck months ago, the cytoplast had been nothing but a
formless amoeba of sorts, one large enough to fill his hand. it had immediately affixed to his
pale, blue skin and conformed to fit the basic function he desired.

Since Otrovac was one of Momir Vig's personal ambassadors, that function had naturally
also been what the progenitor desired. The cytoplast reshaped itself into the semblance of a
single eye with a lipless mouth beneath it. Otrovac dropped his chin and spoke, softly. “You
saw. He did not accept.”

“He is a fool,” the lipless mouth said with Momir Vig’s voice. “But this was not unexpected.”

“Honored Progenitor,” the vedalken said, “perhaps it was not wise to offer the zinos. It
appears ...” Otrovac fought his instincts for obsequiousness. “It makes us appear desperate. |
do not understand.”

“You do not understand what?”

“Why have we not simply spread the cytoplasts regardless of his wishes?”

“That may yet happen,” the voice said. “Though | suspect that the next time you make the
offer, it will be accepted.”

“Progenitor? What do you mean? He will kill me if —"

“l suspect not,” the Simic’s guildmaster reasoned through the lipless mouth. “He has made a
show of rejecting our offer twice, no doubt so that he will accept the third time with pride
intact.”

“Idon’t know, Honored One,” the doctor said. “He seemed determined.”

“Trust me,” Momir Vig said. “Do not be concerned, Dr. Otrovac. | believe | have solved our
Golgari problem.”

“Yes, sir,” the Simic ambassador said. “l look forward to hearing your solution.”

“It is an intriguing one,” his neck said with Momir Vig's voice. “Do not delay.”

“Understood,” Otrovac said, and pulled his collar back into place. He whistled to one of his
attendants to fetch his carriage and puzzled over the progenitor’s statement. How could you
solve the ‘Golgari problem’ and still leave this Jarad in charge? The man was impossible to
negotiate with, and that didn't seem about to change in Otrovac’s informed and trained
opinion.

He was still puzzling over the question when the carriage arrived, drawn by two
cytoplastically enhanced dromads that boasted longer, more powerful legs and extra joints.

As his carriage pulled up the long, spiraling road leading to street-level Ravnica he hoped it
involved some kind of torture. Otrovac did not like Jarad vod Savo. Otrovac did not like him at
all.
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Ten years they have been gone. We must face facts, honored colleagues and lawkeepers.
Whether they have abandoned us or somehow been destroyed, the angels are not here and we
cannot find them. The Boros Legion must make permanent arrangements for the stewardship of
our guild without angelic help. It will not be easy, but itis necessary.

—Wojek Commander-General Lannos Nodov,

Acting Guildmaster, Boros Legion

Address to the Azorius Senate, 19 Quaegar 10010 Z.C.
31 Cizaew 10012 Z.C.

Agrus Kos was dead. As far as he was concerned, fate should have been more than happy
with that.

But no. That would have been too easy.

Over one century, and a quarter of another, he’d survived everything the old girl had thrown
at him, until she finally turned on him. Kos knew this. He had died on the rocky ground of a dry
place. He could not quite remember the name of the place, but there had been ... wings.And a
goblin, he thought. It was literally a lifetime ago.

But life, even for the dead, went on.

Especially if you'd signed certain documents at a wojek-recruitment desk that you could
barely remember even when you were alive, since you'd lied about your age and joined the
force when your voice was still changing. Especially if the possessors of those documents
decided to hold you to them—Ilike the one that bound one Agrus Kos, Lt. (retired), League of
Wojek, Tenth Section, to a fifty-year stint in the Spectral Guard immediately following his
death. He'd been at it for a few weeks or maybe a few years. He really had no idea. It wasn'’t his
job to know. And spectral guards were their jobs.

“Good morning, minister,” Kos said, nodding at the robed and hooded figure that shuffled up
to him and smiled. “Good to see you looking well,” he lied.

