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	Episode 1: Tam, Alive

	
    
      Art by:
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      The first time Tam opens her eyes, an exhausted man looks back at her with
      undiluted awe. He blinks too fast, his lips part, a sudden laugh escapes
      him.
    


    "It worked." He smiles.


    
      There are bags under his eyes (she knows this means he has not slept,
      though she has no history of sleep), and a vast array of chalkboards,
      scribbled from end to end with theorems, towers behind him (she can read
      the proofs, though she knows not how). She stares at the man, who stares
      back at her. He stammers, holding out a quivering, white-gloved hand for
      her to grasp.
    


    
      She takes it, and he pulls her up to a seated position. The man leans
      close, his eyes alight with blue, and he inspects her up and down.
    


    The woman who has just been made speaks. "Do you know me?" she asks.


    
      There is softness in the man's eyes, and it catches in his expression as
      he nods. "I know you very well."
    


    "Could you tell me who I am?"


    
      He smiles even more broadly, if that's possible, a weary yet elated grin.
      "Your name is Tamira, but who you are is up to you."
    


    
      He shows her to a room, brings her a meal, and sits close by as she eats
      her chicken and dumplings. The man tosses his cloak and the white glove to
      the floor, then runs his fingers through hair that hasn't been washed in
      days, closes eyes held open far too long.
    


    
      He explains, "You're not my daughter. I'm not your god. We're not dating.
      Figure we should get all of those out of the way first. I'm a mage who
      made you for an incredibly special purpose, but first you'll need to learn
      everything I know, and more, I hope. There's something you'll need to do
      someday, but you don't need to worry about that right now. If I did this
      right, your body is real. You'll need to eat three times a day. You'll
      want to stay up all night and read, but seven hours of sleep is
      the minimum, otherwise we get moody. You're a telepath, too, just like me,
      so … I don't really need to talk aloud at all with you, but I haven't
      talked to anyone else in a while. I don't think I'm explaining this well."
    


    
      Tam sets her bowl down. She has endless questions, but one feels most
      important. "Am I a person?"
    


    
      The man who made her takes a moment … then nods. "In progress. Yeah.
      You're a person in progress."
    


    

    Her name is Tam.


    
      Hexhaven greets Tam with leaves on the edge of turning and a perfect
      autumn crispness. High above, the dean of Fatehold, Denzilore, spreads his
      wings in the morning light. He soars like a kite, his wings rippling like
      ribbons in the thermals. As Tam emerges from the prison, she knows she
      ought to feel welcome. Jadzi is locked below. Her task is complete. But
      this doesn't feel like a homecoming. What is this feeling? Why does it
      feel like hunger?
    


    
      On paper, she returned from Strixhaven victorious, her mission complete,
      her captured oracle in hand. When Professor Opal met Tam at the portal and
      whisked their captive down to the cellar, Tam felt a bit empty. Why was
      the Theorist not there to greet her?
    


    
      She excuses his absence. It was late. She could tell him the next day.
      It's best if she focuses on success rather than lingering on the memory of
      her friends. It's proving difficult to forget the look they gave her as
      she left.
    


    
      Like the original Strixhaven, Hexhaven is old and young at once, a place
      where one becomes oneself on cobblestones tread by generations doing just
      the same. "But this university," says the Theorist, "is an improvement on
      the original." It's a singular and expansive tower, reaching and twisting
      high into the realm of the sphinxes who watch over it. Nothing here will
      hurt her, but nothing will fulfill her either, not so long as the Theorist
      watches from the walls and the birds and the borrowed eyes of other
      students. It's for her safety, of course, but she does wish the Theorist
      would have come out to greet her for a change.
    


    
      As Tam passes quiet, pleasant cadets, she marvels at the Multiverse her
      creator has made. How her fellow cadets give her curt military nods to
      acknowledge her presence, independent of the Theorist's control. He calls
      it his "grand project." Tam thinks of it as the Echoverse, a sanitized
      reflection of the original, though she never says the word aloud. This
      manufactured Multiverse lives and breathes. It's a self-driving engine
      now, creating on its own with one command: become as your predecessor,
      built without suffering. So simple a charge and so complicated an array of
      praestigial theories layered as a haystack. Tam knows many of those
      theorems now and lacks the knowledge of so many more. The Theorist is a
      wonderful teacher. He'll be glad to know the kidnapping was successful.
    


    
      It's a beautiful autumn day because campuses are meant to exist in autumn.
      Tam smells the crisp leaves and marvels that they never pile up. She
      carries a book bag but never needs to refill her ink. Her Theorix clothes
      fit perfectly, even if she hasn't worn them in months. She'll walk its
      campus soon, test theorems in the Parabox, try her best to befriend other
      cadets. (Are they capable of friendship? Tam is doubtful.) This campus is
      different from the true Strixhaven in many ways, but the most glaring is
      the absence of her … friends? Were they friends? Was she a friend?
    


    
      Tam has stopped in the center of the walkway. Her brow furrows. No, she
      wasn't. Not really. She tried to be because she was assigned to. But when
      she remembered how she and the others would conspire in the coziness of
      Sanar's dormitory, gorging on snacks snuck from the dining hall, laughing
      at one another and shushing themselves with hurried glee when a professor
      passed outside … it stirred a feeling in Tam. A burning ache that
      made her want to forget the look they gave her when she kidnapped the
      oracle. She does not have a name for this feeling. She will have to ask
      the Theorist what the sensation is called.
    


    
      Tam does not feel that sensation here, but she does feel something else.
      Yearning. An absence. This hunger, but not for food. For what,
      then?
    


    
      A vision—unprompted—appears before her in the walkway of the courtyard.
      She knows it's a vision instantly, sees how other cadets walk straight
      through it, but the illusion stops her all the same.
    


    You left, signs Abigale. You lied, and you left.


    
      The other students, the cadets of Hexhaven, pass by without care. They
      can't see the confrontation Tam imagines in her own mind.
    


    
      If you're not real, then was any
      of our friendship real? Abigale signs, feathers raised in
      agitation, pinions stiff with guarded fury.
    


    
      Tam looks down and walks through her. When she turns around to see if the
      vision is gone, she still sees her owlin friend, eyes wide with hurt, tail
      twitching in a silent accusation: You are a lie.
    


    
      Tam turns back and keeps walking. She must speak with the Theorist. He'll
      know what's happening. A murmuration of birds flaps overhead, and she sees
      the suggestion of a familiar face nestled in their flock. He knows she's
      home, then.
    


    
      Morning sun breaks through the clouds now, a crisp breeze at her cheek.
      The Theorist did such a magnificent job of replicating the Multiverse he
      came from while clipping away its cruelties. She walks across campus
      without slipping once on wet stone. The cadets pass without their voices
      ever growing too loud. It's real, here, as real as she is.
    


    
      She climbs up the stairs to the administrative hall, her braids wet with
      morning dew.
    


    
      The Theorist's office is more of a laboratory, an airy, light-drenched
      atrium down the hall from Professor Opal's office. It's quiet in the
      hallway leading to it; her heels tap on the flagstone, and motes of dust
      float through the late-autumn sunrise.
    


    
      Tam feels empty, and oddly guilty because of it. Perhaps she ought to be
      feeling something firm or impassioned; after all, it takes a firm and
      impassioned person to deceive her friends in the name of progress. But she
      doesn't. She only feels awkward, quiet. She walks through the hall not
      proud and clever but inadequate and less than … and a voice that she
      knows has no sound interrupts the quiet.
    


    "I know what you're missing."


    
      She startles and looks for the source. It's Lluwen's sneer that catches
      her attention. The vision of him is perched on the ledge of a high window,
      bathed in a stained-glass wash of color.
    


    "You're not you until you go out and find it."


    "Find what?"


    "You're just parts."


    
      Tam hears a noise, a real one this time, from Professor Opal's office. She
      turns; the vision of Lluwen is gone. Her heart races. In a handful of
      steps, she makes it to the professor's office and sighs with relief once
      she's inside.
    


    
      Opal's office always smells of heady lavender. Too many cushions smother
      the couch, and a painting of one of the campus's pegasi sprawls with
      pleading eyes over the fireplace. The lace curtains let in a gentle
      pattern of light, and just under the lavender is a base note of the sweets
      in the box on her desk.
    


    
      "Tamira! I'm glad to see you, dear heart," Professor Opal says with
      typical warmth. "I was just about to feed the pegasi. Would you like to
      take a pot of moondew and join me?"
    


    
      "No, thank you," Tam says. "I have to consult the Theorist before my daily
      tasks."
    


    "Anything I can help you with?"


    
      Tam stills. She doesn't want to tell Professor Opal about her vision. An
      instinct tells her it's not safe. She obscures the full truth. "Something
      is wrong with this Multiverse's structure."
    


    "Oh, dear," she says. "I'll noodle on a solution."


    
      "Professor—" Tam stops herself, finds the words. "What is friendship?"
    


    
      The professor smiles gently, sets down the book in her hands. "The bonds
      we make with others should be unbreakable. We are contracted to those
      around us, and we honor those contracts with our actions. You are feeling
      torn because you delivered the oracle to the Theorist?"
    


    Tam looks down guiltily. The professor puts a hand on her shoulder.


    
      "Don't be," she says softly. "Your duty is to your maker. The Theorist
      isn't only your creator, he is …" Opal trails off, searching for the
      words. "You are very special, Tamira. And you are bound to him in ways I
      am not. Do not feel guilty for acts of service."
    


    
      So why does she? Why does her guilt take the form of her friends? Why
      would she manifest such reminders of her betrayal?
    


    
      Professor Opal glides to an elaborate chair in front of her desk and sits.
      The morning sun outlines her shape as a shadow. The woman draws a pen and
      writes a small note in a nearby book. "Is our new guest comfortable?"
    


    
      Tam knows she means Jadzi, the oracle. She walks to the side of the desk
      to see Opal better. "Will you be nicer to her than you are to the …
      other one?"
    


    
      Professor Opal smiles politely, the corners of her eyes unmoving with the
      pleasantry. "I'm always nice."
    


    
      Tam isn't so sure about that, but she hides it well. "Thank you,
      Professor." Eager to leave, she turns and offers an unceremonious, "Bye."
    


    "Goodbye, Tam! I'll watch over the oracle!"


    Tam shuts the wooden door behind her with a click.


    
      Sometimes Tam has opinions without any memory of how she formed them. She
      likes Professor Opal, but part of her is always wary around her, like she
      knows she shouldn't show too much of her heart. Tam has no reason for this
      prejudice, but still she can't shake it.
    


    
      She walks up the spiral stairs now, ascending to the Theorist's sanctum.
      Each step brings with it noise from above—a scuffle. Violent steps and
      sudden exasperations. It's a fight. Tam picks up her pace but stops at the
      entrance. Behind it, she can hear the Theorist in pain, the sound of him
      fighting someone off. She hears the clang of metal striking wood, two sets
      of feet jostling for position. Tam knows she can help. She bursts inside.
    


    
      The Theorist's sanctum is an immense and open space, surrounded with
      mage-rings that encircle the atrium as chain mail. Each leads to any
      number of locations throughout the tower out into the world. They buzz
      with the energy of leylines. Normally, they're the first thing to catch
      her eye. Today, her attention is drawn downward. The dais below is smeared
      with chalk and blood.
    


    
      Tam assesses the scene. The Theorist, eyes alight with blue, nose running
      a stream of blood, sleeves rolled up past his Phyrexian scars,
      white-hooded cloak discarded to the side. He grimaces, trying to find an
      opening, but his opponent is shorter, smaller, fast as all hell and
      fighting like a polecat. The child is young, maybe thirteen, with a knife
      in one hand and a mask on his face so she can't see his eyes. The boy
      slices at the Theorist's thigh, then slams the back of his hand against
      the wound with a flicker of magic. The Theorist howls in agony.
    


    
      "Teacher!" Tam calls. She readies an equation of her own to negate
      whatever magic the boy transferred, but the Theorist calls out, "Tamira!
      Hold!"
    


    
      With great effort and an openly bleeding arm, the Theorist summons a
      portal—a great round one, rimmed with metal—and hurls the boy into it.
    


    
      Master and apprentice take a moment to breathe. Tam retrieves a clean
      cloth from a chalkboard nearby and hands it to the Theorist. He pants
      heavily, pinches his nose. His eyes close as if his skull is blooming with
      a headache, and he blinks back at her in silent admission.
    


    "Another one?" she asks.


    The Theorist nods.


    "Is your nose all right?"


    The Theorist shakes his head.


    "Do you want to go to the Invasive Care Infirmary?"


    "I'm fine. Thank you, Tamira."


    
      The Theorist is the man who made her, but not all of him. Just a part.
      Like she is just a part. Tam understands him in that sense, but by nature
      he is more distant than the man she first knew. Straightforward, clinical,
      a believer in the authority of magical science and its refusal to reduce
      to opinion. The Theorist's approach is never about being right but about
      clarity. The man who made her, the one holding together his subtleties and
      emotion, is no longer here.
    


    
      That's how he emerged from his first death, he explained early on. Beads
      on a necklace trying to imagine a string to keep them together.
    


    
      Since then, he's fought so many aberrations. Tam wonders how many of them
      were there before, whether he even knew they were there in piecemeal.
      "When did you get your ears pierced?" she asks as a distraction. It's an
      honest question. She can't help but be curious. She can't help but be
      herself.
    


    The Theorist blinks, looks up and away. "Not sure."


    "I'd like to get my ears pierced," Tam muses, only partly to herself.


    
      The Theorist doesn't say anything to that, but he does glance at her, blue
      eyes to gold. He would have had a dry retort several aberrations ago.
      Disappointing. He's gotten boring since they've been gone.
    


    Does it hurt when they're carved out? It looks like it hurts.


    
      She takes a seat on a nearby tabletop and looks at the praestigial
      equations smeared on the chalkboards around them. "Is it helping?
      Excision?"
    


    
      "Control over the Multiverse's spell becomes more precise the more
      aberrations I excise."
    


    
      "Teacher …" Tam trails off. "I fear even though you've gained more
      control, the instability problem remains."
    


    
      He's moved the cloth from his nose now, tosses it into a waste bin he
      magics up from nothing. The Theorist is God here, and God needed a waste
      bin. "This is why you were sent on your mission, Tamira."
    


    
      Why you sent me on the mission, she internally corrects.
    


    
      "I did," he says aloud. Tam bashfully quiets her mind. "Drastic measures
      are needed."
    


    "What kind of drastic measures?"


    The Theorist smiles. "Deduce it."


    
      Quandrix was not her first tutelage. The Theorist taught her praestigial
      theory, the impulse of telepathy, the art of illusions. His craft was
      hearing the unheard, showing the unseen, and so was hers. Below the
      chalkboards around them were Kaldheim battle drills, Ravnican spycraft
      missives, an entire volume of Eldraine fae illusion-riddles. Tam devoured
      them all as if they'd fill the hole in her heart.
    


    
      "Holmberg's Paradox states that all illusions require a tether of reality,
      typically channeled through the physical body of the caster."
    


    The Theorist nods. "And?"


    
      "The new Multiverse's instability is innately connected to your body."
    


    "And?"


    
      It's innately connected to me, too, since you made me, Tam
      thinks.
    


    
      "Correct, but I am the primary caster. The scope of the Multiverse was too
      great. Between my condition following my death and the inability
      to contain the entirety of the Multiverse's map, the tether was strained."
    


    Tam winces. She knows that tether means his body.


    
      "It was difficult to maintain the spell. I had to excise my aberrations to
      focus. Stability has been reestablished, and soon the spell can continue."
      He sighs.
    


    "Is it better without the … aberrations?"


    
      The Theorist pauses, then smiles to himself. "Yes. Now that I am wholly
      one thing, I know exactly who I am."
    


    
      Tam watches his concentration drift for a moment before snapping back to
      attention.
    


    "What else?" he prompts.


    
      Tam's eyes are drawn to the orrery above, the model of the Echoverse that
      hangs over their heads. It's an illusion, marking in real time the
      stability and structure. It seems strangely thin, like a layer of film
      over a wire frame. Or dough stretched wide as a windowpane.
    


    
      "This Multiverse needs a structure to support it. It needs to be laid over
      the top of the original."
    


    
      "Correct. We need to overwrite the existing Multiverse to make this one
      stable." His eyes do not alight with magic but something more fiery. "No
      one has ever attempted this before."
    


    
      Tam completely understands the reasoning but doesn't understand the leap.
      "What happens when the other is overwritten?"
    


    
      The Theorist's grin starts to spread. "I think I know, but I'm not sure.
      Isn't that exciting?"
    


    
      She feels uncertain suddenly. "What about your body? How do we get the
      original Multiverse to come over to this one?"
    


    
      "Easy. Use my body as a tether between the two. That's what the oracle is
      for."
    


    "What will you do with her, Teacher?"


    
      With overly paternal practicality he nods. "She will provide the
      information I need to complete the overlay. Merge two Multiverses,
      eliminate suffering once and for all."
    


    
      The Theorist points to a chalkboard on the far side. Tam slips off the
      table and goes to read the equations and the copied quote at their center.
      Her brow furrows, then rises.
    


    "Is this true?"


    "Sissoko's Law."


    
      "'Telepathic communication follows consciousness.' But the oracles of
      Arcavios are unique. As we are bound to our illusions, so are they to
      their plane." Tam pieces it together, thrilled with the joy of feeling
      herself get the reasoning right.
    


    
      "Specifically, to the origin of their home plane. The soul is projected to
      the source, through any planar and temporal barrier, where they become
      archaics."
    


    
      Tam swallows. The praestigial theory is bold, but the method turns her
      stomach. "Does this mean that when an oracle dies, their consciousness
      returns to the beginning of time?"
    


    
      "It's going to be a wild ride." The Theorist grins. "But I can't finish my
      task if I can't see how it was done."
    


    "What?"


    
      "The origin of a Multiverse. The fusion of two different planes into a
      single new one. That's how we make ours real."
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      Tam feels a tightness in her chest. Jadzi has to die so the Theorist can
      follow her consciousness back to the start. "Is it pertinent to the
      experiment for the oracle to be terminated?"
    


    
      "Oh, yes. It's the only way for the phenomenon to be observed. I'll need
      you near to record results."
    


    The morning sun is hot at her back. "Today?" Tam says tightly.


    
      But the Theorist doesn't immediately reply. Instead, after a beat, he
      says, "No. But soon."
    


    
      The Theorist rises and walks to the smeared chalkboards, uses one of the
      nearby cloths to clean it.
    


    "On my own time."


    
      She can't see his face, but something in his stance betrays what looks
      like discomfort. Anxiety tightens the Theorist's shoulders. He pauses. His
      head turns.
    


    "Tell me about your visions."


    
      Tam looks down, embarrassed. She leans back on a table, crosses her arms
      tight while the Theorist erases the board. "I saw two of my friends from
      Strixhaven. First when I was feeling something I didn't understand, then
      when I was feeling inadequate."
    


    
      As she looks up, she realizes the Theorist has turned entirely and now
      faces her with an expression she can't read. The moment feels weighted
      with a meaning she can't decipher.
    


    "What do you want from those who love you?" asks the Theorist.


    
      "I want to know them, and be known in turn," says Tam. She watches him
      listen, sees recognition in his face.
    


    
      The Theorist shifts his weight, visibly reaching some decision. "Come
      here," he says.
    


    
      Tam does. She stands before him. He places his hands on either side of her
      face. "Close your eyes."
    


    
      And she does. There's a powerful, cool sensation, like dipping her hands
      in an alpine lake. It feels familiar. It feels like her.
    


    "You are more than adequate. You are incredible, Tamira."


    
      She doesn't feel any different. Part of her wonders what he read in her
      mind just now.
    


    
      "Nothing," he answers. "I was just checking something. Attend to your
      tasks. Your reading for the day is on the desk behind me."
    


    
      Tam nods. She walks back toward the door and picks up a book off the desk.
    


    
      Grant's Telepathic Methods of Warfare. A Vrynian textbook. Tam
      opens the stained front cover. JACE BELEREN is scrawled in a child's hand
      in the upper-left corner.
    


    

    
      She leaves the sanctum and descends the stairs. Gravity shifts, and she
      follows the stairs onto the wall as the axis tilts underfoot. Tam frowns.
      The conversation unnerved her. She seals it within the bunker of her mind,
      far away from prying eyes. She feels uncertain. Frightened. What happens
      to a Multiverse when it is covered with the thin film of another?
    


    "It's smothered," Tam whispers to herself.


    
      The solution echoes through the stone hallway. Magelights cast a cold glow
      on her face, and no one is here to hear the truth she speaks. Not even the
      statues. Not even the birds. Tam shivers.
    


    
      She needs to see the oracle she captured. Maybe that will quell the
      horrible feeling in her chest.
    


    
      Tam descends and descends, walks fast, her breath counting her steps.
      Finally, at the base of the tower, at the end of the hall, she
      investigates the farthest cell, peers through the barred window.
    


    
      Jadzi is slouched in the corner, head down, a blanket tight around her.
    


    
      Tam starts to whisper an apology but stops when she hears Jadzi tease,
      "You'll get what you're looking for."
    


    
      "I'm sorry," Tam says to the oracle who is here by her hand, who was
      brought here to die. "I'm sorry, Jadzi."
    


    
      "It all comes back as a loop, doesn't it, sweetheart? A victim is hurt and
      becomes a perpetrator who hurts. You just can't escape your mentors."
    


    
      Tam only half-understands what she's saying. "I'm sorry, Jadzi. I can't
      let you out. The experiment would fail. We need you in order to solidify
      the Multiverse. We have a path to end all suffering."
    


    "A fool's errand, kid."


    "You don't know that," Tam says, growing annoyed.


    "I'm an oracle. What don't I know?"


    "How to pick a lock," Tam counters, dry and barbed. "Goodbye, Jadzi."


    
      Tam turns and walks away from the door. She hears Jadzi holler after her,
      "Come back! I'll tell you how to find it! The part you're looking for!"
    


    
      But Tam doesn't turn. She keeps walking down the hallway, to the second
      prisoner.
    


    
      Professor Vess is anything but slouched. She sits as tall as a queen in
      the solitary chair in the center of her cell, her violet dress spilling
      onto the platform around her. The magelight above carves her face into
      angles, her hair a long curtain framing it.
    


    
      Her cell is far larger than Jadzi's, to accommodate the Konstrari
      construction at its center, a vast wood and stone sphere containing the
      chair and its platform. The floor around it is a crisscross of hexes Tam
      herself laid, alongside magic from the Theorist and Professor Opal. To one
      side stands an oversize stone bust of a man who looks vaguely familiar,
      though Tam can't remember ever seeing him.
    


    
      She approaches the bars at the edge of the room, at the edge of the hexes.
      Even at this distance, her skin tingles, sensing unfamiliar magic dancing
      across it. Vess makes a curious noise. She knew the professor was a
      necromancer, but she never dreamed she'd feel her magic personally.
    


    
      "You weren't born," the prisoner muses, like a chef identifying a meal's
      ingredients. "You were made. Your neurons are too new. Interesting. Do you
      come once a day to make sure the other me tortured me to your
      standards?"
    


    "Professor Opal is doing her job."


    
      "Well, your professor is going to kick you into a six-foot hole,
      then stand you back up and kick you in all over again."
    


    Professor Vess is much ruder. Prettier, but ruder.


    Tam jiggles the lock on the bars.


    
      "You had friends, didn't you?" asks Professor Vess. "Those friendships
      were real. Everything that happened at Strixhaven was."
    


    
      Tam pauses, peeks back in. Her old professor is leaning forward as if she
      has a secret. "You doubt it, don't you?"
    