“Hello, Argus,” the minister said. Kos thought he detected a hint of simpleton’s glee at an
obviously intentional mispronunciation of his first name. The first time it had happened, Kos
had corrected him, only to find the minister of auguries simply repeated it again, louder the next
time. Kos’s sense of humor had been blunted by death, but he was fairly sure it wasn't
particularly funny.

His own name was one of the things he could remember, as well as the names of Azorius
functionaries, which always seemed to appear unbidden in his mind whenever he saw them.
Other memories he had more trouble with. He could remember fleeting glimpses of people,
strange people of every kind—elves, zombies, goblins, imps, and ghosts. He recalled feelings of
anger, loss, happiness, disappointment and had no luck placing them to any complete events.
He remembered being a wojek, a protector of the laws, and flashes of life on the job were the
strongest memories of all.

But his past life might as well have been a book he read as a child and never picked up
again. Not that he could remember much of his childhood.

They said ghosts had no sense of the passage of time, but no one ever asked a spectral
guard bound by law to the Azorius Senate. Time did indeed pass for a ghost, and for Kos it
passed very, very slowly. To his frustration, he had trouble tracking it accurately. He knew he
was relatively new to the guard, but it already felt as if he’d been here for ages. He knew he
had been a wojek for a very long time, much longer than this, but he also knew he’d enjoyed
that a lot more. Perversely, from what Kos recalled of his tenure as a wojek—as a living, flesh-



and-blood lawman of Ravnica, walking a stretch that only occasionally required him to draw
steel—he’d always felt pity for spectrals and somehow knew that most ’jeks did. From the
average officer’s perspective, the spectral guard looked like a sad imitation, an illusion of a life
that deserved to be honored, not extended by bond well into the afterlife.

The worst was being stuck in one spot. Shifts never ended for spectral guards. A spectral
was a talking tombstone, unable to leave the shining white graveyard of Prahv. The temples of
justice, the Azorius Senate, were home to thousands of flitting, industrious ghosts who had
signed the wrong form or, worse, been such dull people in life that they'd requested this duty.

Kos knew intellectually that he would much rather have just been dead. He just couldn’t get
angry, annoyed, or otherwise vexed by it anymore. What he’'d pieced together of the man he
used to be indicated that this was the last thing he would have wanted, back when he was
alive. Yet here he stood, in a manner of speaking. He was solid, so long as he didn’t stray from
Azorius territory. If he tried, he would dissipate. He did not try.

“Good morning, Tribune,” he said to another late arrival. The Azorius Senate would be in
session in just a few minutes, but Tribune Naruscov showed no signs of hurry. Or of hearing
the ghost’s cheerful greeting. Kos gave a phantasmal shrug to his opposite, a spectral called
Castell. Castell, as usual, shrugged back, and they both turned to see who would pass next.
Kos had tried to make conversation with Castell once and regretted it. Castell had a tin ear for
small talk. Which, of course, only added to Kos’s interminable boredom.

The four hours of quasi-nonexistence wasn'’t the only way the Azorius ensured the sanity of
spectral guards—the loss of memory was by design, to prevent spectrals from developing too
much of their former personality, personality that could disrupt the time-honored formality of
the Azorius Senate and courts.

Sometimes on long, dark nights he saw imps and their ilk traversing the lower towers,
traveling to and from Old Rav on all sorts of errands. He had known an imp. Pavel? Pilkin?

The Azorius had kept all of Kos that they needed. He remembered every law he had ever
learned and had a suspicion that there were many more he had been taught by Azorius
ectomages.

So it was with great surprise and all the shock a ghost could muster that Kos realized he
clearly recognized the woman coming next up the steps. “Woman” was a misnomer, in fact.
She was female, of that there could be little doubt, but she was far from human. She stood a
full foot above the paladins who flanked her, and a pair of golden wings sparkled in the morning
sunlight. He saw her and immediately knew her name. At the same time, he knew it was not
truly her name but a nickname. A nickname he’d given her. Hadn’'t he?

There was only one way to find out.

“Feather,” Kos said. “Is that you?”