    Tam doesn't say anything.


    
      Vess laughs, and it curls Tam's toes. "It's like looking through a window
      in time. Amazing." She stares at Tam as if she's assessing a sculpture.
      "Do you feel bad?"
    


    Tam glances down, ashamed.


    
      "Oh! You can feel bad." Vess leans forward in her chair. Tam
      finds herself leaning closer to the bars in response. "You should feel
      worse." She smiles. "I know how you feel, betraying your friends.
      I know you feel like dirt."
    


    
      Tam backs away from the lock and flicks a small additional hex onto it,
      containing it in a geometric net of symmetric threads. Vess cries out in
      off-kilter joy.
    


    "I know you, Beleren! I know where you put your shame!"


    Tam bolts.


    
      She runs down the dark stone hallway, her shoulders and hips brushing the
      wet stone of the wall as she runs.
    


    Past the portal for the first aberration.


    And the second.


    And the third.


    And the fourth.


    And the fifth.


    
      She runs and runs, and the heavy, sickly feeling in her heart follows as a
      shadow.
    


    

    
      Tam doesn't feel like eating, or reading, or doing anything that makes it
      seem like she's passing as a person. She feels empty and confused.
    


    
      As she returns home, she watches other cadets dueling in the courtyard
      outside. Unlike Strixhaven's academic-minded focus, Hexhaven's is martial,
      regimented, a school for battlemages in the mold of its maker. Tam wonders
      what the Theorist would have been like had he started at Strixhaven, as
      she had. She doesn't have much taste for battle magic, but she
      begrudgingly admits she has a talent for it.
    


    
      The sun sets, but Tam has skipped the rest of her duties. They don't
      matter. They aren't real. She retreats to her dormitory and shuts the
      door. Even here, the Echoverse was careful to replicate everything. Her
      Quandrix banner hangs above her bed while her Theorix banner gathers dust
      bunnies in her trunk. Her desk is buried under layers of praestigial
      texts. Her necklaces sit ready by her favorite jewelry tray. She made her
      room comfortable, and this Multiverse followed suit.
    


    
      Tam flops onto the pillows at the bay window and looks out over the
      campus. Night falls. No stars emerge.
    


    
      Jadzi must die for the experiment to continue, for this Multiverse to
      become real. And this Multiverse must overwrite the other for that process
      to complete. This wasn't part of the original plan.
    


    She remembers what the Theorist was like six aberrations ago.


    
      She remembers finding him in his tower shortly after she was made. It was
      nighttime then, too, and he was on the floor surrounded by mage-rings,
      eyes alight, lost in vision or memory or telepathy or who knows what. Tam
      grazed his mind, saw flashes of blue and a wide plain of shrub-steppe, the
      grasslands filled with dozens of seizing bodies, a gloved hand reaching
      outward, an army of warriors using every weapon at hand to kill one
      another at Jace's command. She knows without doubt that this was Vryn
      under Phyrexian attack, though she does not know how.
    


    
      She dove to the ground and embraced her teacher's shoulders. "It's evening
      of the new moon. Your body is yours. You're in Hexhaven, in the Multiverse
      you created. You're in your sanctum, and I'm here with you." But her
      grounding was left unheeded, as the man who was then Jace carved the first
      aberration out of his mind (he hunched over, fingers clawing at his chest,
      magic spilling from him as a river, until a second man lay on the floor).
      Tam took notes (mirageal manifestation, category four) as she watched her
      maker excise the part of himself that dared counter the plan.
    


    
      It was only when the other man (a blue cloak, a face years younger) looked
      back at him that her maker froze in worry. Sweat shone on his forehead;
      the brown hood of his cloak jostled. He clutched at his heart.
    


    
      "We were going to save existence without killing anyone," said the
      aberration, rage deeply carved into the lines of his younger face.
    


    
      Her maker responded with unquestioning conviction. "Anything we could
      accomplish without sacrifice is a stopgap. Existence must be rewritten to
      be saved from suffering, and this is the only way."
    


    
      Tam stood, worried for the young man on the floor, but her shouts were
      drowned out as the aberration answered his double in a full-throated
      yell—"Then death is all we're good at!"—before Tam's maker
      suddenly ripped open a portal and kicked him through with full force.
    


    Tam shivers.


    She hates that memory.


    Now he's just the Theorist. He's easier for Tam to understand.


    
      The dormitory is quiet. Only one set of footsteps treads outside, the
      other cadets asleep long ago.
    


    The footsteps stop, and a knock at the door interrupts Tam's memory.


    "Lights out!" comes a voice from the other side of the door.


    
      "Thank you, Professor Zarek!" Tam calls, and with a snap of her fingers,
      the lamps in her dormitory vanish.
    


    
      From here, on these pillows, she looks out the window and up the tower—a
      long-toothed star arch pierced by the height of it—and decides to
      practice. She sends a telepathic signal, the ring of a bell, for the
      Theorist to hear.
    


    Yes?


    Good night, Tam says.


    
      She feels a sensation on the thread that connects them, a bloom of
      amusement. How are you doing that from a distance?
    


    
      Yurchenko Principle, she cites, and the feeling along the thread
      is warm with pride.
    


    
      Good job, says the Theorist.
      There's something else you want to say, he adds without question.
    


    
      I feel like you used me to bring Jadzi to her death, she says,
      unafraid. You're my mentor. Why would you ask that of me?
    


    
      The mind at the other end of the line is quiet. Tam watches a bat fly past
      her window. She sighs, and the window fogs.
    


    
      The part of me that can be hurt by that accusation is gone, says
      the Theorist. Tam feels annoyed.
      You were given an assignment, and you completed it. I will never force
        you to stay here, Tamira.
    


    
      Tam grimaces.
      I want to help. I know we're acting in service of the Multiverse. Our
        experiment will change existence.
    


    
      It will. But it will not be easy. I need to know that you still
        understand the stakes.
    


    
      He sends a wash of images—calculations and theorems and the flash of
      billions upon billions of lives and worlds, peoples and creatures, matter
      and time. Tam's breath shudders with the immensity of the projection.
    


    
      I know, she says.
      The math is sound. The potential outweighs the present. She
      shifts in her seat.
      But I don't understand why you made me. What part am I meant to play in
        this? I'm incomplete, and I know it. Beyond your tutelage, what am I
        for?
    


    
      The night is cool and quiet. She admires the star arch and the world
      beyond. Everything outside Tam's window is false, from the ivy on the
      tower, to the tiles, to the soil below. Her maker responds at last, and
      his answer plunges her into doubt.
    


    I'm not sure. I carved the one that knew away.


    There is nothing more to say. Good night, Jace.


    Good night, Tamira.


    
      She closes the connection and slams her defenses up as thick as a
      barricade. She crawls into bed and tucks herself in. Her gorgon eyes can
      see just fine in the dark, and she stares with wide awareness at her empty
      room. It has everything she needs, all the little bits that help her live
      her life. Look at her desk. Her banner. Her mirror and jewelry tray.
      There's nothing more she could want … and yet. Her real bed is back
      at Strixhaven. Her real jewelry sits on a real tray next to her real hair
      ties. Why are these potential things worth more than her real ones?
    


    Why is she worth more than her real friends?


    No. No. She can't be.


    
      Maybe the part that is missing is the part that makes her matter. Tam
      scrunches her legs close and thinks as hard as she can. She feels wrong
      about what she did to her friends, about what she did to Jadzi—what she
      will watch happen to Jadzi.
    


    
      The fake girl turns over in her fake bed in a fake world and fails to fall
      asleep. She turns and tangles her blanket before giving up.
    


    
      Who cares if Professor Zarek spots her? She can't stay in this dormitory a
      second longer.
    


    
      She sits upright and throws on a robe. Her feet pad on the cobblestone,
      down the hall, up the stairs, up more stairs, then up a ladder, and
      finally when she reaches the cold chill of a transverse roof does Tam feel
      a bit more like herself.
    


    
      Tam's tendrilled braids twitch in the moonlight, responding to her
      thoughts, and she sighs. Her skin shivers in the cold. Her pupils widen in
      the dark. The world is a thin film in want of a mold to lay atop, but she
      is flesh, a body made of magic and maker and created before the Echoverse
      existed.
    


    
      She checks her mental barricades and looks at the moon. It is a crescent,
      gleaming and waxing. Tam sits and watches.
    


    
      She ponders the idea of a missing part and wonders what it is she's
      supposed to have but does not. It's not a heart. It's not really a soul.
      But she feels for half of herself, and her fingers grasp at air. Jadzi.
      The original Multiverse. Her friends. Her duty to a future without
      suffering demanded betrayal. So why does she still feel empty?
    


    
      Tam hugs her knees and looks to the starless sky.
      I'm in progress, she reminds herself.
    


    I'm in progress.

  


  
	Episode 2: Purge Yourself of Doubt

    
      When Tam first arrived at Strixhaven, she was baffled. Where was the rest
      of it?
    


    
      It was so flat, so short, that she got lost on the first day of
      classes because she thought her next lesson would simply be up a floor.
      But no; she wandered the campus's wide walkways, traversing in place of
      ascending. Even the dragon motifs confounded her. Weren't the sphinxes of
      home more appropriate stewards of knowledge? The one positive that stood
      out was her first time feeling truly alone. Back home, the signs
      of her maker were everywhere. He surveils, for our own good, she
      told herself. But at Strixhaven, no matter how flat it was, Tam felt seen
      but never exposed.
    


    
      Now, though, in Hexhaven, the only place she finds solitude is in her
      dormitory, which is hexed to the nines with every seal she knows (and two
      she invented). Tam sits at her desk and looks out the broad, round window.
      She sees the stadium in the distance, the battle arena for use at
      graduation—a graduation that has not happened yet, or ever before.
    


    
      Her dormitory is in Theorix, overlooking an inner courtyard, the only one
      with a tree. Here, Hexhaven's walls and pathways run perpendicular to each
      other. The Theorist and his tower prefer gravity as a fluid concept rather
      than a strict rule; the tower bends and curves depending on which part of
      it you're in and what direction feels best for the discipline that resides
      in it. Tam takes note of the silence. Strixhaven was always loud and full
      of chattering students. Here, the cadets are quiet. Reclusive. Even the
      early evening is quiet, save for the rustle of a cockatrice near the
      lonesome tree.
    


    There's someone outside her door.


    
      Tam opens it, intrigued, eager for company and conversation. It's an azra
      cadet—Theorix, same as her. The young woman stands attentive but blank, as
      if waiting for Tam to speak first.
    


    "Can I help you?" Tam attempts.


    
      The cadet takes a moment to respond. "Would you like to study with me for
      our shadow numbers exam?"
    


    
      Tam hides her discomfort. No, she would not like to study with a stranger
      immediately before bed. "I think we should be turning in for the night,
      but … what do you like to do other than study?"
    


    The azra girl does not change her expression. "Study."


    
      Sensing the end of their conversation, Tam winces and nods. "Night," she
      says, closing the door.
    


    
      The interaction was … chalky. All her chats with other cadets tend to
      feel the same, like talking to a rock spelled to wiggle every now and
      then. Nothing feels deep.
    


    
      The door safely closed between her and any further socialization, Tam's
      eyes are drawn to the drawer of her desk.
    


    She pulls out an empty page, wets her pen.


    She's not sure what she's doing.


    Dear Abigale,


    
      I'm sorry

      I know you thought I was a friend, and that was my fault

      You need to stay where you are. Something dangerous is about to
    


    
      I know the probability of you forgiving me, and it is low. You should
        know that while I acted of my own volition, there is something critical
        in me that is missing. I don't know if it simply isn't there or if I
        need to find it. But that absence is real. I sense it when I lie in bed
        at night and cast a spell to increase the likelihood of our friends
        surviving.
    


    
      I wish you could help me sleep. I can't do it anymore, and I don't want
        to ask my maker for help.
    


    
      You could forgive me for my nature, right? That I was made? I had no
        choice in the matter, but I'm proud that I was created. Can you forgive
        me for my actions? I understand if you can't. I just want you safe.
    


    
      Can you forgive me for something that hasn't happened yet? Please
        try.
    


    
      With everything I am,

      Tam
    


    
      She reads over the paper. It doesn't make her feel better. She turns the
      knob of the oil lamp at her desk and removes the glass case around its
      flame. The letter ignites quickly, quietly, and burns easily in the waste
      bin.
    


    Its glow illuminates her dormitory.


    
      Tam sees the courtyard beyond, how it's smothered in moonlight. No birds
      to be seen, thank goodness. A paradox curls high above. The campus sighs
      in tranquil night. It is beautiful, and so is she, and both of them are
      fake, fake, fake.
    


    

	
    
	Solitary Cell | Art by: Andrea Piparo
    


    
      There isn't anything alive in Liliana's cell except for herself. The
      silence is maddening—the only heartbeat is her own, the only swill of life
      whatever bacteria roil in her gut. She can feel them gurgling around, too
      tiny to be useful. She listens to nothing. It is a cloying silence where
      every noise is not only self-produced but loud enough to prickle her skin
      and wriggle discomfort in her neck. Her own skin cells aren't alive enough
      to be dead enough. Her only food for days has been fruit. Liliana
      is denied all footholds of necromantic power here; she weighs screaming
      for the sake of something to do.
    


    
      For the first few hours after she woke up, Liliana tried that—the
      screaming. She tried coaxing the leg of a dead bug in the corner to
      do something. She tried nicking her finger in case there was
      something dead in there she could use, all to no avail.
    


    
      It's been ages since she was bound to another's will, and it isn't a
      feeling she was excited to experience again. Dozens and dozens of lines in
      the floor mark where Jace (is there enough of Jace left to still call him
      Jace?) placed a multitude of hexes to prevent anything alive from coming
      close. Within the cell itself is the sphere that contains her, a complex
      network of stone and wood with intention running through every beam.
      Nothing gets out without disabling the hex switch by the bars.
    


    
      Which is why she watches, carefully, as a very alive mouse skitters at the
      edge of her cell. Liliana leans forward, eyes intent.
    


    
      "Die," she wills, but the intruder merely pauses to clean his whiskers.
      "Die. Diiiiiiiie."
    


    
      It's so alive and so small. If it were dead, she could command it to
      skitter up to the master hex and break the spell, or clamber up the other
      Liliana's leg and gnaw her stupid smile off, or sojourn up in Jace's tower
      and riddle him with mouse diseases. Anything! The mouse patters closer to
      one of the lines of the hexes, and Liliana tries one more time to kill it
      with her brain. She grits her teeth. "Keel over. Do it. Do it, you filthy
      little furball. Die, die, die!"
    


    
      But the second its paw touches one of the lines in the floor, it is bathed
      in a blue glow and immediately bolts through the bars.
    


    A voice outside the cell gasps with delight. "A mousey!"


    
      For a moment, Liliana tries to kill the source of that voice with her
      brain, too.
    


    
      But no, life is endless suffering, and Liliana's doppelgänger, this
      Multiverse's version of her, peers through the bars. Liliana hates that
      this other one has clearer skin, has taken better care of her ends, blinks
      with perfect eyelashes. At least her personality is terrible. Liliana can
      just make out suggestions of the other's white gown, glimmering with
      Benalian glass, and her perfect, poreless skin as she preens. "Did you see
      the sweet little mouse?"
    


    Liliana wraps her hate around every word. "Yes. I saw the mouse."


    
      "One moment." Her double ducks away from the bars. A gentle and prismatic
      glow briefly illuminates the hallway. She returns a moment later. "Poor
      dearie. He had irritable bowel syndrome."
    


    "Do you need something?" Liliana spits.


    
      In this world, her double is Professor Opal, and in this world Professor
      Opal is dreadful. Her smile is saccharine. "Only conversation."
    


    
      The last thing Liliana wants in either Multiverse is conversation. Her
      captor explained what Opal is. Not a being purposefully created the way
      Tam was, but a product of Jace's project functioning correctly. "This
      Multiverse blooms on its own," her double said when they first met. "Now
      that I see you, I understand why I am who I am. I am the you who made the
      right choices."
    


    
      The healer, the calm and radiant noble, the insufferable snob smiles at
      Liliana now with venom on her lips. "Do you wonder what it will be like?
      Me overwriting you?"
    


    
      The necromancer rolls her eyes, and her head joins them for the ride. "You
      know, change of plan. Can you just kill me instead?"
    


    
      "I might," warns Opal. "When I overwrite you, it does seem most likely.
      Matter from one Multiverse overlaying the matter of another. Do you think
      it will be messy? My matter overwriting yours? Or do you think that the
      fabric will displace the weave of the old Multiverse, just nestle me right
      in your place? I wonder if you'll even know."
    


    
      "I will raise every rat that has ever died in this dungeon so we have an
      audience to watch as I strangle you to death."
    


    
      Opal smiles politely. "I think your life of suffering is what gave you
      your humor." She leans closer to the bars, and Liliana can make out
      pleading earnestness in her face. "In my Multiverse, our brother lived a
      full and healthy life. I chose a different path, and I saved him. Do you
      want me to save you, too?"
    


    
      Liliana is about to growl something insulting when her chest suddenly
      seizes and her left arm goes numb.
    


    
      She gasps in agony. She sees that same awful magic, white and colorful and
      tasting of ozone and cloying rose water—
    


    Her chest—


    Her heart—


    
      Opal tuts. "I turned down the contract, too. Rude, nasty demons. Now, my
      job isn't to save you, but it is to keep you contained. Want me to take
      care of that?" she says with a soft and sour tone, a snide offer, as
      Liliana clutches her heart.
    


    
      The pain vanishes. The light vanishes. Liliana catches her breath, and
      Opal makes a pleased sound.
    


    
      "I think you'll just start to disappear," she says. "All that pain you
      carry, all that hurt you bear, all of it will float away in the air like
      fluff from a cottonwood. Don't you want to be free of your pain?"
    


    
      Liliana grits her teeth and shakes off the heart attack. "My pain is
      mine."
    


    "Professor Opal?"


    
      A voice echoes through the hall outside. A voice that can only belong to
      the one other visitor she receives. Liliana guards herself. The girl is
      not dangerous, but she is weird.
    


    
      Opal gives a final wink before stepping away from the bars, her heels
      clicking down the hallway.
    


    
      A few minutes later, Tam appears in her place, and Liliana startles as she
      does every time she sees the person Jace created.
    


    
      Human ears hide behind tendril-like braids, scales flush close enough to
      the skin that they're unreadable from afar, but the weirdest part isn't
      her species or even that she was made—it's that so much of her is just
      him. Her face, her goddamn face, his face peers back
      from a tumble of hair. She's furious to look at because there's no reason
      why he would want to make her. To replace his own gorgon? If so,
      why give her his chin and his stance and his talents? Does he see her as
      his heir? His partner? His secretary? What is wrong with him (many things,
      Liliana knows quite well), and why would he go to the lengths it takes to
      magically generate a person? Why do it when the cost is so high?
    


    Does Tam know what it costs to make a person? Did Jace?


    "Are you okay?" asks Tam.


    
      "So, is Jace your father or your boyfriend or what?" Liliana interrogates
      from her prison chair.
    


    Tam seems taken aback. She frowns. "What a horrible question."


    "What about your god? God-boyfriend? Father-god?"


    
      The girl's frown deepens. Her nose flares in irritation. "None of the
      above."
    


    "Is it because the gorgon left him? He made you to take her place?"


    
      "No!" Tam's voice echoes in Liliana's cell, and for a second, even that
      sounds familiar. "If you're going to try and tell me who I am, then I'm
      going to leave."
    


    
      A powerful sense of déjà vu raises gooseflesh on Liliana's skin.
      All I am seeing today are doubles, she thinks.
    


    She leans back and crosses her arms. "Fine. Then what do you want?"


    
      Tam unlocks the bars, walks to the wood and stone sphere, and holds up a
      hand. Blue geometry dances briefly around her fingers, and the lines on
      the floor gleam. She's dim in the light of the magic, but her gorgon eyes
      still glow in the dark. Liliana sits taller in her chair. More torture?
    


    "I need you to see something," the young woman says.


    Worse, a heart-to-heart.


    
      Liliana nervously steps across the lines of her cell, one foot in front of
      the other, and doesn't look up as she passes the stupid stone head of
      Gideon that Jace put there for whatever reason—perhaps to taunt her, haunt
      her, remind her of her failings and selfishness. Once she reaches the
      other side, the girl who was made takes her hand and leads her down the
      hallway. A symmetrical bracelet of thin blue lines connects their hands,
      and Liliana knows it's useless to try anything now.
    


    
      They don't go far, just a few doors up from her cell. Liliana notes one
      other captive—the woman's snores rumble down the stonework—and counts how
      many doors there are on either side as she passes.
    


    
      Tam leads her to a room and ushers her in. Liliana's eyes are immediately
      drawn to the high ceiling.
    


    
      "It's a real-time copy of the orrery in his sanctum. This is what the new
      Multiverse looks like," Tam explains. She waves a hand, and an identical
      illusion of the orrery appears just beneath it. She twists her hand, and
      one gently slides over the other. "This Multiverse is unstable. The
      Theorist believes we need to overwrite the existing Multiverse to make it
      permanent. You're from there … what do you think this overwrite will
      mean?"
    


    Liliana takes a moment to think. "Why ask me?"


    
      "Your mastery is death," Tam says. There's curiosity in her voice, but
      fear, too. "What will happen if a Multiverse is overwritten? Truly?"
    


    
      For a moment, Liliana considers lying. Flatter the girl, earn her trust,
      and manipulate her into letting her out. But even if she lies, the truth
      will hurt far worse than anything she can conjure up. Tam's earnestness is
      cloying. She genuinely wants to know. Liliana swallows her instincts and
      considers the question. She knows nothing about the physics of it all, but
      death is as close to her as her own bones.
    


    
      "Within all living beings, there is a spark or a power or a soul or a
      literal candle—something that makes them alive—and when
      a being dies, that intangible part leaves. The body stays, however, and
      can be reanimated by borrowing the power of someone with my kind of
      talent. But if something is overwritten … that is an act of
      suffocation. The part that was ignited must be snuffed out to be
      replaced."
    


    "So overwriting means replacing the original, not merging?"


    
      "Complicated things happen when two spirits are in the same body. There
      must be something empty or half-empty for the rest to fill it, ideally
      from the same source. But these doubles don't quite have full spirits.
      They're like you. They're not people, not all the way. The
      doubles would need to overlay an empty vessel. The old Multiverse
      must die for this plan to work."
    


    The gorgon is noticeably quiet.


    
      Liliana deliberately aims at a weak spot. "Your friends will be
      overwritten, Tam."
    


    
      The young woman returns her gaze, and it's Jace's same kicked-kitten
      broken heart staring back.
    


    
      "It won't tear them apart, but layering one Multiverse on another will
      smother the souls of everyone in the original. Your friends will
      spiritually suffocate. And what reanimates them will be someone else."
    


    
      Tam seems frozen in place; she looks past Liliana as she breaks the news.
      Her braids jitter. "That's not necessarily true. They could be woven
      together under the right conditions. Laurier's thesis says—"
    


    Liliana scoffs. "He gave you his stubbornness."


    
      "I'm trying to find a solution!" Tam snaps. "Our cause is noble, and if we
      can eliminate suffering for existence, then we should—"
    


    
      Liliana puts on her Professor Vess voice. "If we betray the people that
      mean something to us, then we betray ourselves."
    


    Tam gasps. She seems genuinely shaken.


    
      Liliana isn't one to comfort, but she is one for perspective. "Look. It
      isn't done. No one has died yet. Let me try to talk to him." The gorgon
      looks back with an eyebrow raised, not buying it for one second, and
      Liliana can't help but laugh. "Fair. Then it needs to be you. He'll listen
      to himself."
    


    
      Tam takes Liliana's hand once more, the bracelet of magic still around
      their clasp, and walks her back to her cell, picking up a basket from a
      cart along the way.
    


    
      "You're all him," Liliana says to Tam. "You only look like her. I don't
      know her well, but I know she thinks she's always right."
    


    "I am," Tam deadpans.


    
      The necromancer chuckles. She hates that she likes the girl, but also, of
      course she likes her. She liked him.
    


    
      Tam must be able to do some mind reading of her own—a delicate look
      softens her face. "Liliana, can you tell what he gave me?"
    


    
      In the glow of the hallway's magelights, Liliana smiles sadly. "From what
      I can tell, the best parts of himself." She sighs. "His cleverness, his
      creativity, where those two virtues collide. You reek of it."
    


    
      Tam considers that, and as she does, Liliana wonders how a person could
      get by just being a part of a whole. "What's in the basket?"
    


    "Fruit."


    "Damn. Told you he gave you the smarts."


    
      The girl who was made doesn't say anything for a moment. She doesn't seem
      to feel better.
    


    
      Tam guides Liliana back to the sphere inside her cell and sets the basket
      inside it. Liliana settles into place once more, straddling her chair with
      a heavy sigh.
    


    
      "Is there a word for arrogance that comes with the actual talent to back
      it up?" Liliana asks. Tam shrugs. "That was always Jace's real problem.
      He's talented, and it scares the hell out of him."
    


    Tam seems to think about that for a moment.


    
      Liliana catches her eye and winks. "Tell my ex it's a bad look to keep a
      woman locked in a dungeon. It's the kind of thing that dragons do."
    


    
      Tam nods, a heavy weight clearly on her shoulders, and locks the bars
      behind her. Liliana rises and peeks in the basket of extra food. It is
      indeed fruit, but also unyeasted bread, a satchel of edible seeds, nuts.
      Nothing remotely dead.
    


    
      She groans in agony as she takes some apple butter and smears it over the
      bread.
    


    

    
      Her climb to the top of the tower is long and heavy. The sun shines thin
      and milky through the windowpanes. For the first time, Tam registers that
      there is no scent in these halls, no musk of old books or dust in the
      hanging tapestries. No corner of its impossible hallways bears comfort.
    


    
      The tower twists upward, in, upon itself. She's gotten used to it now, has
      learned the best way to not feel queasy is to look down at her feet. The
      stairs curve and warp, physics answering to the will of this world's
      maker. Tam knows the shape well; it's what a mind looks like on the
      inside. The tower reminds her of what she sees when she mingles with
      probability; when she toys with the future without knowing the results, it
      appears to her in geometries as well.
    


    
      The stairways are busy. She can see a Stingerquill student at the end of a
      hallway full of yelling cadets and turns the other way. Tam isn't in the
      mood to walk within the range of a soulbreaker.
    


    
      She spots a woman in blue on the staircase to her right, high above,
      gravity pulling the wrong way. The woman is walking with coolheaded ease,
      focused strictly on the path in front of her. Tam knows her, has always
      liked her. In those early days of learning the world, her cryomancer
      mentor always took the time to explain how and why something was the way
      it was. Even now, her blue goggles glint in the light.
    


    
      "Hello, Chandra," Tam calls, but Chandra ignores the greeting. She's not
      one for hellos. Tam wonders what she was speaking to Jace about—something
      important, of course. The two are close colleagues.
    


    
      Tam continues, but the journey is not a lonely one. She is trailed the
      entire way by another vision. Lluwen again. He sucks his teeth in disdain.
    


    
      "There's no other you, so you'll be fine," he says. "Do you think
      we'll feel it? Why do these half people get to win when the real ones have
      to die?"
    


    
      She doesn't bother to walk faster. At least one of her friends has been
      nearby for the last few days. It's been useless to try and magic them
      away. She can feel her eyes twitch with tiredness, and just as she reaches
      the stairs to the tower, Tam is drawn to the window.
    


    
      It's a moment between classes. Cadets flock to and fill the inner
      courtyard that runs the vertical length of the tower. They move as a mass,
      colors and shapes and people of all different silhouettes scattering to
      their destinations. Tam's gut feels like it's full of lead. Every one of
      them has a double in the other Multiverse, a doppelgänger of their own
      with a full life—friends, family, pets, dreams, faults, crimes, struggles,
      favorite foods, and songs stuck in their heads. These versions, the ones
      walking the courtyard of Hexhaven, what do they have? They were made
      months ago by a Multiverse churning them out. They are only
      sort of people. Just like her. Sort of people aren't people. But
      her friends are.
    


    
      Tam balls her fists, feels her braids rise in agitation. She bounds up the
      spiral staircase to the Theorist's sanctum and storms through the
      entrance.
    


    
      Inside are a handful of Theorix cadets checking proofs at a central
      chalkboard, and beside them, the Theorist studies their work. All
      turn—several blank stares and one discerning frown.
    


    
      The Theorist lowers his brow, and the magic in his eyes flashes. "You
      talked to Liliana."
    


    
      She shoves back, pushing a wave of faces toward him, every person she
      passed in her time at the true Strixhaven. At a loss for words, she weaves
      in her emotions. Shock:
      Every person? Every person must die? Anger:
      Why do I matter more than my friends? Sorrow:
      They matter to me. All those people matter to me. Why is the potential
        of life worth more than the reality?
      Tam wants it to hurt. She doesn't hold back as she hurls her feelings at
      him.
    


    
      The Theorist flinches, lip curling like he slugged back a bitter liquor.
      He flicks a hand at her with a glare of his eye. "Enough."
    


    
      Tam takes a seat, her mind at ease, but the sorrow in her chest is still
      present. Only a quiet, distant part of her recognizes what he just did,
      what she could not defy, what was easy to obey and as natural as
      breathing. The Theorist does this, sometimes, when she acts out of line.
      The Theorist kneels in front of her.
    


    
      He gestures to the Theorix cadets, and they leave the sanctum silently.
    


    "You're torn up, aren't you?" he says.


    
      Tam feels herself start to cry and wills the urge away. "The original
      Multiverse has to die for our experiment to succeed."
    


    
      The Theorist leans forward and catches her in a hug. Tam doesn't cry—not
      one tear, no sir—until suddenly the white cloth at her cheek is wet. She
      gives in and pulls her maker close.
    


    
      "I can sense our chance of success," Tam says quietly, "and it is small,
      Teacher. We can't do it if we don't destroy the original."
    


    
      Her maker hugs her back. She looks over his shoulder at the sanctum, the
      looming presence of all those mage-rings, and realizes this room, too, was
      made to make them feel small.
    


    
      "Those feelings you have are the source of aberrations of your own," he
      says with gentleness, "You have all the knowledge you need to deal with
      them. You know your theorems. You can cut yours out, too."
    


    Tam stiffens, repulsed. "I don't want that."


    
      "Then purge yourself of doubt," he says, giving her shoulders a gentle
      squeeze, a projected wave of lavender calm and comfort. "Excise it until
      all you taste is bile. We are scientists, Tamira."
    


    
      She sniffs. He's right. They are scientists. What they want
      doesn't matter as much as finding and upholding truth.
    


    
      "But I see how you suffer without them," Tam says in a small voice,
      thinking of the Theorist's other parts. She sends him the image of every
      time she saw him tear one from his mind, every time he tried to remember
      something they took with them. She doesn't like calling them aberrations.
    


    
      The Theorist sits back. "I thought if I cultivated focus, the connection
      between myself and my spell would grow more firm." He pauses, and briefly,
      his mask slips. "In my first life, I had to be so many people. Hide so
      many parts. Hard to remember who me was."
    


    
      Tam wonders if she'd be better cutting those parts away from herself, too,
      but she doesn't think she could. It would mean not seeing her friends
      again, even if only as visions of how they hate her.
    


    
      "As for the old Multiverse, I need you focused. Remember what we are doing
      this for. Some perspective might help you understand."
    


    "There was something Liliana said—"


    
      "Liliana knows everything of death and nothing of life. Death isn't an
      ending, Tamira."
    


    
      She sees him now, surrounded by his myriad mage-rings, orrery overhead. He
      seems so powerful, so strong. The avatar of reason, bathed in thin autumn
      sun and wielding his mind as a weapon of good. Tam wants to be like him.
      Tam wants him to meet her friends. He is powerful, and he is reasonable.
    


    
      "I was trying to calculate a way to safely contain the map of the
      Multiverse," he says sheepishly.
    


    
      Tam glances at the chalkboard the Theorix cadets were working at. It's a
      mess.
    


    
      "In my state, I can't contain it safely. I wish Loot were …" He
      sighs. "Our grand project will get there, but not yet. Maybe some time
      away will help you recover until we can solidify it."
    


    You mean erase the other one? she thinks.


    
      The Theorist stills. The light seems to dim, his shadow grows long, but
      Tam doesn't budge. He does this … creates illusions without meaning
      to.
    


    
      "You won't understand until you see it yourself." The Theorist tilts his
      chin. Tam feels heavy. It draws her gaze to the floor. "Strixhaven is
      infamously pleasant. The rest of the Multiverse is much, much more
      punishing."
    


    
      He creates the illusion of a rucksack, gives it a tap to make it real. He
      hands the pack to her.
    


    
      "Go to Innistrad. I need its planar dimensions, including extraplanetary
      bodies. Record the data, observe its nature. See what an unfriendly plane
      looks like."
    


    
      Tam puts the pack on, belts it around her waist and chest. "Same rubric as
      the others?"
    


    
      He turns back to one of the chalkboards. "Yes. There's some money in the
      side pocket. Stay at this inn and be back by tomorrow. If you do, I'll
      teach you the trick to solidifying illusion into matter."
    


    "Proft's theorem?"


    "The very same."


    
      The Theorist creates the illusion of a piece of paper with the information
      mentioned, grabs it with a flick of his hand, and passes it to Tam.
    


    
      With his total control over the Echoverse, the Theorist opens an Omenpath
      in the center of the sanctum. The real Innistrad is on the other side, and
      Tam knows it's solid. She doesn't say anything when she notices the
      Theorist rub the bridge of his nose a bit, nor when the orrery above winks
      part of its map away into nothing.
    


    "Goodbye, Teacher."


    
      "Hey," he calls. Tam pauses. "Stay safe. Understand what we're fighting
      for. You can do this."
    


    
      Tam doesn't quite smile, but she does nod. As she walks into the Omenpath
      and emerges into a pitch-dark field in Innistrad, she lets out a long,
      shuddering breath.
    


    
      When her maker was more than just the Theorist, he was still a
      person, still full of emotion and memory and heart and pain. But now that
      he has whittled those away, he barges into her mind more often. Gives her
      commands that aren't her will. Would the old him have done that? What were
      his other selves holding him back from before?
    


    
      She walks under the shining silver moon of Innistrad toward an inn in the
      distance.
    


    

    
      Once Tamira leaves, the Theorist immediately storms downstairs to the
      prison cells. This can end tonight. He can do it on his own.
    


    
      He walks with intent, hell-bent on finishing the experiment before his
      student's doubt becomes contagious. But everything he sees betrays the
      faults of this Multiverse. The smell of musty stone is still wrong, the
      way the light shines is too muted, the happy and blank looks of the staff
      he passes … all of it is missing a soul.
    


    Did one of the aberrations have mine …?


    
      He casts aside the hypothesis. A soul, a spark. Why must such
      meaningless factors turn out to be the most critical ones? And yet. And
      yet.
    


    
      He storms down the hall and yells for Professor Opal to leave. As she
      does, the thoughts of their two prisoners skim through his head.
    


    
      One thinks a litany of swears, punctuated by a rasping yell—"Keep your
      lids open, or you'll see with Urza's eyes, Beleren!"—which he ignores.
    


    
      But the other makes it clear she already knows what is about to happen.
      Showtime, he hears from the cell in front of him. He is
      without a weapon; the Theorist does not need one to kill.
    


    
      He opens the lock and steps inside. Jadzi, the oracle, awaits with a
      straight back and a combative glare.
    


    "Well?" she groans. "Get it over with."


    He stands there. Uncertain. "Is there a chance I'm wrong?"


    
      The oracle scoffs. "See for yourself." She leans her head forward, an
      invitation.
    


    
      The Theorist's eyes burn bright. He dives into the oracle's mind and
      crashes into an absolute mess.
    


    
      Both Multiverses are imploding. One Multiverse is turning the other
        into a spaghetti of disrupted matter. One Multiverse rejects the other,
        and it disintegrates. Jace has failed. Jace is victorious. Jace lives to
        forty-seven and dies of a tumor he can't wish away. Jace lives forever.
        Vraska comes back and says she's sorry. Vraska leads the charge against
        him. Tam fights at his side. Tam betrays him. Jace carves away the last
        of the aberrations until all that's left is the part of him that
        remembers how to hold a fork. Jace gives himself an accidental aneurysm.
        Jace succeeds in overwriting the Multiverse and immediately gets a
        different aneurysm. One Multiverse overwrites the other and trillions
        die in the process, or maybe they all live, or maybe it's painless, or
        maybe it's excruciating, or maybe it's all a bad dream, or maybe every
        atom in both Multiverses turns to ash, or maybe—
    


    The Theorist gasps for air. He feels like he's drowning in potential.


    Jadzi laughs. "It's fun in there, isn't it?"


    The Theorist feels his headache coming back.


    
      He readies a command that will kill her. He will force her to bite off her
      own tongue. He will make her strangle herself. He will have her stick her
      head in the door and pull the handle on repeat.
    


    
      Jadzi, the oracle, must die, and he must watch. He must for the experiment
      to succeed. He needs to ride her consciousness back, to see how the plane
      of Arcavios was born, witness the collision, the fusion, of two
      planes. He must take that knowledge and use it to bind his Multiverse to
      the original.
    


    
      The Theorist holds out a glowing hand and knows all he has to do is tell
      her to smash her head into the ground.
    


    
      "So do it," she says, and with one foot in her mind, the Theorist sees his
      decision of how to kill her appear in the oracle's consciousness. "Why
      wait?"
    


    He's going to do it.


    "You've lost the nerve, haven't you, with so little of you left?"


    He's going to do it.


    
      Jadzi leans forward. He sees what she sees, sees as she looks too closely
      at him, too closely and too carefully—
    


    "Don't," he warns, sensing her futuresight secondhand.


    
      The oracle inhales sharply with surprise. He feels her look directly at
      his future. "You really do want to start it all over, don't you?"
      she says.
    


    He pulls his hand away sharply, his resolve shaken.


    He was going to do it. He really was.


    
      The Theorist sees in Jadzi's mind a single image—himself, dropping his
      hand—and she sees him see it in turn.
    


    So, he does.


    
      The oracle grins. "Fail or succeed, no one will remember what you
      achieved. Existence will not thank you for your ambition, mind sculptor."
    


    
      The Theorist turns, embarrassed, furious, and slams the cell door behind
      him.
    

  


  Episode 3: I Can Be Both

  
    Vraska can't take her hands off the cup. The tea inside is already too hot.
    It burns at her fingertips, but despite the heat, she keeps her hands where
    they are. This feeling is potent, real. It makes her feel something other
    than grief.
  


  
    She has come to know Vryn almost as well as he did. He's
    everywhere, in this flat. Ranna Beleren purged it of his belongings long
    ago, and the two of them settled into a routine of mutual effort to keep the
    other functioning—a duality of loss, mother and beloved. Vraska does the
    dishes. Ranna plays with Loot. They take turns keeping the house in order
    while the other breaks down in the bedroom. Sometimes, for the span of a
    heartbeat, Vraska will feel like her old self—wandering through the market
    or taking Loot out for a walk—before she's reminded of him again and feels
    the crushing shock of living for a moment without mourning. Those moments
    sting the worst. She suffers a secondhand shame, as if Jace must know that
    she forgot, however briefly.
  


  
    Mostly what plagues her is guilt. She turned away from him. He was enacting
    the plan she had helped form, but when the time came for action, he
    took a step that she couldn't. Was it cowardice? Moral superiority? It was
    the look on his face that had stopped her in her tracks. He'd been so
    calculated, so direct and narrowly focused in his righteousness. Jace looked
    like a leader. A revolutionary.
  


  
    A terrible thought passes through Vraska's mind as she grips the blazing-hot
    cup harder.
  


  
    He looked like a monster, she marks. He looked like me.
  


  
    Ranna joins her at the kitchen table, and Vraska shoves down the nausea in
    her stomach. She meets Ranna's eyes (his eyes). His mother doesn't smile.
  


  
    "How long does it hurt like this?" Vraska asks. Her voice is just above a
    whisper, as if speaking any louder might summon his ghost to the table.
  


  
    The healer turns her cup of tea (tea, these days, just tea) in her hands.
    "Forever," she replies, "until you figure out how to carry it."
  


  
    Vraska commits the advice to memory. Ranna knows best. Her son died twice.
  


  
    There's a knock at the door, and the two of them share a glance. Jace's
    warrant hasn't departed from either of their anxieties. Vraska charges her
    eyes to petrify. Ranna readies a scalpel spell. The two of them abandon
    their cups, focus on the door, Vraska's hand instinctively feeling for the
    little horns on Loot's head.
  


  "Vraska?" says a bright voice.


  
    Loot bolts for the living room. He wiggles and chirps, jumping excitedly.
    Vraska negates her charge. "It's a friend," she assures.
  


  Ranna calls, "Come in!"


  
    Chandra enters, Ajani close behind. The two look tired, heavy, but Chandra
    kneels and tackles Loot as he rams himself into her. She laughs and hoists
    him up under one arm.
  


  
    Chandra! Loot hollers through their minds, chirping aloud and
    yelling mentally at the same time. Chandra is inside our house!
  


  
    Ajani approaches Ranna with a gentle bow. "Mother Beleren. My name is Ajani.
    I am honored to greet you."
  


  
    "We came with news," Chandra says. Ranna gestures to the empty kitchen
    table. Chandra puts down Loot and takes a chair as Ajani sits side-saddle to
    let his tail hang freely. Vraska and Ranna reclaim their respective seats,
    and the four of them sit for a moment, strange company indeed. A noise from
    under the table. Loot scurries around Chandra's boots, piling up toys he
    wants to show off. Vraska puts a hand on his head to quiet him for a moment.
  


  
    Unease displaces Vraska's nausea. Whatever Ajani and Chandra are here for
    isn't more unwelcome news—what more could there be? Half her heart
    is dead as dust—but they don't come with good news, either. Vraska wonders
    with creeping certainty if they still think she wants to continue her
    beloved's work. Are they here to try to stop her? Could she petrify them
    both in time if she wanted to?
  


  
    "Jace is alive," Chandra says, and in three words, Vraska's entire world
    falls apart.
  


  
    Ranna cries out in an intersection of relief, exhaustion, and distended
    grief.
  


  
    But Vraska says nothing. Her world goes silent save for the thunder of her
    pulse. Her chest tightens and strains.
  


  She feels herself stand. Walk to the bedroom. Shut the door.


  
    Quiet. Everything is quiet and dark, curtains drawn. She's in her bedroom,
    but she's also in the featureless void of a plane. Isolation, silence,
    confinement. She hears her own breath, feels the hitch in her chest, the
    mumbling of the others outside as they comfort a sobbing Ranna. But Vraska
    cannot cry. She just feels like her heart is on fire. This is too much.
    He's alive. He's alive. He's alive.
  


  
    Shaking, her breath slowly coming under her control, she returns to the
    kitchen. Ajani's arms surround a still-sobbing Ranna. Chandra stands and
    approaches Vraska with caution. The woman's hands are out; she's visibly
    uncertain what the gorgon will do.
  


  "He survived, but we think he's still up to something."


  
    "We met someone," Ajani says. "She told us she was working for Jace, and she
    kidnapped an oracle of Arcavios."
  


  
    Vraska blinks, her mind still blurry and weary from emotion. "What allies
    does he have left?"
  


  
    "She was another gorgon …" Chandra says with no small amount of
    discomfort. "We thought you might know."
  


  
    "An illusion," Vraska says quickly, then with deeper uncertainty, "I don't
    know."
  


  "Do you know why he would need an oracle?" Ajani asks.


  
    Vraska swallows, remembering the plan they'd come up with. "There was
    knowledge he did not possess, specifically about the fusion of planes."
  


  
    Chandra's eyes go wide. "I saw that," she blurts. "When he attacked me, I
    felt something secondhand—frustration, lacking. He wanted to see
    something."
  


  
    "He found someone else," Vraska says in a broken voice. "Someone to help him
    proceed."
  


  
    How can he still want to continue the plan? she thinks, before an
    equal voice in her mind counters,
    He has nothing else since you abandoned him.
  


  But her self-admonishment is matched by her partner in misery.


  
    "Vraska, this was your idea, too," Ranna sputters. Vraska's stomach drops,
    and the healer glares at her. "If there's a chance to make good, it has to
    be you."
  


  
    Vraska knows her culpability. "The idea to fix the world by making a new one
    was our shared idea. He's not wholly evil—" She stops herself.
  


  
    A past version of myself would have deemed him so. Is anyone wholly one
      thing?
  


  "Will you come and help us try to get through to him?" Ajani asks.


  
    "Yes." Vraska nods, wincing. "But I think it'll take more than a waterfall
    and a concussion to bring him back to himself this time."
  


  
    Ranna wipes her face and sighs. "No. It won't be straightforward. Reason
    won't save him like it did you."
  


  Vraska doesn't say anything. Reason didn't save her.


  
    Loot scrambles around the base of the table, crawling onto Chandra's back
    before she dutifully pulls him around to bounce on her leg. She scoffs at
    the other adults. "Sure it will. Reason and logic are his entire
    personality."
  


  
    "He's a telepath," Ranna says. "His world is everything but reason
    and logic." The pyromancer shrinks a little. "He's lost, but he's a good
    man. How did he survive?"
  


  
    Chandra and Ajani look at each other uncertainly. Ajani answers carefully,
    "He has the gifts needed. If he was able to hold on to enough of his mind,
    he may have … put himself back together. He was in the Meditation
    Realm. It is possible."
  


  
    "He's used his will to stave off death before," Vraska says, arms tightly
    folded. This is too much. She's going to lose her composure if she stays any
    longer. A little noise from Chandra's arms draws her attention to Loot. His
    eyes stare back, huge and hurt. Vraska holds out her arms and picks him up,
    swinging him onto her lap.
  


  "That's right," she says softly, ignoring the others. "Jace is alive."


  
    Loot's tail wags. He chirps in sad joy, panting and wiggling and overwhelmed
    with too many emotions in one tiny body. Can I see him? he
    projects, followed immediately by a frown. Why are you sad?
  


  
    "Grammers and I are sad because it's a big, complicated feeling, learning
    that someone we love is alive again. But I know that Jace loves you. And
    when he's feeling better, he can come home again. But first I need to go
    help him remember how to be okay."
  


  
    She looks to Ranna, who nods. "I'll watch Loot. But I want you to give him
    something from me."
  


  Ranna stands, walks to the back.


  Chandra turns, her eyebrows raised. "His mom is intense."


  "Didn't your mom lead two different revolutions?" Vraska counters.


  
    "Mine was a pushover," purrs Ajani, then quickly adds to Chandra, "Little
    candle, your mother is a bonfire."
  