The angel's eyes opened wide when she heard his voice. The pair of large, silver-plated
paladins guiding her up the stairs jerked her along forcefully as they passed Kos. Feather
opened her mouth to speak, but no sound emerged. That was when Kos saw that the angel
not only had her wrists bound together with lockrings, she also wore the familiar wing clamps
she’d carried when serving in the League of Wojek.

She’d been a frequent partner of his. At least, he was pretty sure.

He was also sure he’'d spent a long, long time looking for her when he was alive. She was the
last thing he’d seen before his death. The wings. He’d seen her flying toward him.

The paladins leading Feather into Prahv jerked her head forward and gave the angel a shove
that almost knocked her over, and she stumbled up the steps. Kos tried to turn and follow her
but felt a palpable wall of force that kept him in place. One of the paladins eyed him
suspiciously and barked, “Mind your place, spectral.”

The late Agrus Kos was compelled to obey. But that didn't mean he couldn’'t watch as the
paladins pulled and prodded the angel to go with them through the great archway of Prahv.

“Good morning, Guardsman,” a gravelly voiced wheezed beside him. Compelled by the
greeting to respond, he turned and nodded.

“Minister Bulwic,” he said automatically. “Good morning.”

Kos and Castell returned their attention to the steps and the slow procession of ministers
and other officials making their ways to the halls of law and justice.

The vision of an angel danced around the corners of his mind. The passage of the bound



and shackled being had already fled. A roc passed before the sun, a disk obscured by
thickening cloud cover that promised more rain.

“Good morning, Minister,” Kos repeated, received a nod from another arriving senator, and
nodded in return. Kos heard shouting and catcalls at the top of the steps but kept his
attention on the arrivals.

Agrus Kos was dead, but his spirit lived on. The spirit wasn't particularly happy about it, but
you would never know it from asking him.

The skyjek patrol was not the first to see the Parhelion return to Ravnica. But Air Marshal
Shokol Wenslauv was the first to go in for closer look.

The flying headquarters of the Boros angels, absent since the Decamillennial, reappeared
directly over Utvara several hours earlier, behind clouds that rippled with holy thunder and
unnaturally scarlet bolts of lightning. What remained of the Utvaran populace hardly noticed,
understandably preoccupied with survival as the nephilim continued to plow their township into
rubble.

At first Wenslauv, a veteran roc-rider familiar with a great many types of mental conditions
that exhaustion and thin air could trigger after several hours of open-air flight, had thought it
must be some kind of mirage. The patrol had been on their way back to the nest, there to
check in for an eight-hour rest period before she set back out on another fourteen-hour shift—
four on the ground with paperwork, ten in the air.

It was, she soon ascertained, no mirage. One second, the sky was empty except for the
usual dawn traffic—riding birds, passenger bats, small personal zeppelids and their much larger
freight-moving cousins, and a few Ravnican citizens capable of flight on their own flitting here
and there between messenger falcons. Storms looked to be in the offing to the east, not
common this time of year but not unheard of.

The next second, there was a golden castle under heavy sail emerging from the clouds at
ten o'clock. It was as solid and real as one could hope.At one time, it had formed the upper half
of Sunhome, and it still docked there upon occasion.

“Krokt,” Wenslauv swore under her breath and immediately added a short prayer of penance
for dishonoring the angelic host with casual blasphemy. The air marshal hand-signaled her
wingmate to pull close enough for a shouted exchange.

“Lieutenant,” Wenslauv shouted over the high-altitude winds that screamed through the
city's tower tops around the wings of her flight helm, “report this to Centerfort. 'm going to halil
the—" The air marshal paused and peered at the Parhelion. It was still somewhat distant, but
she was heading toward them—and by extension, the Center—with all sails unfurled. Most of
them, anyway. There was something very odd about the familiar but long-absent aerial
headquarters of the angels of Boros, and not just its silent reappearance high over the City of
Ravnica. Many masts hung empty or had been reduced to broken stumps. One of the six
massive belly-mounted floatspheres that kept the fortress aloft was blackened and caved in,
trailing a thin stream of oily smoke. Several of the spires that should have risen to form a
peaked arch in the center of the Parhelion were broken off, smoldering and sputtering with
magical energy.