  
    Vraska sets Loot down with a kiss and brings over some paper and pencils.
    With coaxing, and a destination Chandra says they got from someone named
    Zimone, he dutifully draws Vraska two maps—one to help her find the right
    Omenpaths and another for their guest from Muraganda. The sketches are
    cubistic, a riot of lines and shapes in multiple dimensions at once,
    translated from an infinitely complex mind through the whole-handed clutch
    of a child's grip. They read more like an ox falling down a flight of stairs
    than maps, but if Vraska squints, she can make out the path.
  


  
    Ranna returns with a small, flat object wrapped in a blue embroidered sash.
  


  "Don't look at it. Just give it to him from me," Ranna says to Vraska.


  
    Vraska stuffs away the package and her questions and embraces Ranna. Their
    shared grief burns brightly between them, an unspoken connection sealing the
    bond with steel. Loot hugs their knees, and both women kneel to let him join
    in.
  


  
    Vraska rises, dabbing a tear from her eye. "I'll meet you there," she says
    to Chandra and Ajani, "but while I'm making the journey, I need you both to
    stop on Muraganda. And take this." She hands them the other map.
  


  
    "Why Muraganda?" Chandra frowns. "Is there some, uh, rock or dinosaur you
    need?"
  


  
    Vraska explains. "We tracked individuals we thought might be of use in
    executing our plan. For a while we considered bringing a Planeswalker named
    Garruk to Thunder Junction, but Jace said he was the only one resistant to
    his illusions and that it wouldn't work. If we want a chance at making our
    way to Jace, then we'll need Garruk's help."
  


  
    Chandra nods in seeming comprehension. "Garruk." She glances at Ajani and
    whispers, "Are we supposed to know who that is?"
  


  

  
    Chandra is greeted on Muraganda by the fug of jungle musk and flies, and in
    the medley of vines and fenestrated plants and rubber trees is a rounded
    wooden lodge.
  


  
    It's guarded on each side by a thicket of spined creepers and the bones of
    what can only be dinosaurs. Chandra takes a step forward but is stopped by
    Ajani's arm—he nods at their feet. Thin tripwires crisscross the grass. Both
    the human and leonin grimace as they tread between the wires, slowly making
    their way to the hut.
  


  
    A thin curl of smoke rises from the chimney of the lodge; no windows greet
    them, and only a solitary door indicates that a person can enter. They
    approach carefully, and as they do, a voice grunts, "Who are you?"
  


  
    They whip around to face the largest human Chandra has ever seen, bare to
    the waist and seated on a stump near the lodge. Strange, angular markings
    cover his exposed flesh, the fingers of his right hand slick with some kind
    of war paint. A clay pot of the substance sits beside him on the ground. He
    wipes his hand on a patch of moss, shrugs a pelt over his shoulders, and
    stands, forearm bulging as he slings an axe taller than her over his
    shoulder. Without looking down once, he walks across the field of tripwires,
    instinctively lifting his feet in just the right places. This tower of
    muscles can only be Garruk Wildspeaker.
  


  "Explain," he growls.


  
    "We are here to appeal, Garruk Planeswalker," Ajani growls back. "Someone
    who once sought to help you needs your help in return."
  


  
    Chandra watches as Garruk pauses, weighing his options. His nostrils flare,
    the grip on his axe tightening. She has no doubt that he could do great harm
    if he desired.
  


  "We just want to talk," Chandra assures him.


  
    Garruk places a finger to his nose and blows a wad of mucus. Without another
    word, he strides back across the field toward the lodge.
  


  
    Ajani and Chandra share a bewildered glance. The leonin shrugs and pats her
    on the back before following.
  


  
    "Inside," Garruk announces, and as they enter, Chandra notes that he's
    taller than Ajani, wonders what her friend thinks about that.
  


  
    The interior of the lodge evaporates any sense of dread. It's downright
    cozy—lovingly worn chairs with fluffy pelts on the seats, a
    hand-laid hearth of fossil-rich river stone—belying the brooding nature of
    its inhabitant. The wooden walls feature all manner of hooks and shelves
    holding druid tools for wayfinding and truth-seeking. This is a place he
    clearly made himself. It lacks a craftsman's touches, instead displaying a
    hunter's pragmatism. An immense helmet rests on the table. Beside it sits a
    rucksack bursting with hardtack and salt beef—the kind of provisions you'd
    need on a long journey through harsh terrain. The only thing that turns
    Chandra's stomach is a massive set of antlers on the wall above the table.
    Garruk sits underneath it and leans just slightly to the left to grab the
    kettle from the hearth—his body clears half the room with the movement.
  


  
    "Drink," he commands, passing out modest wooden cups and filling them with a
    brew that smells of sharp florals and bergamot.
  


  "Thank you for your hospitality—" Chandra tries to say.


  
    But the immense druid interrupts. "Your blood pressure is raised,
    pyromancer."
  


  
    Chandra checks her pulse under the table. The huntmaster isn't wrong.
    Something about him feels … dangerous. The way he does everything is
    deliberate, considered—as though if he were to stop thinking about each
    action, his hands might move to some other more vicious purpose. She gathers
    her courage and speaks.
  


  
    "My name is Chandra Nalaar. This is Ajani Goldmane. Our friend has lost his
    way. He seeks to end the suffering of the Multiverse by creating one of his
    own. We fear it will overwrite this one. Do you remember Jace Beleren?"
  


  Garruk doesn't say anything.


  
    "We understand you're the only one his illusions haven't fooled," Chandra
    adds.
  


  "How do you know?" he says.


  
    Ajani sets his cup down delicately. "He shared the memories with a friend."
  


  
    "Telepaths," Garruk growls. He takes a sip from his own cup, considering.
  


  
    Chandra's heart won't ease. It's hard to tell if he'll jolt into violence at
    any moment or sit and talk through the offer like a man half his size.
  


  "What about the rest?" he grunts.


  Chandra blinks. "Rest of what?"


  "Illusions are a courtesy for a mindbreaker."


  
    Ajani and Chandra grimace. They know full well what Jace can do. He always
    seemed so non-threatening when he was on their side. "We have to try,"
    Chandra says.
  


  
    "An appeal to personhood," Ajani adds. "Camaraderie. He will remember the
    oath he made."
  


  
    Garruk seems skeptical. Chandra decides to shift the conversation. "How are
    you able to see through his illusions?"
  


  The huntsman sniffs a little too hard. "They don't smell real."


  
    Chandra leans forward, amusement overtaking reason. "What does
    real smell like?"
  


  The huntsman shrugs.


  
    Ajani intervenes. "Your olfactory abilities aren't impacted by Jace's
    deceptions, then. Impressive. They've always fooled me."
  


  
    "That makes sense," Garruk says, refusing to elaborate. Ajani's ears flicker
    in irritation.
  


  
    Chandra steers the conversation back. "Everything in existence, Garruk. All
    of it will be overwritten if we can't stop Jace."
  


  "All of it?"


  "All." At least, that's what Vraska said will happen.


  He scratches at his stubble. "This world dies."


  
    "The world, its people, its wilderness. I know for Planeswalkers like you
    how vital that connection is between yourself and the land. All of that is
    at risk if we can't bring Jace to reason."
  


  
    The huntsman looks up and around him, taking in his small lodge. "You need
    me," he says, as if confirming something for himself rather than stating the
    obvious. His mouth is a straight line. "Lucky you. Another day and I would
    have been gone."
  


  "Where were you headed?" Chandra asks.


  
    "That's my business," Garruk says. "I'll help bring the telepath back. But I
    need something in return."
  


  "Name your price," Ajani says.


  
    "Information," growls Garruk. "I need people who understand wards, seals,
    magical containment. Do you know anyone like that?"
  


  
    Chandra blanches. She glances briefly at Ajani, who glances briefly back.
    With silent conversation, the human and leonin reach mutual agreement.
  


  She turns back to Garruk. "I think we can help you out."


  

  

  
    Cast Away Doubt | Art by:
    Zara Alfonso
  


  
    Here, in one of the many memory-prisons of the tower, is the part of Jace
    that is honest about himself.
  


  
    He holds the memory of every injury, every slight, every injustice, and sees
    the cause. He was the part that revolted at the math, that saw the solution
    of the equation and declared it a violation of existence. He was the part
    that was ripped out first, but he is the only severed part the Theorist will
    still give visitation. He is the Guildpact, and he stands to greet his
    captor, for the Theorist has come to him for counsel.
  


  
    He greets the Theorist, colonizer of their own body, and doesn't bother with
    a hello. The Guildpact was the first of them to grow a gray hair, the first
    to face the long torment of insomnia. He was the one who was able to look at
    himself and his abilities. He is the wise one.
  


  
    "Check my work," says the Theorist, handing over a long piece of parchment.
    His white glove meets the Guildpact's blue one, but the scars and plugs of
    phyresis are only under one cloak.
  


  
    The two parts of a single person stand in the ruins of the Chamber of the
    Guildpact. A great gaping hole exposes his sanctum as a wound to an
    imaginary Ravnica. Gray rain patters outside; a chill wind begs the torn
    tapestry to dance. The Guildpact is imprisoned here, unable to rejoin his
    body or even walk among the many (false) Ravnicans below. He reads while
    standing, framed by the window of rubble at his back.
  


  
    "It's collapsing," concludes the Guildpact. He hands the parchment back, but
    the Theorist doesn't take it.
  


  "Double-check it," he replies with annoyance.


  
    The Guildpact shakes his head. "I don't need to. It's clear by the second
    proof."
  


  "Check it again."


  "Yes, sir," the Guildpact says, sucking his teeth.


  
    He hates the Theorist. Hates how much he understands him, sure, but mostly
    the Guildpact hates how much this guy hates being a person. The Guildpact
    can understand—people are annoying. They yell at you to go to your desk and
    to fix their problems and to make decisions no one human should be able to
    make. But this Jace seems to have forgotten the most important
    truth of a telepath—that no one understands people like them.
  


  "How's the body?" he asks.


  
    The Theorist looks away, eyeing the immense hole in the wall of the Chamber
    of the Guildpact and the rainy Ravnica outside. "I still can't contain the
    map we got from Loot."
  


  "I remember the feeling. How are you still upright?"


  "I've stored it in Theorix."


  "In the Theorem Hall?"


  "No, in the cadets."


  The Guildpact closes his eyes. "And how are they surviving?"


  
    The Theorist is quiet. "I kept what I could of the map with me. The cadets
    will manage."
  


  
    "We shouldn't have copied it from Loot. I guess I'd feel worse if the
    Theorix cadets were fully people."
  


  "They will be," snaps the Theorist.


  
    The Guildpact ignores him and picks up a broken pen from the rubble. He
    kneels and, placing the parchment on the floor, turns the proofs into
    chicken scratch. He scrawls on the paper, circling some numbers, underlining
    others. "Fourth proof, you slip up halfway through. There's not enough to
    balance your variable. You need a stronger starting point for the overlay to
    take."
  


  "The tether is enough."


  
    The Guildpact tenses in anger. This guy, this automaton. He doesn't
    bother to contain his anger. "The tether is our body, you inhuman
    machine."
  


  
    "What about the fifth proof?" presses the Theorist. "Factoring in the
    oracle, witnessing the generation process firsthand."
  


  
    The Guildpact shakes his head and stands, scoffing. "You know, it's funny.
    You cut us out of our body, but did you know we still get to see what you're
    up to?"
  


  "That isn't your business."


  
    "We see it in the back of our mind. Everything you do, all the shitty
    choices you make. Trillions of people is fine in theory, but in practice you
    can't even kill one oracle, huh?"
  


  
    The Theorist glares a migraine into the Guildpact's left frontal lobe. It
    burns like ice, grips at his temples, and sends an aura around his vision.
    The hole in the wall winks with a painful shine. The Guildpact groans in
    angry response, and the Theorist asserts, "This Multiverse needs to tether
    itself to something real. The theorems prove that. The old Multiverse can
    support—"
  


  
    "Our home," groans the Guildpact as he screws his eyes shut through
    the migraine. "You intend to overwrite our home."
  


  
    The Theorist gets close, his white cloak whipping behind him with the
    motion. "What good did it serve us?"
  


  
    A breeze chills the open sanctum. Little motes of dust fly up from the
    rubble. The Guildpact catches his breath and does quick work sweeping the
    migraine away. "You know what happens if you fail."
  


  
    "There are alternate options," says the Theorist. "If the Multiverse
    collapses, then it's the model that fails, not—"
  


  
    "You. You fail." The Guildpact shakes off the last of his migraine with a
    flash of his eyes and assesses the damage around the Chamber of the
    Guildpact.
  


  
    This is what it looked like hours after Nicol Bolas's imprisonment. Both
    parts of the same person remembered what had happened in this room in that
    moment, how they'd mourned Gideon's sacrifice while privately gritting their
    teeth that it should have been them.
  


  
    "You prioritized the potential of life over reality," the Guildpact spits.
  


  "Don't!" the Theorist yells.


  
    The Guildpact seems taller, his shadows darker. He knows full well how
    incapable he is, and he speaks truth with Ravnican directness. He draws
    close once more, combative, the temperature in the air chilled like glacial
    melt. "You know why you cut me out? Because I'm the only part of us willing
    to admit we are in way over our head."
  


  
    The Theorist turns his back and summons a portal at the end of the room. "I
    don't have to listen to this!" he yells.
  


  
    The Guildpact doesn't budge. He spreads his arms wide in appeasement. "No
    one can fix it but us! And there's too much for us to fix!"
  


  
    The Theorist flicks a hand, and the Guildpact collapses to the rubble with a
    sick thud, dead asleep.
  


  

  
    The embarrassment of having to travel by Omenpath has not yet vanished into
    memory. Vraska feels impotent, a shadow of herself, as she tightens the
    straps on her backpack and fords yet another stream on yet another poorly
    maintained trail. There were services that could have gotten her to
    Strixhaven faster, but so long as they were run out of Ravnica, they were
    unavailable to her.
  


  
    She has spent the last day traversing a plane of swamps and mosquitoes. Her
    feet sink in two inches of peat with every step. The only other sound is a
    distant ker-plunk of something eating something else. She hates the
    indignity of the journey. This method of travel still feels like a sick
    joke.
  


  
    There's no chance of making the next Omenpath by nightfall. When she finds a
    patch of ground large enough to make camp, she busies herself preparing it,
    burying her grudge alongside her tent stakes. She didn't used to have to
    camp. She never needed a route. Vraska prepares her
    bedroll all the same, lays out her sleeping furs on the sphagnum moss. She's
    learned by now to carry flint and pick up twigs along the way, and she hates
    that. Some city girl she is.
  


  
    Vraska crawls onto her sleeping furs and looks at the stars. Fireflies and
    will-o'-the-wisps dance through the tall grass around her. It's nice for a
    moment. Then she closes her eyes.
  


  
    Her dreams have been off since Jace reunited her mind, three years
    ago on that Ravnican rooftop.
  


  
    Not off off, but saturated. More potent. Memorable to the point of
    embarrassment. Like someone electrocuted her imagination and left her to
    sort out sense from the vibrancy, her hands slipping further from the reins
    of her dreams. She's now subject to them. It's a nightly force that
    overtakes her.
  


  
    She hopes she will dream of reunion, of a welcome embrace and the victory of
    cheating death. She hopes to dream of Jace, the old Jace, her beloved. What
    if he were wholly that?
  


  
    But the dream takes over, and any hope of safety from her own inner turmoil
    is gone.
  


  
    A sensation—meekness, paralysis, unpreparedness, and subordination.
  


  
    The air is thick with incense. It pulls at her vision and makes the woven
    rug at her feet dance. Or is that something else in the smoke? Is it the
    smoke at all?
  


  She is in the center of an alder-lined war room.


  
    Panels of wood coat every inch, and a broad skylight streams cloudy
    half-light across the intricate slate stonework of the floor. Her most
    treasured garment spills across it.
  


  
    She is dressed as she once was, as queen of the Golgari. The room is full of
    observers, clad in thick wool and silk garments to keep out the cold, each
    woven with a slight variant on the same blue pattern. Vraska knows the
    pattern well. It's the same that Ranna hangs from her mantel, the same she
    promised Vraska would wear if she agreed to marriage.
  


  
    And there, before her, suddenly present, seated in front of an immense
    (human?) skull as tall as his seated form, is Jace.
  


  
    Sorrow seizes her heart for a split second before she remembers that in the
    waking world, he is alive. But this Jace is not her Jace. With the logic of
    dreams, Vraska knows who this is—the Jace who did not kill Alhammarret. Or,
    judging by the skull, the one who killed him later.
  


  
    General Beleren sits broadly in his chair, his wrists on his knees, his
    robes five layers thick, draping his frame and multiplying his silhouette.
    He holds his head high and his brow low. His tattoos now cover his face,
    piercing blue eyes glaring out from a thicket of white lines she is certain
    are rife with meaning. He sits in front of a wide, painted panel—mage-rings
    intersecting with knots and knives, the impression of a city at each end,
    and in its center an upturned half-circle that trails downward around a
    central circle. Beleren's signet.
  


  
    She loves him, she fears him, she hates him—Vraska isn't certain. Her skin
    prickles with fear that it is something else.
  


  The doors no longer exist.


  
    Vraska does not let her body betray her discomfort. There are suddenly more
    people in the room than she first realized. The ceiling feels one hand's
    length shorter.
  


  "Who are you?" she asks Jace Beleren.


  
    "The part that frightens you," General Beleren says. She tries to hold his
    gaze but can't help taking in the story written on his skin.
  


  
    He rises, robes pooling in silk and wool and fur at his feet. Vraska finds
    she cannot move. It may be her nerves, it may be Jace, it may be her own
    hypocrisy pinning her to the ground. Jace's robes trail behind him, a soft
    scrape on the ground as they glide across the slate. He approaches Vraska,
    still stuck in place, and leans in close to her face, his lips speaking
    against the angle of her jaw. "I am who you feared becoming."
  


  
    Suddenly, Vraska can't move. She can't speak. She can only glare. She
    charges to turn him to stone but can't bring herself to do it.
  


  
    "I am your lover and I am a killer and I am a leader. And I am a
    monster. I can look at my own darkness when you cannot, my dear hypocrite.
    See, love? I can even petrify."
  


  
    Vraska's heart pounds in panic. Her brain won't let her move. She's stuck.
    She cannot scream, she cannot fight, she can only breathe and blink.
  


  
    "You are frightened by that darkness, aren't you?" the general purrs, his
    eyes alight with cerulean.
  


  
    "Yes," she says, truth and compulsion in equal measure, and suddenly the
    bindings are gone. She kneels, hand on her heart.
  


  
    "So, who am I? Am I someone who should die the death they deserve? Did I lie
    to you about who I truly was? Did you lie to yourself?" Jace says,
    face drawing close to hers, hands under her chin. "Are you a good person, or
    are you a monster? You agonized over such naïveté and chose as a child
    would, Vraska, when I never once wrung my hands in worry."
  


  
    General Beleren is close, close enough she can smell vetiver in his hair,
    curls of smoke still stuck to his furs.
  


  
    The warlord with her beloved's face kisses her gently on the cheek. "Am I a
    good man, or an unforgiveable monster?"
  


  
    She knows it's his illusion as she watches his mouth stretch too
    broad, a blue fire behind his eyes. She knows it's his praestigial
    influence when he reveals his teeth and they are too sharp. All of it is a
    vision because his limbs are too long.
  


  His lips graze her cheek. "I can be both."


  Vraska gasps awake.


  She feels at her face, her throat.


  
    The swamp awakens around her. Stars sparkle above, and little lights dance
    around her sleeping furs. The wind rustles at the sea of muhly grass around
    her.
  


  She pants, terrified.


  A dream.


  It was a dream.


  But it wasn't a dream so much as a window.


  
    She sighs down to the pit in her heart. Vraska knows the names of her
    anxieties. She knows exactly why this dream is the one that upset her the
    most.
  


  Who is Jace?


  
    When she saw Jace before—when she thought he had died … she left. She
    abandoned him, appalled at his fluidity, his shifting values. But the dream
    was right. Vraska lets out a shuddering breath. She holds her furs close and
    breathes in the too-humid air. Who was her life's love, really? Who was
    Jace?
  


  
    He is both, she realizes with mournful shame, with defiant
    fierceness. He is neither.
  


  But she isn't certain anymore.


  
    The water is quiet. The stars are far away. She feels like she has made a
    mistake.
  


  
    Vraska will reach the Omenpath tomorrow and face a new Multiverse on the
    other side. But in this sad, lonely night, she watches will-o'-the-wisps
    dance across the feathered grass tips and sleep does not return.
  


  Episode 4: Oh, Sweetie


  
    It takes many hours to calculate the dimensions of a plane. Tam sets up her
    tools on an escarpment overlooking the starlit moorlands of Innistrad.
    Moon-drinking thistles scratch at her ankles, and tall grasses hide all
    number of nightmares from view. As she writes down measurement after
    measurement, the wind breezes its chill over a vast and empty moor. The only
    sign of life is the little white inn, an island in a sea of peat and heath.
    Tam's results are accurate, her methodology sound, and she spends an entire
    evening standing on a slab of granite with her instruments pointed toward
    the horizon. She marks the dimensions, runs through quick math, scrawls them
    out on a piece of paper while a wolf howls somewhere over the horizon as the
    sun begins to set.
  


  
    A thought crosses Tam's mind as she reads her own tiny scrawl. Her eyesight
    is better than a full human's. Can she petrify? Likely not, but
    worth experimentation.
  


  
    A glance around her tools, the stone underneath, the swish of grass in the
    breeze, reveals a rat nibbling on what was her lunch.
  


  
    Something fizzles behind Tam's eyes. It prickles at the forefront of her
    mind.
  


  
    There is no squeak when it startles and stills. The rat does not move, but
    does not turn to stone.
  


  Guess not.


  
    She stares hard again, skin tensing around her eyes. She can feel a muscle
    twinge on the side of her head.
  


  It squeaks when it's released.


  
    The rat jolts, flails, free of whatever held it, and scurries back home,
    perfectly alive without a speck of stone.
  


  
    Tam watches it scamper off and smiles. She imagines it bursting into its
    den, warning its rat-wife of yet another monster of the heath, and is amused
    at her own imagination.
    His rat-wife will commend his bravery, kiss his little rat nose, and
      squeak to him that she's so proud and that she loves him so much. He'll
      tell his rat-friends over their cups of brew how his fur stood on end as
      he stared down the gorgon, and they'll all toast to his survival. Someday,
      his litter of pinkies will ask him to tell the story one more time before
      bed, and the brave rat will sigh and recite it as his little ones nuzzle
      asleep in their fluff while Innistrad bleeds and howls and roils
      above.
    At least, that's what Tam imagines.
  


  
    A new skill confirmed, she nods in happy satisfaction.
    That was neat. She is fine never doing that again.
  


  
    Tam packs up her tools and heads for the white-plaster inn, the little white
    island at the base of her hill in the great green moor, a small square with
    ancient timbers visible through its sides. The architecture is charming, its
    biome intriguing in its grimness. Her toes kick away ancient glacial till;
    her fingers skim rough-edged grasses. It's chilly here. She likes the swish
    of her cloak. Feels the risk in the air.
  


  
    Tam enters the inn to a wave of warmth. Candlelight wraps around her,
    carrying with it the sound of timbers creaking, the whisper of a broom on
    floorboards, the scent of yeast and barley. The innkeeper is behind the bar,
    uncasking a barrel and hoisting it into place. She is sturdy and stout, the
    muscles of her forearms peppered with scars. She nods a hello, her blond
    waves rustling with the movement. "So, how big is it?" she asks.
  