“Sir?”

“One second.”

Open flames flickered in several shattered windows, and what looked like impact craters
spotted the Parhelion’s surface. Wenslauv was something of an expert on what happened to
objects dropped from a great height, and she was also a fine shot with the goblin bam-sticks
all skyjeks carried as standard issue these days. The holes that peppered the great vessel
reminded her of both. The Parhelion looked as if it had been through a war. But the strangest
thing wasn’t what Wenslauv saw but what she didn't see. When Razia had patrolled the skies
of Ravnica from the Parhelion’s command deck, century upon century, a wing guard of at least
a dozen angels led the way, always led the way, their pure voices raised in an ever-changing
hymn that helped to guide the flying fortress on its course through the skies.

Though the Parhelion was back, the angels were nowhere to be seen. With no wing guard to



navigate, the Parhelion seemed to be at the beginning of a slow, descending arc that ended
some distance behind the air marshal, in the Center of Ravnica. If there were living angels
aboard, there was no way they would be sailing on that vector, listing lazily to starboard at
such an angle. They would certainly not have flame-pods burning at what the skyjek swore
must be at least one-half power, driving the Parhelion onward. T his was all wrong.

She tore her eyes away from the Parhelion long enough to scan the skies around her—as
expected, she and her wingmate were the only law enforcement within hailing distance. And it
was starting to rain again, as it had off and on for the last three days.

“Sir?” the lieutenant, a gifted goblin roc-rider named Flang, cried back. “That’s the—I mean,
the angels! They're back!”

“Belay my previous order,” Wenslauv hollered. “That thing’s heading right for Prahv. Skip
Centerfort and head straight to the Senate. Use my authority and get that place evacuated,
now!”

“But sir,” squeaked Flang, “The brass must be notified!”

“Fine,” Wenslauv said. “You're right. But fly quickly, and to hell with the speed limits. Get the
reserve patrol from Centerfort and take them with you, and a strajek team if there’s one
already on station. | don’t think the Parhelion is going to stop, and Prahv is right in its path.”

“Are you sure, sir?” Flang asked.

Wenslauv took one brief glance at the vessel, tested the wind with her thumb, and nodded.
“Dead sure. Get those people out of there, Lieutenant. At this rate you should have a few
hours.”

“That’s a lot of—"

“Lieutenant, if anyone in Prahv gives you trouble, you're going to arrest them. That’s what
your backup is for. | hope you won'’t need it and the evacuation turns out to be an overreaction.
Il find out when | get there,” Wenslauv said, pointing at the new arrival. “it might not be too late
to stop it.”

“Sir, what can you do?”

“There must be some way to keep it airborne, if | can get onboard. That’s what I'm going to
do. Good luck, Flang,” Wenslauv said and tossed him a final salute.

“Yes, sir!” The goblin saluted then wheeled his roc Centerward.

“Me?” Wenslauv said aloud to no one within earshot. “Oh, I'm just going to go keep half of
Sunhome in the air all by myself. No problem.”

She spurred her roc forward and made a beeline for the Parhelion. The younger skyjeks
might swear by the tireless pegasus, but for Wenslauv’s zinos nothing flew like a roc.

“Rakdos?” Capobar said incredulously for what felt like the hundredth time as they left Old
Rav by way of a little-used gate. “Why the Rakdos? Don’t you know how bad uprisings are for
business? You're going to ruin me. Us. Ruin us. The business.” Silence. He mentally kicked
himself for never learning the shades’ true names. At least he’d have someone to curse when
they got him killed.

The previous ninety-nine times Capobar had launched into this rant, the shadewalkers had
said nothing, though they still gave occasional, invisible shoves to remind him they were close.
Capobar was feeling ever more obstinate and emboldened as they moved at a brisk pace
through an unending series of blind alleys. The thief had to admit he was lost, and was
beginning to suspect that the situation was driving him a little mad. And so he asked again.