  
    This innkeeper greeted Tam like she was an old friend. She portered her bags
    upstairs, and Tam was pleased when she packed her a lunch. She reminded Tam
    of someone, but she couldn't place whom. Tam thought of boats and the wide
    sea, a quartermaster at the helm of her country inn. A name tickles her
    memory, but she doesn't pull at the thread. The memory isn't hers.
  


  "The plane is larger than anticipated," Tam says to the innkeeper.


  
    "We stopped it from ending altogether, in the Travails." The innkeeper
    smiles. "You off-worlders wouldn't have heard about it. There's a monster we
    trapped in the moon. It nearly ended this plane."
  


  
    Tam takes a seat at the bar. The innkeeper exhales with full cheeks and
    leans forward. "A lot happened. It was nightmarish." Tam hears her pull a
    stool close, watches as she takes a seat directly across the bar top. "Thank
    Avacyn so many survived. Thank Avacyn for watching over the rest."
  


  
    "Did you lose anyone?" Tam asks, instantly realizing how rude her question
    is.
  


  
    The innkeeper doesn't seem to care. "My uncle merged with his whole town."
  


  "Merged?"


  
    "Oh, yes. Two dozen of us cathars joined up to hunt down Hanweir—the
    Town—and slay it."
  


  
    Appalled, Tam can't hide the look on her face. "You killed your own uncle?"
  


  
    "My uncle died the day the town became the Town. Way I see it, my devoted
    brethren and I slayed the monster that took him."
  


  
    Tam looks at her hands and considers this. This woman underwent the pinnacle
    of suffering—tremendous loss matched by equally culpable guilt. She's a
    murderer who didn't mention any attempt to rescue her uncle. The monster in
    the moon, a town merging with itself … this plane is more dangerous
    than it lets on. The Theorist might be right. This place promises dead brothers, dead
      monsters, more torment … Is the rest of the Multiverse like this?
  


  
    She only realizes what she's doing when the innkeeper pushes a stein against
    the back of her fingers. Dimples appear on either side of the innkeeper's
    lips. "Name's Moiren. On the house."
  


  "I'm Tam," she says. "How can you smile?"


  Moiren shrugs. "Felt like smiling."


  
    Tam doesn't. She takes hold of the stein and tries a sip. It's her first
    beer. She knows nothing about alcohol but can tell this is watery and weak.
    She loves it.
  


  "Wow," Moiren says in response.


  Tam cannot say anything, as she is occupied.


  
    "Another one coming up, then," Moiren says with a lilt of amusement. Tam can
    see the bottom of the stein.
  


  
    Satisfied, she sets it down. She realizes she may need to slow down. Moiren
    snickers, but Tam isn't done processing yet.
  


  "Why not leave? An Omenpath could take you to a much safer plane."


  
    Moiren shrugs. "It's my home. The moor's in my blood. The silver in the moon
    is the same silver I wear on a chain. Don't you have a home worth fighting
    for?"
  


  No, Tam thinks. Not really.


  
    "If you build your life around what's easy, you'll never learn how to grow.
    You'll never outrun pain, girl."
  


  "Why not?"


  "It's the only constant."


  "So, we're doomed to suffer, then we die? And that's it?"


  
    Moiren pulls a necklace from her bosom, a symbol that dangles from a long
    leather braid. "The church teaches that death is the rest we are rewarded in
    the end. Suffering in life is unavoidable, but we can break from its pull
    when we see its purpose."
  


  "What is its purpose?" asks the person-in-progress.


  Moiren's smile is knowing and annoying. "You'll figure it out."


  
    Tam is about to interrogate Moiren's pedagogy when something thwacks against
    the door. Both women freeze.
  


  
    "Get down," Moiren commands. Tam does so without question. She opens her
    mind and quickly skims the area around the inn.
  


  "Three people," Tam whispers.


  
    Moiren pulls a longsword from under the counter of the bar, grabs a cloak
    with yellow lining from the same place, and swiftly clasps it in place.
  


  
    "What sort of people?" Moiren asks, another loud noise bashing against the
    outside wall.
  


  
    Tam checks and recoils. "I thought they were like a friend of mine, but
    these vampires aren't as friendly."
  


  
    The window is smashed in. Moiren sighs. "Rotten vermin. One moment, miss.
    Please stay inside."
  


  
    Tam watches as the innkeeper hoists her sword and lunges for the door. She
    yanks it open and leaps out, calling a prayer at the top of her lungs.
  


  
    "May the hearth of the living never grow cold! May the walls of our sanctums
    never grow thin!"
  


  
    She hears metal clashing with metal, a violent scuffle. In that exact
    moment, Tam recognizes why she should not have slugged back the drink that
    seemed so prime for slugging. She feels swimmy and full of liquid,
    profoundly unhelpful.
  


  
    Tam crawls to the door and peeks outside. Moiren is fighting with full
    force, swinging her sword and readying a dagger at her side. The three
    monsters she fights look like people, or almost like people. Their eyes are
    black around the irises, their clothing elaborate but roughened from travel,
    as if it has been some time since they left the ballroom they emerged from.
    Each shares the same jet-black hair and pointed canines. Vampires, but not
    like Kirol, not in the slightest. She watches in awe as Moiren rushes in
    without pause. She spins and thrusts, dipping low and slicing up. Tam can
    tell her target is the neck, but each vampire moves with unnatural speed.
    Moiren can only barely keep up.
  


  So, she helps.


  "Hey!" Tam yells, and all three vampires turn to look.


  Tam stares, and all three vampires freeze in place.


  
    "Glory be!" Moiren cheers as she takes off each of their heads, heavy wet
    swipe by heavy wet swipe.
  


  
    The vampires fall, heads tumbling as accessories to the side. Tam gasps, and
    for a moment, she thinks of Kirol, but accepts that, perhaps, vampires
    aren't the same on every plane.
  


  Moiren kneels, whispers a prayer, and rises a moment later.


  
    "I was a parish blade before I retired," she says, flicking blood from her
    sword. "Not all of us get to retire. How did you stop them?"
  


  "Telepathy," Tam says. "Major bodily command, ocular trigger."


  
    Moiren flickers her hand in a gesture Tam doesn't recognize. "Her gifts come
    in many forms." She comes forward and pats Tam on the shoulder. "You're
    worth saving, Miss Tam."
  


  Tam's heart catches in her throat. I am?


  
    "I'll send you up with some water," Moiren says with an innkeeper's wink and
    a guiding hand, and the two women return inside. The iron locks bolt heavily
    behind them.
  


  

  
    Tam readies for bed. Her room at the inn is modest, white walls and black
    timbers, the kind of place ten thousand tired souls have passed through in
    safety. Nothing can harm her here.
  


  
    She locks the door to her room and changes into her nightclothes. She rubs
    cream onto her cheeks and seed oil into her braids. All the while she thinks
    of the brutality of this place, and the gentleness that fights despite it.
    Moiren has no reason to smile. This inn has no reason to stay standing. And
    yet. And yet.
  


  
    Tam walks to the window and sits in the chair by its sill. She trims her
    nails in the moonlight, catching the pieces in a cloth on her lap.
  


  Why wouldn't Moiren tell me the purpose of suffering?


  
    Tam thinks of earlier today—the innkeeper who was a warrior, smiling as she
    poured a second round for her guest to enjoy. The air smells of barley. The
    counter has someone's initials carved into it. The past doesn't exist. The
    future isn't here yet. This moment is a happy one.
  


  
    She feels it, sees the memory as her own, but she can't quite grasp it.
    What does that good moment have to do with this plane's endless cruelty?
      What is the connection?
    She can feel the gap inside, the absence of the part of her that would
    understand.
  


  She sighs, frustrated. It fogs up the glass in the window.


  
    What if suffering is the point? What if that's
    what makes the rest at the end precious, important?
  


  
    Tam sits with that. She knows pain, but so little compared to Moiren. What
    worth can she assign to the hurt that belongs to her? What did that loss
    make matter?
  


  
    A heavy thought for a later time. Might as well finish her routine. Every
    night, Tam practices, and every night, she gets a little bit stronger. She
    scans the moor outside for someone, anyone. The Theorist had been impressed
    by her distance. Maybe she could go farther.
  


  Tam closes her eyes and lets her mind reach out.


  
    It passes by a fox outside, an enormous frog nestled deep in the muck and
    peat, a man on a horse at a lonely crossroads. But something above her
    shimmers, high, high in the sky above the blood-soaked soil.
  


  There's something at the end of her reach.


  
    To her telepathic senses, it feels like a circle—a long, thin line of
    connection looped in wait for someone to step inside. It feels like it's
    coming from the clouds.
  


  
    Tam remembers Moiren's story—that a monster lies trapped in the moon—and she
    reaches out with unbridled curiosity. She wants to pursue the connection.
    She wants to talk to whoever is on the other end. A tin can connected by a
    line. Can you hear me?
  


  Something hears her and yanks her up.


  
    Tam's mind is tugged up toward the sky, up to the mind of whatever lies
    within the silver moon.
  


  
    The journey is a blur of color, and it leads to a mind so different, so
    alien, she can't make sense of what she's feeling around her.
  


  I'm too far away from my body.


  
    But before Tam can try to escape the psychic hold, she reaches her
    destination.
  


  
    It's a room. It's a prison. It's four white walls and a single window, much
    like hers. Indigo night and a silvery moon illuminate a young woman, infirm
    in the bed on the far side of the room. Even from here, Tam can see her
    cheeks are sunken, and her gray eyes stare back from hollow sockets. This
    woman is the monster in the moon?
  


  
    Help, says the woman to the inside of Tam's head, and even her body
    back at the inn shivers.
  


  
    Tam tentatively approaches the bed, realizing she's still in her pajamas.
    She steps on something hard and pointed, and when she lifts her foot, a
    chess piece—a white queen, she thinks—rolls underneath. Between her and the
    bed is a tossed-aside chessboard, its pieces littering the floor. Tam
    conjures courage and comes close to the woman while trying not to stare. A
    gentle light shines from above, bathing the woman in magentas and violets.
    Tam and the woman regard one another.
  


  And the woman's left eye drifts, singularly, toward the floor.


  Got you.


  
    Tam is slammed with a vision of massive wings, of curling ribbons, of two
    arms wielding two swords, but as soon as the image appears, it vanishes, and
    a psychic snare catches Tam's mind.
  


  
    Tam startles, yelps, stumbles away from the emaciated woman in the bed. She
    turns for the door, but there is no door. The line is invisible,
    tight. She is trapped in the room, and as she scrambles for an
    escape, the woman speaks.
  


  
    Yearning. Self-imposed fast. I can help you, girl. We can help each
      other.
  


  
    The woman does not speak in words, but in the sensation of a migraine. The
    distress of a stomach parasite. Sensation slows and stretches with the
    woman's words-that-are-not-words, making Tam feel as though she has taken a
    step outside of time.
  


  
    I have eaten time, says the woman, seemingly in response
    to Tam's thoughts, and Tam realizes there is no longer a window. The woman
    projects a sense memory, and Tam can taste it now. Time tastes sweet,
    vegetal, a dash of lime and juniper, then salty like tears and umami like an
    eye twitch. It makes Tam's head hurt, but it doesn't startle her the way the
    being's next words do.
    I taste the burden of knowledge you carry, girl. I hunger for it.
  


  
    Tam digs her heel into the floorboard and tries to claw apart the psychic
    space. She holds her hands back to back and rips, putting her
    strength into trying to cleave this reality apart enough that she can slip
    back through to safety on the ground. But as she opens a sliver, just a
    hair, she makes the mistake of glancing at the emaciated woman who now sits
    up fully in bed.
  


  
    Let us help one another, mouths the body, but the sound comes from
    the ceiling above.
  


  Tam looks up and loses concentration. She gasps.


  
    The ceiling is a gradient of cloudy black, and behind that black is an
    endless writhing of organs and tentacles and flesh-ribbons that undulate and
    tighten, prodding at the barrier that separates them, feeling for its edges.
    Tam can see nothing beyond the mass, but she hears the words coming from
    above and realizes that in this psychic space, she is an insect in a
    terrarium, an amoeba ensnared by something much larger than herself.
  


  
    Amusing. Revisitation to a boundless lake, the monster says to
    itself. Appease me as friends do, the starving puppet mouths, and
    the ceiling booms in tandem. Help me, and I will help you.
  


  
    Tam shivers. She does not want to be liked by this creature. But if she is,
    well … might as well be curious about it. She ignores the ceiling and
    assumes she's supposed to pay attention to the gaunt thing in the bed.
  


  
    Appease her? Tam's mind leaps to the simplest demonstration she can
    think of.
  


  
    She takes a step toward the bed, tentatively. The puppet remains still.
    Girding her courage, Tam sits and reaches out for the puppet's long, stringy
    black hair. Desperate to disarm the creature, deeply curious if connection
    is what it wants.
  


  
    Tam begins to braid her hair, just like she was taught. The starving woman
    lets out a shuddering breath, and Tam realizes it's a laugh. The whole room
    shakes and shivers a husky exhaled breath. It trembles dust from the
    timbers, and the woman in the bed rolls her lolling eyes to watch the quick
    movement of Tam's fingers.
  


  Creative … the monster says, enraptured.


  
    "Why were you fasting?" Tam asks, with a voice as shaky as her braiding
    fingers.
  


  I wanted to want.


  
    She finishes one long braid and moves on to the next. "I want friends," Tam
    says. "Wanting is painful."
  


  Wanting is necessary. Hunger makes for a feast.


  
    I'm in danger, Tam knows. She finishes another braid and motions
    for the woman to turn her head.
  


  "The meal is delicious because you were hungry before."


  Precisely.


  Huh. Her philosophy problem makes sense now.


  
    A connoisseur. The horrible thing in the ceiling, the horrible
    thing in the bed, smiles.
    Curious about all of life's mysteries, of course you sought a lure.
  


  
    "'Monster in the moon' sounded interesting. So … what do you
    eat?"
  


  
    And Tam is shown what the monster likes to eat. From her place braiding on
    the bed, she is surrounded by so many awful sights: a plane ripped from
    space and time, dissolving into nothingness; a wide landscape of
    bismuth-like geometry and warped human settlements, all shivering into
    nonexistence; jaws that are not jaws consuming an entire plane, a world of
    screams suddenly silenced—
  


  
    The visions end abruptly. Tam keeps braiding and swallows her own scream.
    She begins to pull the braids back, pinning them in place. "You eat planes."
  


  There's no chance of Tam relaxing anymore.


  
    I prune worlds. When one grows sick, threatens the wilderness of
      eternity, or fails to blossom fully, I aid the broader forest by felling a
      single tree.
    The monster's wide eyes connect with hers.
  


  
    That booming voice from above drowns out whatever the puppet's voice
    actually sounds like. Tam realizes she needs to leave.
  


  
    But I smell that you know not just of a sickly tree … but of an
      entire forest. I smell a Multiverse on you. A cluster of worlds on the
      verge of becoming. I sense that you are burdened by the knowledge of this
      world. Let us help one another. Show me where your Multiverse is, coveter
      of life, and I will rid you of it.
  


  
    Tam knows she's talking about the Echoverse. The word friend feels
    as charged as static, like the pull of a magnet. Tam finishes the braid and
    steps up and away. There's a strange, skin-pulling smile on the woman's
    cadaverous face.
  


  Show me.


  The tentacles above writhe with impatience.


  Show me!


  
    Run! Tam can't help the scream she lets out, and from her place in
    the middle of the room, she bolts full speed at the wall where the window
    used to be.
  


  
    Though the wall is plaster, it breaks like shattered glass, and she falls
    out the side through purple-tinged ribbons. She plummets through a sea of
    stars and psychic space.
  


  Tam tumbles out of the vision and snaps off the connection.


  
    Her mind flings back to the safety of the inn, away from the moon, behind
    the glass and behind the thin curtains and safe within herself once more.
  


  Tam's eyes open wide.


  
    She is sitting in the chair, clammy with sweat. She turns to the window and
    stares at the moon, too afraid to move.
  


  

  
    The last portal was the outlier. It didn't look like the other Omenpaths.
    This one was cyan surrounded by a circle of iron. Vraska recognizes it
    instantly as a mage-ring.
  


  
    The Multiverse she enters is a mirror facing the man she loves. Here in this
    strange central hub is the manifestation of him, a world whose only command
    is to build itself as a copy of the other, one without suffering. It is
    sensible and chaotic at once, a palace built on a foundation of rules while
    bending those it deems boring. It's him, gifts and faults. She sees him in
    every walkway, in every circle on the tower, in every breeze at her neck. Is
    this world one they could have built together? Perhaps, Vraska
    thinks, but no sooner does that thought cross her mind than she realizes the
    yellow in the tree leaves is the exact same shade as her eyes. Her heart
    collapses inward. Even though she backed out, even though he knew she
    thought him dead, he weaved her into his world. A part—and Vraska did not
    know how large—was made for her.
  


  It's so much easier to look at the part of him that is good.


  
    Vraska swallows her love and discomfort and heads to the meeting place.
    Chandra had scouted it back on Vryn, said it was hard to miss, a garden near
    the Omenpath. The scent of roses that meets her is alarmingly specific and
    tremendously embarrassing; it's her favorite perfume.
    Gods. Did he make that on purpose? She blushes brilliant green and
    sits with her arms crossed tight.
  


  
    She drops her bag and takes a seat at the bench, completely unsure of when
    the Planeswalkers will arrive.
  


  It takes two full hours.


  
    By then, Vraska has finished her book and made a tiny pyramid of stones out
    of boredom.
  


  From thin air, two humans and a leonin appear.
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    "What took you so long?" Vraska groans. The other three slough off what
    looks like a thin layer of green slime.
  


  
    "Ooze," is all that the druid in the back says, flicking jelly off the end
    of his axe. "I am Garruk."
  


  
    "Vraska," she replies as an introduction, flinging a towel from her pack
    toward Chandra.
  


  
    "Whoa," Chandra says, neck craning as she wipes off a chunk of slime. "Jace
    made all of this?"
  


  
    "He built the Multiverse and established its rules," Vraska says. "Now it's
    creating itself based on the functions he wrote. This place is beyond the
    plans we made. I don't know what the oracle has to do with it."
  


  "What about Liliana?" asks Ajani.


  "Liliana?" Vraska and Garruk say in tandem.


  "I thought we agreed to leave her to her fate," Garruk growls.


  
    "Jace took her hostage," Ajani says. "It's our duty to rescue her if
    possible."
  


  "Absolutely not," Vraska spits. "Why should we?"


  
    "Stand aside and permit me my revenge," Garruk says with deadly calm. "The
    witch cursed me."
  


  
    Chandra crosses her arms. "Fine! Neither of you have to deal with her," she
    says, uncharacteristically diplomatic. "Ajani and I will rescue her."
  


  "We'll help," Vraska says, a sneer at her lips.


  
    Chandra glances at Garruk, who refuses to meet her gaze. "Garruk." There's
    demand in her voice.
  


  The druid grunts. "I will face her when she is free."


  
    The tower surrounds them, above, below; it stretches in both directions at
    once. Their meeting place is safe from the creatures and people Vraska can
    make out far below, but the space within its walls still feels uneasy,
    anything but safe. From here they can see dots of cadets walking along the
    sides of its inner walls, a sphinx passing an errant window with icy ease,
    gravity a distant concept here in the world built by their friend. They
    start to walk, following the path that leads up the tower.
  


  "This place seems miserable," Chandra says with a curled lip.


  
    "It makes sense that a place without suffering would be insufferable," Ajani
    replies.
  


  
    Vraska feels uncomfortable. The part of her that still treasures this idea
    feels attacked. "Why?"
  


  The leonin keeps his gaze forward. "Misery is how we make meaning."


  
    They decide it's most prudent to make their way to the top of the tower.
  


  
    "Ever since he messed with my head, I can sense him," Chandra says. "But he
    feels like he's not all here. That, or really small."
  


  "A small Jace Beleren," Ajani muses. "Wouldn't that be something?"


  
    There's a shallowness in every inch of this place. It's a castle built in a
    day, with suggestions of history absent of any true depth. Vraska can't help
    but linger on the dream she had the night before, holding tight to the ugly
    feeling she discovered at its center. There is still a part of her that
    wonders where all of this lived in his heart. What if the Jace she loved was
    only the part he dared to show?
  


  
    Grand archways twist into impossible staircases, and only Chandra is brave
    enough to put a foot against the carpet running up the wall to test where
    gravity leads next. She ascends, arms out as if to catch her fall, and one
    by one the others follow. Even in the gravity, Vraska can still see all the
    protests and discord of his conscience. How the laws of physics violently
    shift, how an arch will be pulled to the side like elastic. He did not build
    this place easily; he fought himself along the way. Vraska takes some
    comfort in that.
  


  
    Most worrying are the people they encounter. When a group of cadets in
    matching mint green and white wander past, the group glances at Garruk,
    whose flash of bared teeth betrays what the rest of his helmet hides. They
    flee, stray leaves fluttering to the ground behind them as they run.
  


  
    "Real," he says, with an additional sniff, "but not whole. There is a
    hollowness in their hearts. Wrong."
  


  
    Garruk holds his fist up, a clear command for stillness, silence. They halt
    on the flagstone. It echoes slightly down the hallway. There are windows
    here, and a milky half-light illuminates the stonework around them. It
    catches on statues of people Vraska doesn't recognize, illuminates their
    faces. This place is serene, save for the rapid clip of someone running
    toward them. Vraska tenses and charges to petrify.
  


  
    A woman she only knows from visions rounds the corner. Her black hair shines
    in the light from the windows, her long white dress fluttering as she
    approaches. Her face is nothing but joy and relief.
  


  
    Vraska, Ajani, and Garruk stay still while Chandra steps forward tentatively
    and embraces Liliana.
  


  
    All Vraska can remember is what Jace accidentally showed her all those years
    ago—a manipulator, a narcissist, one half of a pair that only brought out
    the worst in each other.
  


  
    Liliana hugs Chandra close and smiles. "Look who remembered to give a rip
    about me," she chides.
  


  
    Chandra laughs and hugs her closer. "I missed you," she says earnestly. "I
    think you know everyone."
  


  
    "I do," Liliana says sharply, a gallon of ill will crammed into two words.
    Garruk growls, low enough for Chandra to miss it, but Vraska feels it in her
    chest, sees it in Ajani's twitching ears.
  


  "Why are you here?" Liliana asks.


  Chandra scoffs. "To save you!"


  
    The woman in white shakes her head. "I don't need to be saved. I came
    willingly." She gestures to the room behind her. "Come."
  


  
    And so they do, transitioning from a stonework hallway to a wood-lined
    office framed by a massive bay-set window. The scent is cloying, a musky and
    potent vanilla that no amount of wood in the fireplace can override. Through
    lace-curtained windows, Vraska can see cadets outside. Surrounding the
    massive desk in the center are chairs none of them have any intention of
    sitting in.
  


  
    Liliana sits on the corner of her meticulously organized desk. A pot of
    moondew rests nearby, a lone black fly buzzing about it.
  


  Ajani steps forward. "You were taken hostage."


  "As if anyone could kidnap me and remain in one piece." Liliana smiles.


  
    The fire in the hearth crackles. The fly buzzes loud enough that Ajani
    flicks his ear. Something shifts in the air and unsettles Vraska even
    further.
  


  
    Garruk steps forward, drawing his axe. The wooden handle scrapes across the
    carpet, and the leather of its binding creaks in his hand. It nearly takes
    up the height of the office.
  


  "You are not the witch."


  The moment turns electric. Chandra frowns.


  
    Liliana, voluntary captive, raises her eyebrows. She stands, her hands
    politely crossed in front of her. "It's the dress, isn't it?"
  