“You sold some of it to the Rakdos? It’'s mad. You don’'t spend enough time in the visible
world, you. This is a bad, bad idea. Izolda will not let us live. They’ll find me easily enough, but
they’ll find you too. That was a bad deal, and you had no right to—okay, maybe you did, but it’s
still crazy.”

Capobar, he told himself, you're just talking to hear yourself talk, and that, old boy, is an early
sign of hysteria. He forced himself to shut up by repeating his portion of the numbered account
holding the zinos the blood witch had just paid them. The shadewalkers had the other two
thirds. But he could not bring himself to trust the deal. Izolda of the Rakdos was not a
guildmaster, exactly, but she might as well be. The demon-god officially held the title, but his



was a remote form of leadership. For hundreds of years Izolda had been the real power behind
the thrill-killers.

Marching down cramped throughways in the darkness—the alleys and less significant
streets of Ravnica only enjoyed the sunlight around the noon hour due to the towering
architecture around them—he calculated the odds that the shadewalkers really did know what
they were doing versus the blood witch’s reputation for ruthlessness in all of her dealings.
Scattered, blinking glowspheres illuminated the damp cobblestones under his feet, throwing his
calculations off. Capobar was developing a wicked headache.

Then, to add a little random terror to the adventure, one of the shadewalkers chose that
moment to break the long silent treatment.

“You talk very much,” a voice said. The sudden sound made Capobar yelp involuntarily. “Why
do you talk so very much?” He felt a cold, invisible blade tap ever so lightly against his chest in
warning.

“Fine,” the master thief muttered. “But no good will come of ripping off a g—a client. Imade a
deal for the entire amount. | didn’t promise to get the client half, or two thirds, or a share. And
my client doesn’t strike me as the kind of person who likes sharing. You went over my head.
You'll never work a respectable job again. And you’re going to bring ruin to Capobar and
Associates. | can't accept that, you know.”

“What, | wonder, is respectable?” The shadewalker seemed amused.

Another voice came from the air to Capobar’s right. “This is the place.”

“It is?” Capobar said nervously. “The place for what?” The press of a blade tip against his
chest was the only reply. He held up his hands, palms out. “All right, all right.”

Capobar felt his upper arm clamped by a hand that exerted just enough pressure to tell him
that the arm would be broken if he struggled. “Will you continue to sputter like this or must I cut
out your tongue?” The master thief, feeling less masterful by the second, opened his mouth to
reply, felt the blade still south of his throat, and thought better of it. He nodded, carefully.

“Good,” the first voice said with glassy satisfaction. Then, to the other shadewalker: “Sketch
the seal”

Capobar saw a chalk line begin to form on the ground to his left. It curved around in front of
him and kept going to describe a full circle around him, six paces across. Then smaller marks
appeared, some kind of magical letters, Capobar thought, from the look of them, were
scratched in a smaller circle, inside the original. Finally, a third circle was drawn, this one inside
the lettering. The entire process took about ten minutes, and every time Capobar tried to so
much as scratch, he felt the blade at his chest. As the third circle closed, the master thief felt a
second hand clamp on his opposite arm.

The disembodied voices began a brief, whispered chant in a dialect that had a lot in common
with High Vedalken, but Capobar couldn't make out the stylized, complicated words. He
recognized the last two, however: the name of his client.

Then there was a flash, and the next moment he was standing between two very visible
shadewalkers in an identical circle somewhere muggy and green. At first, focusing on distant
objects only watered Capobar’s eyes. All he could make out were vibrant colors, something like
a chandelier a few dozen paces away, and the smell of damp earth. There was a familiar smell,
but at the moment his senses were too scrambled to place it. But he could get a good look at
his employees—soon to be former employees, one way or the other.

He was surprised to see how small the shadewalkers were—each one came up to about his
shoulder, with wiry bodies. They were wrapped loosely in blue, gauzy bandages, like the
mummies of ancient Grand Arbiters resting on the great mall of Prahv. A pair of glowing eyes
peeked out through the face wrappings, and their arms were longer than was quite right,
simian and oddly double-jointed. The two primary arms, Capobar corrected. Each shadewalker
also had a smaller vestigial arm tipped with a clawed hand growing from his torso. The third
arm was bare, revealing pale, almost-transparent skin fiigreed with black and blue veins.
Around their necks each shadewalker wore some kind of silver collar with three blue
gemstones set in a triangle at the throat. Capobar wondered if the collars were the secret to
shadewalker invisibility, then a more relevant question popped to his teleportation-addled
mind.

“Why can | see you?” he blurted.



“All is seen in this chamber.” A distinct, cytoplastically enhanced voice slithered from the
tangled green mass of life directly before him. The neuroboretum, the extended intelligence of
the Simic guildmaster, Progenitor Momir Vig. The client. His client.

The shadewalkers might be keeping their word after all. Whether the two could successfully
make the transaction without Vig’s discovering that the prize had been shared was still open
to conjecture, but he could still cling to the hope.

Capobar should have recognized the greenhouse just from the humidity, but he’'d been
discombobulated. The greenhouse was a constantly changing living structure atop the Simic
guildhall, Novijen. Novijen itself had, by all accounts, been grown rather than built, but it was the
greenhouse that the progenitor seemed to use as an ongoing experiment in biomanalogical
architecture.

Momir Vig was there, standing upon a flattened platform that resembled a giant, silver lily
pad amid the tangle of tubes, vines, strange fungal plants, and indescribable organic growths
that formed his neuroboretum. Sunlight filtered into the chamber, feeding the thriving life inside
the greenhouse. Momir Vig rarely left the greenhouse, and with good reason. Capobar could
feel the tingle of mana infusing the humid atmosphere and knew that Vig was said to thrive on
it.

The guildmaster of the Simic was not alone. To the right of the neuroboretum stood a figure
who had once been a female Devkarin elf but had obviously been heavily altered by
necromancy. Her skin—and there was a disturbing amount on hideous display—was charred
and wrinkled like tree bark. Her sallow, sunken face sat atop a neck that bent at an unnatural
angle beneath tangled mats of wiry, black hair. Capobar could make out a vertebra jutting
through gray skin. She wore tattered, scant robes that looked religious in nature, perhaps
some kind of zombie priestess. She could have used a hood, if only to keep Capobar’s stomach
from turning somersaults.

The figure to the thief’s left was harder to make out. He seemed not just to lurk in shadow
but also to be a part of the shadow. He was tall, thin, in a black cloak, and had a pair of glowing
eyes that were the only clear things in the darkness.

Capobar looked up again at the membranous windows overhead, then back at the shadowy
stranger. Whatever the stranger was, he seemed to be creating the shadows on his own,
bending the yellowed sunlight around him. Nice trick.

He glanced at the shadewalkers and noted that they were staring at the shadow man. Their
third arms coiled apprehensively, but they said nothing.

The awkward silence lasted until Capobar cleared his throat and decided to go for broke.
“Hail, Guildmaster,” he said. “We have retrieved the objective. My associates should be able to
take care of everything from here. And since that’s the case, | think | will try to get back to the
office and catch up with some paperwork. It’'s been a pleasure.”

His body wouldn’t move. Should have expected that, he told himself.

“Welcome, master thieves,” the Simic guildmaster said. “We’re all quite pleased to see you.
All of you.”

“Right,” Capobar said. “And as | said, | believe we've completed our end of the deal. My
apologies to your honored guests. | do not wish to be rude. But a successful thievery doesn't
run itself.”

“No need to apologize,” the progenitor said. “Since you're not going anywhere.”

Finally one of the shadewalkers spoke up. “Progenitor, we did as you ordered. The death
cultists were allowed to share in the prize.”

“Well done,” the Simic said.

“You ordered?” Capobar said, a question that hung unanswered in the humid, magical
atmosphere.

“With plenty left over for your project,” the second shadewalker said. “So we will leave the
prize to you now. We trust that all proper payments have been arranged, as per our contract.”
The shadewalker pulled the giant syringe from under his bandages and set it on the spongy
floor, then pushed it with its foot. The blunted tube rolled to a stop before the Simic
guildmaster.