  
    "Benalian glass," Ajani says, ears flat against his head. He scents the air,
    and his fur stands on end. "Beeswax and medicinal plants. Incense."
  


  "A healer," Garruk growls. "You are not her."


  
    Vraska walks up close, allows herself permission to be as frightening as
    possible. She looms over the woman in white, sees a flash of fear in
    Liliana's violet eyes.
  


  "How dare you accuse your ally," Liliana hisses.


  
    "Then prove it. Tell us about our other allies," Chandra says as she steps
    up beside Vraska. "Do you think about him? Gids?"
  


  Liliana scoffs. "Gideon? He is the distant past—"


  Chandra's hair ignites. "Liar!"


  
    Vraska doesn't hesitate. She swings her legs over the desk and socks Liliana
    at the angle of her jaw. The woman hits the corner of her desk with a
    sickening crunch, crumpling to the floor in a pile of white, now red, satin.
    A knockout. Vraska flicks the blood from her knuckles. "I've wanted to do
    that for years."
  


  Chandra snuffs her flames. "Lili's nice, you know."


  "No, she is not," Vraska and Garruk say as one.


  
    The heap of fabric on the ground shifts. The false Liliana hoists herself
    up. She places her manicured right hand on her clearly broken jaw. With a
    gentle white glow, it snaps back into place.
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  "How are you—" Vraska sputters.


  
    The false Liliana rises. "You can hit as hard as you like, but I'll still
    get back up. Now, if you'll excuse me, the Theorist needs to know you're
    here, and uncooperative," she says with a grin. "Bye."
  


  Professor Opal turns on her heel and races out of the office.


  The four allies collect themselves and give chase.


  
    The true Liliana is a necromancer. It makes sense that an ability so closely
    related is what this world manifested for her. Still, Vraska wonders,
    Why healing? Why is that the gift she wields because she lacked
      suffering?
  


  
    The hallway turns into a hallway turns into a hallway turns into a hallway—
  


  Vraska climbs up and up and up a spiral staircase—


  Windows repeat and repeat and repeat—


  They turn right and turn right and turn right—


  
    And the four allies burst into Professor Opal's office, moonlight streaming
    through the window.
  


  Moonlight?


  
    Liliana is seated at her desk, her dress a perfect white, her hair unfussed
    and chin unpunched. She closes a book she's reading and sets down the
    smoking pipe in her hand.
  


  She sighs. "Again?"


  
    It's no longer sunny outside. The sun has been down for hours. Vraska feels
    insane. "What do you mean again?" she snaps … and winces as part of her
    rib slides deeper into the surrounding muscle.
  


  
    She hunches over in pain, suddenly aware of the bruises on her sides, the
    cut lip, the damaged tendril coiling and uncoiling in reflex. Vraska
    blinks. What just happened? She sits down in one of the (too-soft)
    chairs as Liliana diligently walks over and quickly heals her rib. Vraska
    sputters, too shocked to speak.
  


  When did I get in a fight?


  
    "What do I do?" Chandra groans, Vraska can see long slices up and down her
    arms. "What … What do I do?"
  


  
    Vraska's head swims. Her perception feels strange. She blinks, realizing
    that she knows things she can't remember learning.
  


  
    Professor Opal rises, a vision of calm, and moves on to Ajani yowling in
    pain as he clutches what looks like a severe burn on his cheek. Vraska
    watches Chandra's face as she notices the injury, how the pyromancer's face
    blanches with horror.
  


  "Ποιον βρήκαμε?" says Ajani.


  
    Vraska, Chandra, and Garruk all whip their heads to stare. Ajani blinks,
    confused, as if he doesn't know what language his tongue betrayed. Garruk
    tries to move toward him, but his throwing arm hangs limp at his side. He
    falls to his knees beside Vraska, his biceps twitching and dancing under his
    skin, a chaotic and subtle ripple, and he frantically checks the markings on
    his flesh. With horror curling in her gut, Vraska realizes what has just
    happened.
  


  
    Chandra crosses, takes Ajani's hand, as Professor Opal heals his burned
    cheek. She breathes heavily, a panic taking over. "Ajani, I don't know how
    to—" She screws up her eyes in visible distress. "I know we need to do
    something, but I don't know what it is!" Her panic takes over and her
    breaths grow shallow and strenuous. "Tell me what to do!"
  


  "Πρέπει να βρούμε τον Τζέις. Αυτό σου το έκανε. Μου το έκανε αυτό—"


  
    Garruk roars in confused agony as his muscles betray him in that endless,
    quiet dance.
  


  
    Vraska can feel how wide her eyes are, how her terrified heart hammers
    against her chest. "We already fought Jace," she concludes with certainty.
  


  Liliana smiles in condescension. She shakes her head gently.


  "Oh, sweetie. You fought Jace three times."


  Episode 5: I Don't Need to Convince You


  
    THE FIRST ATTEMPT
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    The Theorist drops his pen as soon as he feels her approach up the stairs.
    Through the eyes of a statue, through wards in each keyhole doorway, through
    the singular presence she brings with her psyche—with his many eyes he
    watches her approach.
  


  He did not know Vraska would be here.


  
    He feels her and the rest of them coming long before he sees them, senses
    the delicate pottery of their minds as they clatter up the spiral stairs.
    There he was, building up the courage to march downstairs and kill
    the oracle with purpose, and of course she shows up the second he's
    about to work up the nerve. Their feet fall heavy on each step, and as they
    do, he can tell who they are one by one. Noisy clatter and swirling
    emotion—Chandra. Dense jungle concealing a protected interior—Garruk.
    Garruk? Fascinating. And polished, tarnished, polished again bronze
    stretching in the sun as he ascends the stairs—Ajani, of course. But last in
    the line is a mind he'd know anywhere, the mind he's spent the most time in.
    Hers is sharp, shining crystal cemented with a bedrock of stone only she can
    make.
  


  
    The four of them burst into his sanctum, and half a second later, three hit
    the floor.
  


  
    The most powerful pyromancer he's ever met, the strongest hunter in
    existence, and a renowned mentor and tactician all collapse on the tile of
    his sanctum with a united, sickening thud. He snaps his fingers, and they
    crash to sleep, dreamless, face down. But Vraska—Vraska doesn't flinch. She
    stands firm, her golden eyes trained on him. The other three breathe softly
    against the floor, their weapons forgotten, their magic dormant. Mage-rings
    buzz on all sides. The Theorist doesn't have enough of himself left to
    smile, but he does lower his hand with a sense of accomplishment.
  


  "They're fine," he says.


  
    He did it so easily, he hears Vraska say in hushed terror to
    herself. He beat them in a second from the other side of the room.
  


  
    A version of him with more of him would never have skimmed so
    cavalierly through another's thoughts, but that part is discarded now. The
    Theorist keeps one foot in her mind.
  


  "I survived," he says.


  "I heard."


  
    The sanctum echoes as he walks toward her. Its tall, cool-toned arches reach
    overhead, the magelights illuminating its walls with long shadows. He knows
    it's the chalkboards behind him she's looking at.
  


  "You didn't come to celebrate my survival."


  "No, love. We came to ask you to stop."


  
    The word makes him pause. Stirs something within. "'Love.' Am I still that
    to you?"
  


  
    The Theorist cannot help himself; he senses something pouring through
    Vraska's mind—fear. It flows, sputtered and frothing, over dark, mossy
    stone. The Theorist holds back a scoff. Fear? Why would she fear him? From
    the way they departed, she ought to be relieved he's alive … or certain
    she can talk him out of it. But how she feels doesn't matter; he has proved
    in this very minute he cannot be defeated.
  


  
    You wouldn't be in this situation if you could kill Jadzi, intrudes
    a painful truth. The Theorist grimaces. I will, dammit. I'll get to it. I really will.
  


  
    "Jace," she says, and it takes the Theorist a moment to remember that this
    was his name when he was whole. "It's time to give it up. We tried, we
    really did, but I know you know this isn't working. You have the will to
    stop."
  


  
    This is what he anticipated. She abandoned him out of an emotional response.
    She's forgotten that their fight was a righteous one. The Theorist addresses
    her as a colleague, academic to academic.
  


  
    "Will and ability exist as a pair," he says. "I have the means to complete
    the plan. You're here. You see it. You know I have the will."
  


  
    Her tendrils are flicking, but her face gives nothing away. "Your mother
    asked me to give you this."
  


  
    She hands him a small bundle, and his heart jumps. It is his family's
    colors, a weave of circles and lines, and hidden within the blue cloth is a
    ruddy iron horseshoe. He drops it with a clatter. It belonged to Pewter. It
    belonged to the horse that inspired the first illusion he ever made.
  


  
    He remembers at once—the heaving grief of losing their childhood pet, the
    stablemaster of their apartment block trying to comfort him to no avail, how
    in the dark of night the child that was Jace snuck down and created a copy
    of Pewter to love with his whole heart.
  


  
    The message is clear.
    Your endeavor is affection for an illusion. Vraska watches the
    horseshoe fall. The surprise on her face makes it clear she knows what it
    is, but not what it means.
  


  
    "I am not in the hold of a phantasm," the Theorist says with barely
    concealed frustration, moving toward her. He steps around the helpless
    sleeping body of Garruk (they thought Garruk could stop him?) and takes
    Vraska's hand.
  


  
    He's close. He can see a bug bite on her forehead, smell the peat on her
    shoes. With a deeper read, he can see that she walked here through the
    Omenpaths, and he curses the indignity of fate for making his captain
    walk. "I have everything I need to know how to complete it. The
    theorems are correct, my proofs all confirm our hypotheses."
  


  
    Vraska is staring at their clasped hands. "Why are you talking like that?"
  


  
    The Theorist shakes his head. "You were right. Death is a part of
    life. Completing the cycle is what delivers us to a world without pain."
  


  
    He watches her blink her confusion into being. Her concern transforms her
    expression as she meets his eyes. "How many will die, Jace?"
  


  
    The Theorist doesn't dare move. "The data is inconclusive." He knows without
    touching her mind that she can read his truth. "We agreed on a grand
    gesture."
  


  
    "We agreed on undoing, not killing. This was supposed to be
    undoing the invasion, that the lives saved would make up for the
    lives lost. But this isn't undoing. This is, what, making an entire
    Multiverse? How many will die, Jace?"
  


  "That's not the point, Vraska."


  "No, it—"


  
    He fills both of their minds with a memory, but as soon as he does, he can
    tell Vraska is rejecting it.
  


  
    Their scars are still fresh; the candlelight of his mother's flat is dim.
      They huddle at the table before a litter of mathematical proofs. Jace's
      head is in his hands. Vraska holds him tight.
  


  "Why are you showing me this?"


  
    He sighs heavily, says aloud the number, the number of people who would
      be overwritten, the number who would die, and Vraska says nothing.
  


  "That isn't what happened!"


  
    They sit there in silence, the time long forgotten (Ranna went to bed
      hours ago) and their tea long cold. Vraska shifts, she leans over, and she
      whispers something terrible, something true. "Dying is a part of life,"
      she says. "If we seek rebirth, then that requires death."
  


  "I never said that!" Vraska yells.


  
    She's shaking. They've long stopped holding hands. Vraska doesn't cry. She
    only shakes her head. Her tendrils rise, her eyes catch the light, and her
    rage is so potent that it rings as a bell to the Theorist's senses.
  


  
    "We were supposed to save lives. You said you wouldn't try to make a place
    like this. You were supposed to be the good one."
  


  "Which part of me is the good part?"


  Vraska's lip quivers.


  
    He tilts his head, curious, with what little curiosity is left. "Which part
    of me is the bad?"
  


  
    All the versions of himself that aren't here, they would likely point to
    him, but the Theorist only remembers what belongs scribbled on a chalkboard,
    enshrined in a textbook. What goodness does there lie in logic? What evil?
  


  
    "You're a killer, Beleren," Vraska hisses, and it stings, because no, that
    isn't true for the Theorist. She continues, "But not a murderer. And soon
    you'll murder billions." Vraska steps forward, taking up space, her tendrils
    flaring with every dagger she spits. "Stop now, or you'll kill us all for
    nothing."
  


  
    The Theorist shakes. There's so little of him left, but even this much is
    devastated. There isn't any other part left to protect him. By her measure,
    he is everything he ever hated. The only person who has ever truly seen him
    sees only his nightmare. This is all going wrong. He needs to try this
    again. He is logic, he is reason, he is correct by nature of being himself.
    That is who he is.
  


  "I'm sorry, Vraska," he says, voice breaking.


  
    He allows her to keep one piece of knowledge.
    You cannot overpower me. You cannot convince me. I will not stop.
  


  
    He commands the sleeping bodies to wake and rise. They find their balance,
    and all three—Ajani, Chandra, Garruk—bolt. Vraska doesn't have time to gasp
    or ask why, because by the time she gathers what is going on, her memory of
    the last few minutes is resting in the Theorist's hand.
  


  

  
    THE SECOND ATTEMPT
  


  He gathers his composure.


  They'll be back any minute.


  
    He tries to think of what he wants to say, how he wants this one to go. More
    than all the gold in the Obzedat, he wants her at his side. As for Vraska,
    she wants him to stop. But he must not stop.
  


  
    The Theorist tries to formulate an alternative (they'll be here any minute),
    and the best one is the one that leaves Vraska unharmed. He must convince
    her. He is Beleren's logic; she will hear the distilled reason of his
    position and understand the sacrifice that must be made. She is smart. She
    will come around.
  


  
    Their feet bound up the stairs as the Theorist pulls his hood down. The
    midday sun peering through the skylight above is warm. He takes a deep
    breath, lifts his right hand, steadies his weight between both feet, just as
    he learned so long ago.
  


  
    The second time the group bursts through the entrance, the sanctum erupts
    with their battle cries, loud and furious, then silent, forced still with a
    flick of his hand.
  


  All four of them freeze.


  
    He freezes Vraska, too, a statue of his own. With careful timing, he catches
    her mid-run.
  


  
    The Theorist's feet clip the tile as he descends from the dais of his
    sanctum. The sound echoes up to the rings above, and his shadow cuts across
    the floor.
  


  
    Vraska's eyes dart toward him (he left them free; he wants to know she's
    paying attention), and he releases her tongue and jaw.
  


  
    "What is wrong with you?" she snarls. The Theorist stands face to
    face with her. He calmly puts a hand on her cheek.
  


  "I need you to stand down, Vraska."


  
    "I will not!" she hisses. A miscalculation. She distrusts him this
    time because he overstepped.
  


  
    He takes a breath. This one isn't going well, either. "Our plan is
    going to work. We'll all be overwritten. It will be painless. It will be a
    welcome relief. You cannot stop me."
  


  
    At the corner of his perception, he feels her eyes begin to charge, and with
    a swift gesture the urge is snuffed out. She gasps.
  


  "You'd petrify me?" he says, wounded.


  
    "You're not you." She groans, a struggle against the lock he's put
    on her body. "What did you do to yourself? You wouldn't do this,"
    she says through half-gritted teeth.
  


  
    "Part of me would," he says truthfully, then pauses. "Will you stand down if
    I ask you?"
  


  Her lips twinge in anger. "What did you do? How did you survive?"


  
    The Theorist wonders how to put it. "I rebuilt myself, but it wouldn't
    hold."
  


  
    Vraska's eyes blow wide in shock. Again, this is not going well. He
    thinks through the best way to phrase it, then gives up. He puts a hand on
    her cheek and closes his eyes.
  


  

  It is the day after he died. He is now they, and they have shattered.


  
    He, they, are without a body, a mind holding itself together by nature of
    the Meditation Realm alone. Each part of Jace holds the other parts of their
    spirit tenuously, grasping without hands, the foundation of himself
    shattered and spread. Jace is an archipelago, a chain of selves, separating
    slowly and clinging by thin waters. He will not be able to keep himself
    together. He must act if he wants to live, and it is that thought of not
    just living but of potential that solidifies what he must do.
  


  
    His spell failed. He cannot remember why. All he knows is that he cannot let
    go. If he lets go, he dies, and he's not ready; he isn't.
  


  
    One of his selves suggests that the Meditation Realm has the power to
    create. The great dragon Nicol Bolas never noticed (incurious lizard; he
    never bothered to look), but his brother, Ugin, knew more. Jace thinks of
    the spirit dragon and replicates what Ugin must have done, shaping a body
    from the inherent power of this place and pouring his fractured selves
    inside.
  


  
    He weaves flesh. He sculpts his own head. He taps the beat to his own heart.
    And the Meditation Realm breathes it real.
  


  
    When he is done, he collapses, gasps for air, tries to piece together what
    happened … but the only certain part comes from two parts of himself.
    Restart it all, says one. Live, pleads another.
  


  
    He cannot get the pieces to coalesce. They are too separate, too abhorred by
    the plan one has insisted they follow. Too repulsed by each other.
  


  
    They argue, they tear themselves away … but, miraculously, they unite
    under a common goal.
  


  
    The Theorist cannot remember exactly why, but he remembers what they did
    next.
  


  
    In concert with himself, Jace has managed to create a pocket, a small plane
    of his own the size of a single room. It was exhausting, enthralling. It
    took everything out of him. The room is modest, a replica of his personal
    apartment at the Chamber of the Guildpact. His bed is a tangle, an array of
    books and bags and notes scattered as leaf litter across every surface. It
    is a racket of a mess, all save the table at the center of the room—a long,
    solid pine, whatever was on it shoved to the side. Only a mirror at the far
    end of the table keeps it from being completely empty.
  


  
    And Jace, a complete Jace, stands at the head of the table with his feet
    firm, his palms resting upon its surface, the telepath breathing heavily.
  


  
    He whispers the beginning of a spell that ought to have been forgotten long
    ago.
  


  
    I did it for an important reason, the Theorist explains to Vraska
    as he shares the memory, but I cannot tell you why.
  


  
    The room feels constricted, as if the plane created by the mage reacts to
    the magic he is generating inside of it.
  


  
    Bolas only used the Meditation Realm to craft it in his image. Ugin knew
      more. He rebuilt himself from it as I did. But the second spell I needed
      to perform … I learned of it long ago. At the time, it was the most
      complicated praestigial spell there was … but I didn't have a reason
      to try it. There is only one cost to creating a person with magic.
  


  
    Sweat rolls down Jace's forehead, and he hurls himself forward onto the
    table, shivering, groaning, still reciting the spell. He looks into the
    mirror, looks intently at himself, then grabs it with both hands. He stands,
    the mirror on the table facing up, and calls the rest of the spell with
    glowing eyes, and the room itself shrinks several feet as he channels as
    much as he can into his spell.
  


  Then, he halts.


  
    Something leaves his chest. A wisp, a plasmid trick of the light,
    some curl of a boundless alpine lake, a clear-water blue that does not
    belong outside of himself.
  


  It floats out, then downward toward the mirror.


  He watches it sink to its own reflection.


  And when it makes contact with the mirror, it continues down.


  
    Jace catches his breath, then, brows furrowed, announces the last words of
    the spell with all the strength of a general.
  


  
    He thrusts his right hand down through the mirror. It passes through air,
    not glass, and he leans forward to pull something out.
  


  
    A person, or rather a person-shaped miasma of blue, emerges. He pulls it out
    of the mirror, gasping with effort, helps the shape through, and lays it out
    on the table. It is formless, the suggestion of a body, more gas and magic
    than true matter.
  


  
    Jace leans back for a quick swig of water, then returns, visibly noting the
    time on a clock in the corner of the apartment. He throws a blanket over the
    top of it in anticipation of modesty.
  


  He chants.


  And as he does, the being starts to take form.


  
    It took two and a half days, the Theorist notes.
    This was the most important part. I had to remain with it, channel enough
      of myself into it so that it became her.
  


  Time passes. The shape gains form. A face. Ears. Skin.


  
    I did not intend for her to look like a gorgon. That was …
      subconscious influence.
  


  Tendrils become braids. Green blushes down the person's arms.


  
    It was not what I asked for, but it was just what I needed. I did not try
      to correct what never needed correction.
  


  
    Jace watches, chanting still, alarmed at first, then smiling, laughing, and
    choking back pain all at once.
  


  
    It was only right that you influenced her, too. How could you not?
  


  
    His mouth is tight in a smile, and he nods as if in agreement—yes, yes. This is what I want.
  


  I gave her everything she needed to be whole—someday.


  
    His hand is on her forehead, pouring in a lifetime's worth of experience and
    knowledge so she will wake as an adult, not a child. More than once, Jace
    slips, falls forward, stands, chants again. He chants until she is complete,
    and she is complete only when he feels it.
  


  
    Jace clutches his chest and gasps. He pulls away his hand, and a single wisp
    of blue, the same as before, comes with it. Then he places a hand over her
    heart and pushes the magic in with it.
  


  
    With one final word, the woman on the table takes her first breath of air.
  


  
    The cost is a part of you that cannot be returned, says the
    Theorist.
  


  Jace sighs, and his double sighs back.


  

  
    The Theorist is shaking. He can just make out tears at the corners of
    Vraska's eyes. Fury. He dares not speak aloud the rest.
  


  "Why did you make her?"


  The Theorist blinks. He shakes his head, confused. "I can't tell you."


  "Why?"


  "There's not enough of me left. I don't remember."


  
    "You made a person," she spits, and a fleck of saliva hits the
    Theorist's cheek, "and you don't remember why?"
  


  
    "She's important! And she carries a part of me, but I don't know which!
    That's all I know!"
  


  
    Vraska groans. "You need to be stopped!" she yells, wrestling against her
    own body, locked in place. "This isn't—"
  


  
    "Me," the Theorist finishes. "It is. I am the part that won. I am the part
    that knows a future without suffering is worth any cost. It's better if you
    stand down, love. You can't stop me."
  


  
    Vraska lets out an anguished cry. "What about her? She'll die, too! She'll
    die, I'll die, Loot will die—you're dooming us all!"
  


  This is going wrong. Again. Damn it all, it's wrong.


  
    The Theorist puts his hands against her head. "I'm sorry," he says. "I want
    to try this again. But you need to learn one thing."
  


  
    And, again, he wipes their memories and sends them out, determined to try
    once more. This time, he leaves her with one key fact.
  


  
    I made a person, but this part of me does not remember why. She must be
      protected.
  


  

  
    THE THIRD ATTEMPT
  


  
    The third time, he decides to at least let them get through the entrance.
  


  
    He walks to the center of the sanctum, broadcasting as he feels his friends
    clamber up the stairs.
  


  
    If I don't follow through, then we lose the chance to fix everything, he sends to each of them.
    I'm so close, Vraska. I'm so close to securing the structure, to
      solidifying an eternity without suffering.
  


  
    The four of them burst in, Vraska in front this time, and she snarls with
    conviction, "You're not going to convince us to let you do this!"
  


  Oh.


  
    His eyes blaze, his head tilts with understanding. Meaning illuminates his
    mind, searing away all shadows lurking in its corners. He doesn't quite
    smile, but he feels lighter. What he realizes now is something he has never
    understood before.
  


  
    "I don't need to convince you," he commands, dark and
    gentle.
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    All four of them halt in their tracks. They look at one another, then slowly
    turn back to him.
  


  
    "You're right, Jace," Vraska says, the instruction clear, her mind
    unquestioning.
  


  The Theorist's heart is pounding. What does he do next?


  I am a scientist, he says to himself.


  I test.


  
    There isn't any part of him left to object as his eyes alight once more.
    "Stop the others from stopping me."
  


  
    Vraska immediately turns around, tendrils flared, petrification blazing in
    her eyes.
  


  
    Chandra screws her lids shut. Her skin blazes into action. She screams at
    Vraska, "You won't get near him!"
  