The undead elf cackled. “Oh yes,” the broken-necked priestess hissed. “I do hope you
brought enough of that stuff to go around. Big plans, you know.”



“God-zombie,” the shadow said, and the undead Devkarin creature’s laughter stopped
abruptly. Her lopsided grin didn't.

Capobar heard a whispered curse from the shadewalker to his left and almost had to laugh.
It was plain as day that the shadewalkers were as surprised to see the others as he was and
that their plans had also been thrown off the path and sent barreling into a ditch. He
suspected their sudden visibility was distressing them almost as much. The shadewalkers
shifted from foot to foot, visibly anxious, unused to concealing their body language at all.

Desperate, he took a shot in the dark. “But what about those other creatures?”

The progenitor’s eyes flashed. “Other creatures?”

“Yes,” Capobar said. “The creatures that, er, ate what was left of the dragon. The nephilim
of Utvara. They were growing at an amazing rate when we left. | know, sir, that you have an
interest in such things. Unusual forms of life.” The last he tried to say with a friendly grin, but he
feared it probably looked more like lunatic desperation. Which wouldn’t have been far off.

Momir Vig turned to the Capobar and eyed him like a spider sizing up a juicy bloodbug. “How
many?”

“Er,” the thief said, “five. And they're huge. Getting huger by the minute, Idon’t doubt.”

The bald, pale face turned back to Capobar. Vig had once been an elf—some of the few
remaining original parts left on the progenitor’s head were distinctively pointed ears that gave
him a demonic look in the misty light. Vig’'s race of elves had long since died out, their name
long forgotten, killed in tribal wars with the pre-Guildpact armies of the ancient Silhana and
Devkarin. The two surviving elf races agreed on very little, but they both agreed that Vig's kind
had been an especially cruel and ruthless strain of the species, and their passing was mourned
by no one, not even the progenitor himself. “Thank you for telling me of this, master thief.”

The first shadewalker, still a step behind, said, “We had assumed you knew, Progenitor. We
will gladly return to Utvara and bring you—"

“No, I don’t think so,” the Simic said. Without warning, glistening, ropy blue cytoplastic vines
sprang from the floor and snaked up the shadewalkers’ legs and around their torsos, growing
and spreading until the shadewalkers’ wiry bodies were fully encased in translucent fibers. It
happened so quickly that the shadewalkers didn't have time to make a sound, and after
another few seconds their blue eyes went dark.

Capobar felt his muscles relax slightly, and he experimentally flexed one hand. He could
move again.

“My agreement was with you,” the progenitor said in response to Capobar’s incredulous look.
“The agreement is fulfiled. And you have done me an additional service, as well. | have long
wished to have my own shadewalkers upon which to experiment. These two, I think, will do
nicely.”

Capobar, bewildered, said, “So 'm—I'm free to go?”

“Of course,” Momir Vig said. “When | have need of your services, | shall contact you again.
Go, enjoy what remains of your life.”

Ten minutes later, as he walked across the pavilion in a daze, breathing in clean, cold air that
smelled of impending rainstorms and no magic whatsoever, Capobar was still trying to figure
out whether “what remains of your life” had been simply a figure of speech.

A mental picture formed of what the Simic progenitor might be able to do with the giant
nephilim—which, Capobar realized, with an uncharacteristically guilty conscience, he had told
the guildmaster about—and started walking a little faster.

He wasn't a drinking man, but he had the urge to crawl into a barrel of bumbat and never
crawl back out.

Wenslauv’s steed gave a keening call that mingled with the whistling wind. She was pushing
the bird to its limits, aiming for the open landing deck closest to the Parhelion’s command floor.

They were still outside the city. There was still time. Time for Flang to clear out Prahv, a little
less to try to regain control of the slowly descending angelic vessel.

She still hadn't seen any sign that anyone, angelic or otherwise, was aboard the Parhelion,
but if she could get to command in time, Wenslauv might be able to keep the thing in the air



until help arrived. Otherwise Prahv, and a lot of the rest of the Center, might well be doomed.