  
    Garruk doesn't hesitate. He swings an axe at Ajani, who meets it with his
    own.
  


  And the Theorist watches, horrified.


  
    He only has a moment to examine the feeling. He wanted this, so why does he
    feel conflicted? He excised all the parts that would have objected, so where
    does this cold and creeping dread originate? A hypothesis—he is human; he
    cannot help feeling guilt at forcing his friends to fight. Data—how he
    flinches every time Chandra blasts Ajani with flame, how a man as mighty as
    Garruk doesn't have the strength to fight off the command, how the
    Theorist's chest curls with heartache to see Vraska do something she would
    never choose …
  


  
    "Enough!" he shouts, waving away the command, returning all four of them to
    the moment.
  


  
    They breathe, bruised, burned, sliced, their silence blooming into rage.
  


  
    The enough is for him, too. The experiment is concluded. He must
    deter them once and for all.
  


  
    Chandra rushes him first. He sees her hold out her hand, arched forward and
    fingers splayed, feels as the temperature in the room rises several degrees,
    and before she can aim and ignite, he stops her with a flash of his eyes.
    The Theorist dives in during that nanosecond, reaching for the area at the
    very front of her mind, just above the eyes, and with a satisfying twist,
    manages to slide in between the heavy mountains of gaze and the wide pit of
    risk and find just what he is looking for: a path with many forks, a pole at
    its center, certainty. He slams a barrier at each of the paths,
    fills the center with fog, and as quick as he is in, he has left.
  


  
    The pyromancer slows, grinds to an unsteady halt as if her limbs were thick
    with syrup. Her eyes are the only parts of her moving quickly. They dart,
    searching for an answer. She is immobile, paralyzed. "What do I do?" she
    croaks out to anyone who can hear, unable to make eye contact. "What do I
    do?"
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    Garruk seems to know what to do. The lumbering mass charges forward with his
    axe held high. The Theorist remembers—this one can see through illusion. No
    matter. There are much worse ways to die. In a millisecond, he's inside the
    druid's head, sensing for the flashes of electricity that signal where mind
    communicates to muscle. Each of those flashes, each of those journeymen
    carrying orders, the Theorist wills them to stop, to sleep. The electricity
    fizzles wildly, sparks making it through in bursts and starts, and the
    Theorist is pleased with his calamity, exiting as swiftly as he arrived.
  


  
    The druid's axe clatters to the ground, his fingers too weak to hold it. He
    cries out in pain as his muscles cramp, and with suddenly uncertain legs, he
    falls to the ground. The Theorist can see it from here, how his bare biceps
    twitch and spasm. If he did nothing else, the brute would be dead in five
    years.
  


  
    The Theorist raises his voice. "We won't create a better world by being
    reasonable. We'll do it by being unreasonable!"
  


  Two down. The leonin is in the back, calling out directions.


  
    "Chandra! Garruk! To me!" Ajani yells, racing toward Garruk. The Theorist
    knows it will take Ajani no time to find the source of Garruk's wasting if
    he can ask what he is feeling (Ajani is a purifier, but he is no doctor, no
    anatomist, no Ranna Beleren).
  


  
    The Theorist reaches inside Ajani's mind and snatches away an entire
    language.
  


  "Πες μου που πονάει," says the leonin. His ears flick. "Τι?"


  
    Three are now frozen in everything from alarm to pain to tactical
    inactivity. The Theorist raises his hands in diplomacy. "The trillions we
    protect are worth the billions we pay."
  


  The woman who would be his wife only stares.


  
    "You are the worst part of the best man," Vraska says, shaking with fury.
    "You are a monster."
  


  
    He glares as she draws near to him, and he sees himself in her furious
    golden eyes. The fear vanishes, replaced with a slowly growing fire.
  


  
    She starts off at a distance, her intensity growing as she gets closer.
    "Listen to my words, you sliver of a person: My love is
    nothing compared to my hate. I hate who you have whittled
    yourself down to. I hate that you now resort to the basest,
    vilest use of your gifts. But what I hate the most is that I fooled
    myself into thinking you were kind—"
  


  The Theorist flicks up a hand and immediately sends her to sleep.


  He keeps her upright, blank, lips parted, suddenly quiet.


  
    He wipes the minds of the three Planeswalkers behind him, but before erasing
    Vraska's, he allows one piece to remain:
    I cannot be defeated by you.
  


  
    He clears her mind of their encounter and sends the four friends out into
    the hallway.
  


  The Theorist swears.


  He swears again.


  The sound of his curse echoes around the sanctum.


  
    I am a sliver of a person, he admits, then grimaces in
    determination. And that is all I need.
  


  
    There isn't enough of him to feel full heartbreak, but there's enough of him
    to know he will fulfill his task with no allies.
  


  
    He looks back to the illusory chalkboard of equations, but none of them feel
    like they make sense anymore.
  


  
    He walks to the center of his sanctum and looks up at the hum of mage-rings,
    waiting for his former friends to appear again.
  


  

  "Oh, sweetie. You fought Jace three times."


  
    Vraska takes hold of Professor Opal's desk to steady herself. Her eyes are
    wide, the room increasingly small and loud. She remembers what he wanted her
    to remember, retains flashes of truth, and when she glances up at the
    doppelgänger of a woman she's never met, she sees a face serene with
    schadenfreude.
  


  
    "That's not Jace," Vraska concludes with a sick roil of her guts. "It's just
    what's left."
  


  "The most helpful part," Professor Opal adds with a useless smile.


  "Κάνε ησυχία," snaps Ajani as he tries to heal Garruk in the armchair.


  
    Vraska looks at her companions in various states of misery around the
    office. The truth is more painful than anything the part upstairs
    could put them through, but she must speak it aloud.
  


  
    "We can't defeat him." Garruk groans, and Vraska asserts, "We
    can't. We couldn't get close without him putting you three to
    sleep."
  


  
    "Γιατί όχι εσύ?" Ajani says with a clear pointing gesture.
    Why not you?
  


  
    "I remember we talked, but not about what. But if we've fought him three
    times, it's clear we can't win. We can't overpower him. We can't trick him."
  


  Ajani's ears are flat against his head.


  
    Chandra shakes her head. "He can't win," she says. "I still …
    I still feel him."
  


  "Can you sense the rest of him?"


  
    Chandra furrows her brow, and Vraska clarifies, "He cut out the rest of him.
    Only the worst part remains."
  


  
    Ajani and Chandra both gasp. Garruk growls from his chair, "Which part?"
  


  
    "The academic. The utilitarian. It's why he's so stuck on this damn plan.
    There was always a part of him that truly valued potential over the
    present."
  


  "The Theorist!" Professor Opal adds as she packs her smoking pipe.


  
    A person walks with purpose past the doorway, and Vraska's heart jolts with
    her passing. That person must be protected.
  


  It is a visitation by a ghost.


  
    Without a word to her broken and bruised allies, Vraska follows the stranger
    just in time to see her walking away, down the long hallway toward the
    spiral staircase.
  


  She's a gorgon.


  No. Not quite.


  
    "You," Vraska yells, rushing out the door and into the hall, and the person
    at the end of the stone walkway stops. Both sides of the hallway are flanked
    by stained glass, and the moonlight through the windows bounces strange
    colors off the young woman as she turns.
  


  
    I made a person, Jace said. The memory is vague, hazy, incomplete.
    He showed her, yes. She saw how he did it, how it took days of effort, how
    he couldn't help that she turned out … like me.
  


  
    It's like looking at a dream. There's his expression, there's the green of
    her skin, side by side. Why would he make her? They had Loot; they had their
    little family. Why would he want to make a person when the cost was a
    segment of his own soul? What purpose does she serve? Part of Vraska fears
    that she's looking at a replacement, or a partner, or a malleable pawn, but
    none of that feels true.
  


  
    Vraska finds she is trembling. The closer the young woman gets, the more she
    shakes. She looks like him. She looks like her. Her mind wants to make a
    simple deduction, but everything in her heart tells her this person was not
    meant to play the role of a child.
  


  
    One furrow (his furrow, all her expressions are his) of her brow makes it
    clear she's putting it together, too.
  


  "Vraska," she says. "I know your name."


  
    The fact seems to confuse the young woman. Gods, Vraska can't handle this.
    With wet cheeks, she nods. "Vraska," she affirms. "But I don't know yours."
  


  
    "Tam," the woman replies, drawing close. "You shouldn't be here." Her eyes
    flash blue for a moment. "He's always listening. Stay close. Stay away from
    the statues and birds. You and your friends won't be able to stop him."
  


  Then she is an ally.


  "I know," Vraska replies. "We've tried."


  The gorgon nods uneasily, then shivers.


  
    "I … I had an encounter." Tam's hands twitch at her side. "I'm a little
    shaken, sorry." She puts her hands behind her neck, letting out a long
    breath, a gesture Vraska has seen Jace make countless times. "I don't know
    what to do about the Theorist."
  


  Vraska nods. "He just defeated us three times in a row."


  
    "Then he let you come back. He can't be defeated by anyone other
    than a telepath. It's why they're so valued in warfare."
  


  
    She doesn't want to know how the gorgon knows this. "So what will you do
    about it?" Tam blinks in surprise, and Vraska presses. "You're a telepath,
    too."
  


  "I am. But he's my maker. He cares about me. You know what he's like."


  
    Vraska feels shame. "I thought I knew him. In reality, I knew part of him."
  


  
    "Yeah, but all people are parts." Tam says it so simply. "Even me. I'm not
    much, but we aren't all good or all bad."
  


  
    Her words soak in, and Vraska narrows her eyes. "Then … there are parts
    of Jace worth saving."
  


  Tam nods. "Oh, many."


  
    Vraska imagines what it would be like if the only part of her that remained
    was the one that thought up the idea to blind hundreds in the streets of
    Ravnica. That part was real. That was her, too.
  


  
    She locks eyes with Tam. "Then you should reassess what power
    you have. And if you have someone worth saving."
  


  
    The young woman shifts her weight. "Oh," she says, as if that weren't an
    obvious option. Her eyes dart momentarily, checking the corners for
    something. With a flick of her hand, they are briefly surrounded by angles
    and lines of blue light. She leans in close, their conversation seemingly
    protected.
  


  
    "This entire tower is made of his memories. You'll need to pass through them
    to reach Jadzi. That's why you're here, right?"
  


  
    Vraska keeps her voice low. "Yes. We had hoped to stop Jace and save her,
    but—"
  


  
    "It isn't worth it to fight him directly. You need to rescue Jadzi before he
    can use her."
  


  Use?


  
    "The tower extends below the grounds of Hexhaven. Jadzi was at the bottom,
    but this whole space is … complicated. Do you understand what I'm
    trying to say?"
  


  
    Vraska doesn't need to look around to know that the stone walls are the
    slate from his mother's house, that the windows are the same ones from the
    Chamber of the Guildpact.
  


  "How can I trust you?"


  
    At that, Tam looks stung. The expression hits Vraska with the weight of
    memory, of Jace giving her the same look, all those years ago on
    The Belligerent.
  


  
    The future collapses in on itself. Not only can Jace not be
    stopped, but it also seems as if he's preparing for something beyond the
    plan she's aware of. Vraska feels as if she's alone in the dark.
  


  
    "You have no reason to trust me," Tam says, "but I know that part of my
    maker asked for help."
  


  Vraska scoffs. "He asked for help?"


  
    "I'm going to talk to the Theorist, then I'm going to get the original
    Liliana for backup. You focus on rescuing Jadzi. I think she's been moved
    from her cell. But you know him. Use that to find her." Tam peers
    around her into Professor Opal's office. "Did he hurt your friends?"
  


  "Yes," Vraska says, standing aside to allow a glance.


  
    Tam peeks in, then negates the quieting spell surrounding them. She rounds
    the corner and enters the office.
  


  
    Professor Opal glowers from beside the window, a curl of smoke from her pipe
    encircling her, and the three Planeswalkers scattered around the room look
    up at the newcomer.
  


  "I'm Tam," she says politely to the guests. "One moment, please."


  
    Her eyes light up with blue, and after a long minute, both Chandra and
    Garruk relax. Chandra crashes into an empty chair with a relieved obscenity.
    Garruk tests the obedience of his muscles with a quick push-up. Ajani
    tentatively stammers, "Thank you?" then repeats it, confident and
    comfortable. The magic vanishes from Tam's eyes. She flinches.
  


  
    Tam leaves, but not before she catches Vraska's eye one last time as she
    walks away.
  


  
    There isn't a word for what Vraska feels in this moment. Somewhere between
    the ache of a young adulthood she never had and a vision of the man she
    knows better than anyone in the world lies a gulf of strange emotion.
  


  "Who was that?" Chandra asks, standing.


  
    Vraska doesn't have the heart to answer. Her certainty that she'll get home
    to Loot, that he'll come home … both crater next to a more
    dismal truth.
  


  The druid huffs a breath. "We try again. Round four."


  
    Vraska's heart is heavy. She turns to the window. "He can't be
    defeated …" She can't finish her thought.
  


  
    He can't be defeated. Not only because he can put them to sleep from across
    a grand hall. Not only because he can whisk their minds to pudding, or make
    them forget to breathe, or because he believes so thoroughly in his task
    that he would vivisect his own mind to make it easier to accomplish. But
    because even if they could get close … his plan is too bold,
    his stance too firm, his zeal for resurrection too hot.
  


  
    Yet it is the look in his eyes, the one memory she does have of their
    encounter, that affirms the most horrible truth Vraska can think of.
  


  Jace knows he is going to die.


	Episode 6: The Man Who Kills His Own Ambition

  
    Unhappy, rattled, the feel of stringy black hair still on her fingers, Tam
    takes the spiral stairs two at a time, step after desperate step. The tower
    leading to the Theorist's sanctum is high enough that it'll leave her
    panting and exhausted by the end of her climb, but she needs answers more
    than she needs rest.
  


  
    A glimpse out the window gives a peek at the Eradia far below. The ground at
    the base of the tower is a thicket of movement, a wide, expansive ants' nest
    of activity. Mage hunters prowl, eager to hunt down any magic user that
    dares tread there. It reminds her of the threat of this place, and she
    wonders which part of Jace's self-hatred chose to manifest in such a way.
  


  
    She thinks of Vraska's guidance. Reassess what power you
    have. And if you have someone worth saving. Something about
    this resonates with Tam.
  


  I have power, too.


  I can do this.


  I can face him.


  
    She wonders how true this is, given the beatdown she knows just took place.
  


  
    When she enters, she sees the Theorist cracking his neck, then pausing in
    surprise.
  


  "It's you," he says. "How was Innistrad?"


  
    Tam puts the journal of notes and dimensions on his workbench. "Unnerving."
  


  "I told you it wasn't worth saving."


  
    Tam scowls. He isn't remotely curious. She reminds herself where all
    his curiosity has gone.
  


  
    She waits for him to say something next. He looks small in the cavernous
    sanctum, paces like a lecturer, orbiting the dead center of the room. The
    hum of the rings on all sides is particularly annoying today. He speaks as
    if she didn't start the conversation. "It's strange, Tamira. For years I
    wondered what it would be like to give myself permission to fight without
    holding myself back. It was … easy. I had hoped by the second or third
    time they fled the room they'd figure out a way to come back in without
    making it so simple for me to stop them. But they couldn't."
  


  
    She knows how he fought his friends while she was gone. The teacher in front
    of her is divulging more than he should. Tam's resolve crystallizes.
  


  
    "I want the versions of my friends in this Multiverse," she says, her
    assurance growing. "Where are they?"
  


  
    Blinking, then sighing as if taxed from exertion, the Theorist answers,
    "They're not here. The process of creation is autonomous. Some things are
    likely to be skipped. Or removed. It's bound to happen."
  


  "Some things," says Tam.


  "Some things," affirms a fraction of a human being.


  "So, what happens to them when the Multiverses combine?"


  "Why are you asking this?" A flash of blue in his eyes.


  Tam, unthinking, bats his intrusion away with a psychic swipe.


  The Theorist retreats, surprised.


  
    "Do not enter where you are not invited," Tam snaps. The Theorist only
    stares at her, rolling his shoulders back with cold acknowledgment. She's
    uncomfortable with him reading her mind, ignoring her worries about her
    friends. But uncomfortable isn't a big enough word. She knows the concept of
    furious and wonders if she has enough person in her to stoke such fire. She
    digs for the feeling, for that brilliant diamond certainty that it is
    righteous to care about those who might die.
  


  But he saw enough. "You spoke to Emrakul."


  "You aren't going to apologize for invading my mind?"


  The Theorist ignores her. "How did you do it?"


  How do you think? Tam projects.


  "Did she recognize you?"


  "No, she—Emrakul—asked me to show her I was a friend."


  
    The Theorist smiles. "She remembered when we played chess at our first
    meeting."
  


  
    The cold stone in Tam's chest can be ignored no longer. "So Emrakul will be
    overwritten, too?"
  


  
    "The Eldrazi don't exist in this Multiverse. Nor does Bolas, the Phyrexians.
    She'll be eliminated, like all planar threats. Why are you worried about the
    life of a world-ender?"
  


  
    "I'm worried about my friends!" Tam's words cascade like a landslide. She
    watches the Theorist flinch in response, realizing she pushed without
    intending to. She doesn't care. Let her truth rattle his bones and shape
    his mind for a change. "Why do they have to be overwritten? What
    about your friends? What about Loot? What about Vraska?"
  


  
    Tam hits the ground, her vision turned black, the space between her ears on
    fire with a headache. Her head rings with psychic command.
  


  "That's enough."


  
    "No!" she shoves back, countering his command. Internally, she tries to
    repair her eyesight, soothe her splitting migraine. She pushes herself to
    her elbows and spits, "You fought your friends repeatedly for what? What are
    you trying to prove?"
  


  
    He says nothing, so she screws her eyes shut and smothers the headache. Her
    vision heals, her mind quiets, but her rage persists. Tam stands and pulls a
    barrier around her mind.
  


  
    "How many times have you fought me and made me forget?" she demands, and
    with that she includes the image of a memory shared with her—Jace, young and
    soaked with rain, staring down his mentor on a roof and asking the sphinx
    the very same question.
  


  
    The Theorist stills. She sees his lips part, his hands shake. Around the
    clear-water blue of his eyes is a ring of startled white. He doesn't move an
    inch, stays rooted to the spot. For a moment, Tam is certain he didn't hear
    her, then she realizes he heard her all too well.
  


  
    "This experiment has gone too far," she announces. "I won't help you
    anymore!"
  


  
    The Theorist's nose begins to bleed. Tam knows what this means. He doubles
    over.
  


  
    "Another aberration," Tam marks. She's frustrated. She wants to keep telling
    him her mind—
  


  
    A pulse hits the mental shield she left up. She screws her eyes shut as a
    blinding sapphire light knocks her back an inch.
  


  
    A vision: cold and inelegant logic that confuses hopelessness for martyrdom,
    the writhing cables of a transformed and dying man, hands clutching the
    sylex, an attempt to talk his friends into a swan dive through the
    apocalypse. The Jace that doesn't care if he's despised.
  


  The Nihilist.


  A thud. Lungs drawing air. A second man lies on the floor.


  Tam moves her hands from her eyes and gasps.


  
    This aberration (she questions the word now; isn't she technically one,
    too?) is all sunken cheeks and grotesque limbs. Cables snake from under his
    cloak. One stares directly at her; others act as additional limbs, and they
    support the Nihilist as he rises. Tam always has the sense of being observed
    around the Theorist, but around this one she doesn't have to wonder
    if he's peering into her mind.
  


  
    The Nihilist looks to Tam, then nods to the Theorist, his cables clearly
    tuning in to whatever the Theorist's original body is observing.
  


  
    "You should watch, too," he says to her, and his voice scrapes like a fork
    on cast iron.
  


  
    It takes Tam a moment to parse his suggestion, but when she sees the
    Theorist on the table, lost in a vision, she understands. Tentatively, she
    reaches out to the Theorist's mind, and worryingly, instinctively, she
    plunges in.
  


  Tam sees the Echoverse and feels the vision from his perspective.


  
    It is crumbling, fraying, full and empty at once. He tries to hold the
      fraying edges together, calculates the theorems necessary to bind idea to
      matter, but it all continues to float away. Worse, he feels himself
      continuing to fall apart, piecing out new aberrations from himself like
      seeds caught in wool. It feels like molting. It feels like shrinking, like
      an amputation. It feels like forgetting.
  


  
    He tries holding it all together, but it spills through his fingers,
      pieces of him washing downstream like ice floes in a spring thaw, as if
      the more effort he puts in, the more breaks away. But he cannot stop its
      current. He must not stop here, not when his commitment is nearly
      complete, not when his goal is in sight.
  


  
    The half-compleated Jace speaks aloud: "We were wrong to believe as
    the Theorist does, and we have doomed existence because of it."
  


  
    Tam retreats to her own body, blinks back to her own consciousness. The
    Theorist is doubled over the table, a smear of blood on his upper lip, still
    lost to the world.
  


  
    "His experiment is already tearing at the seams of the original Multiverse's
    reality," the Nihilist explains. "He thinks it will be painless, but
    that's not what the math says, and he knows it. It's hopeless." The nearly
    Phyrexian man looks down at the Theorist, half-conscious and slouched over
    the table. The Nihilist turns all his blue-eyed cables toward Tam. "There is
    no future when a rudder thinks he's the whole boat. Our death will mean
    nothing, just as our life meant nothing."
  


  
    Tam nearly defends the rest of her teacher's selves but holds her
    tongue—probably not much she can say to cheer up the Nihilist. He reaches
    out with a gloved hand and rests it on Tam's shoulder. A small cable snakes
    up close. She feels oddly comforted by the contact.
  


  "You can't win, kid," the Nihilist says.


  "I can find a way," she hisses.


  
    The Nihilist exhales quickly, and a cable twitches; it's as close to a laugh
    as he can get. "You know, there's one lesson we never learned," he adds.
    "Might solve this. Probably won't." The Nihilist sighs, his metal and cables
    sighing with him. "How to ask for help."
  


  
    "Aberration!" snarls the Theorist, and a half-second later he flashes a
    portal into existence and kicks the Nihilist through it. The portal closes
    and vanishes.
  


  Tam catches her breath.


  
    The Theorist stands to full height, shaking his head clear like there's a
    bee buzzing past his ear.
  


  
    Tam turns her back on the sanctum, ignores the yells of the heartless man
    who made her, and makes for the door. If he calls out her name, she doesn't
    care, and the wall around her mind is strong enough that he can't force her
    to turn if he tries.
  


  He's beyond reason.


  Tam runs. Her objective is clear.


  Her mentor must be stopped, and she must aid in his downfall.


  

  
    Chandra listens to Vraska's news while grinding her teeth. They're packing
    up, preparing to leave Professor Opal's office to find Jadzi. The false
    Liliana has already left after tending to their wounds, mentioning something
    about "other errands"—she didn't seem to regard them as a threat any
    longer—and they were too tired to continue trying to kill her.
  


  
    She lets out a long and frustrated breath. "So we figure out where Jadzi is,
    then go back for round four? We fight him until he gets bored and
    kills us? Then the world ends?" She joins Vraska by the window. There's
    nothing outside but dead leaves and copied cobblestones. "We have to fight
    him some other way."
  


  All Vraska can do is shake her head. Chandra gets close.


  "You know how I knew him? I knew him as a half-ass."


  Vraska scoffs at the insult.