Her mount’s wings flapped furiously to maintain the speed and bearing Wenslauv desired as
they entered the flying castle’s lee and the wind disappeared along with the sun, both
completely blocked out by the shape of the mammoth vessel. The artificial eclipse revealed
that the landing deck was dark and seemingly empty. The platform should have been brightly
lit by glowspheres. A legionary of the watch should have stood at the edge of that platform,
directing traffic.

Wenslauv brought the roc down at the outer edge, where she could clearly see where she
was landing, and dismounted. So much for what should have been. What was shook her to her
very core.

The roc squawked over her shoulder as she peered into the gloom. The glowspheres had
apparently been smashed. The remains were scattered over the floor before her. She turned
back to the big bird and patted her on the neck. “Go back to the nest, Jayn,” she said softly.
The air marshal wanted to tell the roc to wait with all her heart, but the odds were she would
either pull this off or die in the attempt—there was no point in the loyal bird’s dying with her.
With luck, Wenslauv would stop the Parhelion’s descent in time, and she would leave when
help arrived. And if not, she wouldn't be leaving. The five remaining floatspheres on the
underside of the vessel would never withstand a collision at this velocity, even if the flame-
pods burned out before impact. At best they would break, leaking toxic fuel into the Parhelion
and the surrounding crash site. At worst, the floatspheres would explode, taking out the
angelic sky fortress and a great deal of whatever happened to be near it—or inside it—at the
time.

The roc looked at Wenslauv with familiar avian intelligence and cocked her head.

“Good bye,” Wenslauv said. “Be sure to get clear. Go on, now.” She slapped the roc’s neck to
emphasize the command. “Go!”

Jayn the roc shuffled around and stuck her beak into the rush of air outside the slow-moving
Parhelion. Her talons clacked against the mizzium floor twice, as if to give Wenslauv one last
chance to change her mind. The air marshal just shook her head. With a mournful cry, the roc
launched into the sky carrying an empty saddle and veered toward the Center, loyally keeping
her distance but refusing to leave her master completely behind. Wenslauv smiled grimly and
turned back to the darkness. With a practiced motion she drew a short silver baton and almost
dropped it when the deck shifted a few degrees as the wind picked up. She twisted the hilt of
the distinctive wojek weapon and the pendrek hummed to life. She wished it threw off light as
well, but wishing wouldn’t make it so. Wenslauv’s eyes had adjusted enough to the darkness to
make out what had to be the exit to the rest of the Parhelion.

Focused on the dim doorway, faintly outlined by some distant illumination deep inside the
vessel, she didn't see the obstacles on the floor until one sent her sprawling. The skyjek
managed to keep her balance and stay on her feet by dumb luck, which saw the deck shift
again in precisely the right direction to keep her upright.

Wenslauv really needed to get some light in here. She found an open panel on a wall next to
the vague outline of the exit and felt for the button that would send mana to the glowspheres.
If they were all smashed, this would be worse than pointless, but if any remained intact. ...

The landing deck flashed into existence all around her as at least a dozen remaining
glowspheres flickered to full power. A painful jolt struck her hand, still on the switch, and she
jumped back in alarm. She tripped over the same object on the floor and this time couldn’t
catch herself before she went over backward. To her dismay, exactly what had tripped her up
was exactly what she had feared most.

The dead angel had been partially dismembered. Only one wing remained affixed, twisted
under the corpse, splayed like a flattened bough. The other wing lay crumpled into a feathery
heap a short distance away. One arm was completely missing. Only a ragged black and red
stump pierced by a sharp piece of jagged white bone remained. Wenslauv had tripped over the
angel’s legs, which were facing the wrong way—a vicious red seam showed where something
with incredible strength had twisted the angel at the waist, sending innards spilling out onto
the floor. There should have been blood all over the place, and there was, but the mana-
powered lighting revealed the corpse had definitely been here for some time. The pools of
blood had dried and even flaked away in a cloud when a gust