  
    "I'm not done!" Chandra barks. "He was a half-ass because he was too scared
    to look himself in the mirror and own up to who looked back! He half-assed
    his way through Innistrad, half-assed his way through the Gatewatch,
    half-assed his way as the Guildpact." A strange emotion flares toward her
    throat. It catches in her chest, and she stifles a sob. "He beat us three
    times. Us! And he did it from across the room! He didn't even try! He
    was a coward and a snob, and I hate his guts, and he's my friend.
    He's a hundred times smarter than any of us, and he hates that he knows it,
    and I respect the hell out of him for that! That's the only kind of genius I
    want to be friends with, and I had him. That Jace is in here, somewhere. We
    can't fight the bastard upstairs without him. I want my friend back so I can
    kick his ass!"
  


  
    Chandra can't help it anymore; she bursts into furious tears. She heaves
    frustrated sobs, feels Vraska's hand rest between her shoulder blades. It
    only makes her angry-cry harder.
  


  
    "You're right. You can't defeat him," her own voice says from behind her. "I
    think you should go where all the other pieces go."
  


  
    Strange … It sounds like Chandra. She notices a change in the
    windowpane; lattices of ice creep up the glass, unfurling like ferns. The
    skin on the back of her neck shivers—partly from cold, mostly from fear—and
    when she turns around, she sees her double.
  


  Chandra, with a blue streak of hair, stares back.


  
    The doppelgänger looks her over, studying her with a discerning eye.
    Unsatisfied with what she sees, the woman stands tall and holds her palm out
    in a distinctive gesture of attack.
  


  
    "Dad says hi," says her double, and the air drops to a sudden chill as great
    jagged icicles suddenly appear all around them.
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    Chandra leaps out the window, the only place not suddenly full of stabbing
    shards of ice, and falls. She lands in a courtyard, legs splayed, but with
    adrenaline and practice she swoops her feet beneath her and rises to a
    fighting stance. Her clothes are stiff with frost, and when she tries to
    step forward, she sees that her feet have frozen in place. The other Chandra
    hops down gracefully.
  


  
    Chandra sees a device on the other Chandra's arm, familiar Avishkari
    filigree, sees the Consulate's symbol on its side. This version of
    her … Why is she different in the way she is?
  


  
    The others are with her, sprawled in the snow and ice, looking up at the
    window they crashed out of. She shivers and groans, her leg frozen at an odd
    angle, stiff as if a child had contorted a doll into an unnatural pose.
    Everything she has learned about this stupid place surfaces at once. This
    Multiverse eliminates suffering. It builds on its own. The other Chandra is
    the result of a wrong righted. Where in her personal history did the split
    occur? Where else. Chandra is sputtering, confused, but with horrified
    clarity, she deduces Chandra the cryomancer's truth.
  


  
    "It's me if Dad didn't die," she groans. "That's what this Multiverse
    decided was best for me. These losers don't seem full of peace and bliss and
    nonsuffering, Jace!" Chandra yells over the jet from her fingers as she
    tries to melt her foot free. "Ice-me is still pissed."
  


  
    Tired, broken, frozen to the ground, Chandra watches helplessly as doubles
    of the rest of them approach from the main steps. They cross, and in the
    moonlight, she can see each of them as familiar and frightening as ghosts.
    They're framed on either side by immense stone statues, their gestures
    exaggerated, frozen in moonlight.
  


  
    "You, without mercy," Chandra says to Ajani, motioning toward a hulking
    leonin wielding two axe heads on a chain to the far right of the group. One
    axe scrapes the side of a statue, its edge sharp enough to cleave off a
    stone finger without effort.
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    "Mine embraced the Chain Veil," Garruk growls, easing his weary, twitching
    muscles to grasp his axe as best he can. In the distance, his double
    emerges, an ogre's skull on his right pauldron and the violet glow of the
    Chain Veil across his features. He walks tall and confident, shadows of
    beasts curling at his feet.
  


  
    One more rounds the corner, her hand rasping across the extended leg of a
    statue twisted in agony.
  


  "Vraska," Chandra groans, "where is—"


  
    A moment later, Vraska gasps. "Close your eyes!" she yells, and Chandra
    follows her command.
  


  
    Chandra ignites her hands. "What do I do now?" she yells. She feels her way
    toward the gorgon, glancing down at her shoes before someone grasps her by
    the shoulders. Chandra can tell Vraska is listening for something she can't
    hear, sensing someone far away in the dark.
  


  
    "It's my double! It takes a few seconds for petrification to charge. She'll
    be weak to your flames, but she's looking straight at you. She can hit from
    a distance!"
  


  Chandra tries to stammer a question.


  "Straight ahead!" Vraska yells, and Chandra unleashes a blast of flame.


  Footsteps to her right. "Three o'clock!"


  
    Searing heat, fire burning orange and white through her eyelids. Chandra
    grits her teeth and hears Garruk scuffling, grunting, the sound of metal on
    metal as two axes meet.
  


  Smaller footsteps. "Ten o'clock!"


  
    Chandra isn't certain she's hitting anything, but Vraska tightens her grip.
    "One more—wait. She's not petrifying."
  


  

  
    Vraska's fingers are tense on Chandra's shoulders. She releases them and
    watches.
  


  
    Her double is close enough now she can see her eyes … open, golden, and
    pleased as punch. The woman's hand comes to rest at a statue nearby, and she
    emerges into the moonlight.
  


  
    Vraska's lip curls with rage. Her double is taller than her by an inch, her
    long white cloak elegant and begging for sunshine, crow's feet smoothed and
    neck long and inviting. She's a vision, resplendent without effort, no
    captain, but worse. As the other Vraska approaches without danger glowing in
    her eyes, Vraska realizes the most repugnant fact of all: This is a gorgon
    who cannot petrify.
  


  She wants nothing more than to claw her apart.


  
    Vraska charges her gaze and runs straight at her double. Absorbed with
    murderous focus, she doesn't hear Chandra cry behind her, "Can I open my
    eyes?"
  


  
    Her double yells, a diadem catching the light from under her hood, "Don't
    worry, Captain! Your love remains all yours. I'm not his lover, I'm his
    architect."
  


  
    All Vraska sees is fury. Her double smiles, and with a graze of one
    perfectly manicured nail, the statue at her side rises, and she along with
    it. It is Jace as the Theorist, twice as tall as the real one, charging
    toward Vraska and shaking the ground with each step. The other Vraska holds
    on to the side of his cloak with a careful grip, calling out, "How do you
    want them, sir?"
  


  
    Subdued, says a voice that echoes through Vraska's mind. She snarls
    and lets her gaze carry as she runs, trying to catch the eyes of her double.
    The gap closes, and Vraska pulls out her knives, but the statue is too
    large, too fast. It grabs her around the middle and slams her to the ground.
    All the air whooshes from Vraska's lungs, and she's picked up again by the
    statue's unmoving grip.
  


  
    "Care to know how I am an improvement? Unlike you, I never knew a cage," the
    other Vraska says, though her eyes remain carefully hidden by the statue's
    head.
  


  
    Vraska thrashes, trying to escape the grip of the statue. "You're an
    impotent gorgon! Filthy turncoat," she groans, then grunts as the statue
    grabs hold of Chandra as well. Vraska watches as the stone hand holding the
    pyromancer turns orange with concentrated heat.
  


  "Fight us fairly, Jace!" Chandra yells from under the searing-hot rock.


  
    "Would you like me to crush that one?" says the Vraska-who-is-not-Vraska.
    She is referring to Chandra.
  


  
    No, says Jace in all of their minds after a languid beat.
    She's a friend.
  


  Chandra balks. "Am I?" There's hurt in her voice.


  
    A noise, a figure approaching from behind the statue. Jace's voice whispers,
    Were you to me?
  


  
    Chandra falls quiet, the orange hand gripping her goes cold, and Vraska
    grows angry once more.
  


  
    "Theorist," she says, calling this sliver of her partner by his chosen
    title.
  


  
    The Theorist emerges, his face clearly pleased to be summoned appropriately.
  


  
    Vraska whispers, the statue's grip still tight, "Did you choose this insult
    deliberately? Did you really wish I was harmless?"
  


  
    The Theorist narrows his eyes. "I did not make them. This Multiverse creates
    on its own."
  


  "And I am not harmless," her double says from atop the statue.


  Vraska groans as its grip tightens further.


  
    The Theorist kneels, leans close. "Give up, Vraska. Please. You are my
    dearest. No alternate, no matter the Multiverse, could replace you."
  


  She spits in his face. "Give me back Beleren."


  
    He opens his mouth to speak, visibly uncertain, but the other Vraska only
    laughs.
  


  
    "You got shut in too many cages, girl," she sneers. "Too many closed windows
    and too many kicks in the side. You're a battered cat."
  


  
    The statue pushes Vraska farther into the ground. She is squeezed, confined,
    enclosed in too tight a space, too dark a void, and her heart pounds in
    panic.
  


  
    Vraska feels the cold-water clarity of Jace's magic and senses something
    being pulled into existence. A portal? And before she can open her eyes,
    Vraska feels herself being hoisted up then thrown through the portal into a
    vast and empty space.
  


  

  Tam bolts down the stairs to her dormitory.


  
    She passes by cadets as she runs, and through her fear and fury, she can see
    only blank faces, vacant eyes, programmed movements through the hallway.
    They're so obvious now, their emptiness as plain as hers.
  


  
    But profound satisfaction buoys her spirits; she was able to counter the
    Theorist. She has power.
  


  
    Her feet slide on stone, and she picks up the pace to her dormitory. From
    the corner of her eye, she sees young men in red, their faces featureless,
    and recognizes them as the henchmen repurposed from the Theorist's childhood
    tormentors. Tam hides her braids, runs faster.
  


  
    After winding past a group of owlin cadets and dodging the silver-streaked
    professor ("Whoa, there, speed demon!" he laughs as she runs past in obvious
    distress), she finally barges into her room and slams the door behind her.
  


  As she catches her breath, three thoughts crowd her mind.


  First, the Theorist has tampered with her memory.


  Second, he is beyond reason, his plan certain to doom existence.


  Third, she can counter him.


  
    The last thought shimmers in her memory. She countered him.
    Tam cradles the feeling, that notion of power all her own, and stows it safe
    within the lockbox of her mind.
  


  
    She rises and walks to the window. His plan and all its red flags seem so
    obvious now. But what does it mean to take up arms against her maker?
    Against part of herself? She has felt his warmth and care. He is capable of
    empathy!
  


  
    Tam sits on the edge of her bed and closes her eyes. She imagines herself
    somewhere quiet, somewhere she can think.
  


  
    Tam imagines an alpine lake in front of her, the edges frayed with tufts of
    long grass, its water turquoise and tranquil. Moss clings to a half-sunken
    log, and a cirque of protective granite peaks embraces the water at its
    center. She imagines herself here, of here, warm in the high mountain
    sun, and asks a dangerous question.
  


  What do I want?


  
    The water answers. I want to resolve his logic, fix his proof. The
    embrace of the landscape answers.
    I want to protect my friends with my love, even if they hate me. The
    high, thin sky answers.
    I want to be filled, to know of the rest of myself.
  


  
    Tam is frightened, and aware of her incompleteness, but her mind becomes
    clear.
  


  
    I have to betray him, she thinks, and corrects the thought with
    haste.
    I have to betray the worst part of him in honor of the best parts.
  


  
    Can she do that? The place in her mind answers easily.
    You are no stranger to betrayal.
  


  True. She is not.


  
    Tam opens her eyes and rises. She bears the blessing of creativity, lucky
    for her, and in an instant, she knows exactly what she needs.
  


  She needs to visit the kitchen's icebox.


  

  
    They fall—all of them, the others hurled through the portal as well—and
    Vraska doesn't scream. There's space now. Her heart calms. At least she
    isn't confined anymore.
  


  
    It's clear they're somewhere in the tower, tumbling down and sideways, drawn
    by the strange gravity that runs as veins through the structure.
  


  
    When they land, it's gentle, as if the building doesn't want them smeared on
    the stone. They're cushioned down slowly, all of them managing to get their
    feet under them just in time. And when they get their bearings, it's with
    ringing ears, for the room is silent as a mausoleum.
  


  
    It's an infinite plane of marble, endless and bare, with what looks like a
    well at the center of it.
  


  Tam's warning rings through Vraska's mind.


  
    "I don't think this is real," says Vraska. "This is … some part of
    Jace's memories. Our doubles sent us into the tower's memory traps. Probably
    to keep us from reaching Jadzi."
  


  
    Ajani approaches the well at the center. His tail flicks, and he lays a palm
    on the marble. "It's warm," he says. "Body temperature."
  


  
    Vraska glances at Chandra, expecting a squirm or a snide comment, but the
    pyromancer only looks away.
  


  
    "In," Garruk concludes for them all. He walks up to the eerie well, swings
    his legs over the side, and jumps down.
  


  Ajani follows with a shrug.


  
    "Chandra?" Vraska asks. The pyromancer has bags under her eyes, looks
    distant, sad.
  


  "Would Jace have done all of this if I had been nicer to him?"


  
    After a moment of thought, a beat of silence in the cavernous, uncanny
    space, Vraska answers. "You're not that special, Chandra." She's met with a
    mouth agape in offense, which she ignores. "We've got a friend to save. Get
    in the well."
  


  
    She does, and Vraska climbs in after, expecting to fall down the shaft, but
    the well pops them out upright.
  


  
    They arrive in a perfect reproduction of a Vrynian general's tent. The
    canvas smells as if it hasn't been aired, and all around them are family
    colors and propaganda papers. Spread out on the table is a map, markings,
    string, secrets.
  


  
    They collect themselves and exit the tent into Jace's childhood bedroom.
    Vraska eyes the place where Pewter's horseshoe would have been and notes its
    place of prominence. She winces. The whole place feels a bit too personal.
  


  
    "Where is the trap?" Ajani asks with a flick of his whiskers. He scents the
    air, on edge.
  


  "Move," Garruk says, opening the bedroom door and exiting.


  
    What they find on the other side is an immense lecture hall, wide skylights
    above, a podium surrounded by empty wooden seats with a single wheeled
    chalkboard at its side. The room is painted in long-weathered blues, motes
    of dust floating in the sun streaming through stained-glass windows. The
    room's design catches Vraska's memory. These are the same crystals and
    shapes she's heard Jace use to describe a mind. Their feet echo as they
    approach the front.
  


  
    A number is written on the chalkboard: 9,724,815,509,002. A familiar voice
    scrapes through their minds like gravel.
    It is the number of people in the known Multiverse, the number he refuses
      to read.
  


  
    All four of them brace for a fight: Ajani and Garruk flank Vraska on either
    side, Chandra falls to the back, all of them scanning the room for the
    Theorist's face.
  


  
    Garruk inhales sharply. "Illusion!" he shouts, and as he does, the air next
    to the chalkboard ripples.
  


  Jace steps through, but not the one from upstairs.


  
    This one appears in a brown trench coat, his eyes haunted, a lantern in his
    hand. There's a shackle around his ankle, leading to the wall. He glances up
    from beneath his blue hood, eyes cold as a heavy autumn rain. Vraska runs
    forward but doesn't dare touch him. They regard each other.
  


  "You're …"


  "Me. Right before I met you."


  "Jace?" Chandra says with a shaking breath. This is one she knew well.


  
    Vraska feels dizzy. "The Theorist told me he split himself into parts. Which
    are you?"
  


  
    The other Jace nods at his friend, clearly wanting to share the reveal.
    "Chandra, you tell her."
  


  
    "He's the Detective. He solved the mystery of what was happening to
    Innistrad."
  


  
    "I'm the one who sees how it all fits together," says the Detective. He
    gives Vraska a knowing look, and she catches his thread.
  


  
    She approaches, uncertain. "Were you part of Jace's plan before he died?"
  


  
    The Detective smiles. "Yes, and no. It's hard to piece apart a choice like
    that. Before anything else … I am sorry."
  


  Vraska feels her stance grow tight, defensive.


  
    "There is no forgiveness for what I set in motion when I was whole," he
    adds. "I was wrong. Most of me knew it. We tore ourselves apart to oppose
    it."
  


  "How do we trust you?" Garruk growls.


  
    "I don't deserve your trust," the Detective says. "I just want to prevent
    what I started."
  


  
    He walks across the dais of the classroom, chain clinking behind him. This
    Jace speaks as a lecturer, as the intellectual who solves problems because
    of the humanity at his core. "I was split into parts when I died. We formed
    our new body when we were divided, so our connection is unstable. Thus, our
    Multiverse is unstable. The body is connected to the illusion. Holmberg's
    Paradox."
  


  
    As if any of them are supposed to follow, Vraska thinks to herself.
  


  
    The Detective continues, "The body is unsteady, but if I'm united, we can
    fight. Once the body is incapacitated, it should pause the overlay of
    worlds. I don't need a body to stop the Theorist from the inside."
  


  
    Something about the way he says this feels like her heart falling off a
    cliff. The words tumble with each heartbeat.
    I don't need a body to stop the Theorist … Why would he frame it
    in such a way?
  


  
    "Why is the other part of you putting a trillion people in danger?" Chandra
    seethes.
  


  
    The Detective doesn't budge. "Because the part that cares about people isn't
    home anymore. Same as the part that knows how to stop himself. Each of us is
    a collection of experiences, selves. Each of you, and myself. When I died, I
    divided and could not properly unite. But while I remain incomplete, the
    Theorist won't stop, and our grand project will persist."
  


  
    She can't keep up. This … part. He wants to stop the Theorist from the
    inside. She knows without question what he means by stop. Surely
    there's another path? The body is connected to the illusion. The
    original body? That body has to survive for his new Multiverse to survive?
  


  
    "He locked the rest of us away. Bastard. He knows he's failing, but he's too
    focused to grasp that you all can team up with us. He's trying to kill the
    oracle to complete the job, but it won't work, not without the Soldier.
    We'll need to find him. Then we'll have a chance to finish the task and
    eliminate the body."
  


  Vraska's lips are shaking. "I'm going to throw up."


  
    The Detective glances at her, and she knows he doesn't need to read her mind
    to deduce what she just realized. He turns to the others. "May we have a
    moment?"
  


  
    It's a strange thing to ask in an empty lecture hall, but the three
    Planeswalkers dutifully walk to the opposite side of the hall to reconvene.
    Vraska's eyes are drawn back to this slightly younger Jace—not much younger,
    but she notes the differences. The lack of stubble, the way his hair
    curtains his forehead underneath his hood. There's a certainty to this one,
    a confidence that the Theorist lacks.
  


  
    He motions for her to take a seat. As she does, she realizes that this
    corner of the lecture hall looks more like the stonework of a castle.
    Strange humanoid statues emerge from its walls, their faces contorted in
    silent screams, but the Detective doesn't seem to mind. He takes a seat in a
    ripped-up armchair, the chalkboard visible on the other side of the
    segmented room. Vraska sits and looks at him. It's painful. Even as a
    fraction of the whole, he is hers.
  


  "What you said about eliminating the body—"


  
    "We'll get there. I need to say something to you." The Detective's voice is
    stern. "I'm sorry for not standing up to the part of me that cares more
    about the experiment than the subject."
  


  
    Vraska realizes this part is speaking for the whole. She can't help but take
    his hands as she understands. "You're the part that cares about the truth."
  


  
    The Detective smiles tightly. "Yes. And I didn't stop myself sooner. You
    don't need to forgive me, just … know that I know this now."
  


  "Is that the truth?"


  "Part of it."


  
    He leans forward ever so slightly, just a hair, but when he does, Vraska
    feels gravity pin her to the chair. "You thought I was a do-gooder, and you
    were wrong. I thought I was a monster, and I was right. You do not need to
    love me, but know that I loved all of you."
  


  
    Vraska blinks, but he continues—hushed, quiet, not embarrassed, but aware.
  


  
    He opens his mouth to speak, but she pulls him close for a tight and violent
    hug. He exhales with the impact, and she digs her nails into the oilcloth of
    his coat.
  


  
    "You are no monster," she says with gritted teeth. "We are who we
    choose to be."
  


  
    The echo of his own words leaves her lips as a hymn, a prayer, a veneration
    they both built their lives around. The part of Jace she trusts most, the
    part that leads as dowsing rods toward truth, grows still. At first, he does
    not move, does not flinch, then, moving at once, he pulls her tight toward
    him.
  


  
    His shoulders tremble. She feels his lip quiver. This Jace sees with clear
    eyes and answers with unclouded objective. "I choose to be the man who kills
    his own ambition."
  


  
    The wave of love and the wave of hurt collide inside Vraska's heart. "Then
    you are anything but monstrous, Jace."
  


  
    Without hesitation, she leans forward and kisses him. It is deep,
    comforting. They both sink into it, and he whispers against her lips, "We'll
    need to put the rest of us inside your mind until you can bring us home. If
    we can get back to our body, we can stall the Theorist long enough."
  


  "Long enough for what?"


  
    His eyes are soft and stoic at once. "We can't stop the overlay, but the
    spell is held together by our body. If it's slowed, you may have time to
    find a solution."
  


  "So in order for the spell to slow …"


  He does not answer.


  Vraska, lip trembling, finishes her conclusion. "You need to die."


  Episode 7: Pick Up the Pieces


  Vraska can't move.


  
    The Detective closes his eyes. She feels him embrace her.
    The Theorist must be stopped, he says in her mind. I must die.
  


  "I won't let you," she hisses.


  
    "If our body dies, this Multiverse will stop overtaking the original one. I
    made a plan for us to follow. We know what to do."
  


  
    She knows he means the other parts, but it hurts even more. "But surely you
    can do it without killing yourself. Why this way?"
  


  
    "Because the spell that is about to annihilate an entire Multiverse is
    contingent on our body being alive," says the Detective. He pulls her close,
    and she can smell the rain of Innistrad on his cloak.
  


  
    "I hoped we'd have more time together." She can't help the sob that tumbles
    from her lips.
  


  
    He catches the sides of her face, presses himself close. "I'm sorry.
    Removing the part of the spell that can be removed is the only way to make
    things right."
  


  
    "How?" she chokes out. "How will it be all right when I've already lost you
    once?"
  


  
    Vraska opens her heart bare to the beams. "You know I stayed with your
    mother after you died? We got each other through the bad days. Traded off
    responsibility when the other fell apart. After a while, it became easier to
    go outside. But anytime I stopped thinking about you, I felt guilty, like
    I'd never really loved you if I wasn't constantly mourning. But
    sometimes … you weren't an anchor on my heart. Sometimes, you were
    something easier to carry. And I knew, in time, that weight would become
    lighter … and smaller … and someday it would be a necklace I
    wouldn't notice—" Her breath halts, and she finds the words. "But isn't that
    a betrayal? To allow you to be forgotten?"
  


  The Detective's voice is calm. "What's the evidence?"


  Vraska thinks but cannot answer.


  
    "Vraska, you would only betray me if you never changed—if you wore your
    mourning clothes for a century, if you stayed as you are without ever
    discovering who you want to be without me. Then you'd kill me a third time."
  


  
    She nods in understanding, sick as she is to understand. "I hate this, Jace.
    Is it truly … truly the only way?"
  


  
    "I'm sorry, Vraska. I'm sorry my mistake has such a great cost." His
    forehead is against hers. "I thought, at the start of all this, we were
    buying ourselves peace. Peace, and time."
  


  She closes her eyes.


  
    He holds her, and the sound of her cries echoes through the empty lecture
    hall. Vraska knows the others can hear her, knows they'll infer what is
    happening, but she doesn't care. He knows he must die. She wails.
  


  

  
    Eventually, they walk hand in hand to the others. Ajani and Garruk each
    straddle two seats apiece, while Chandra is tucked into her own, and the
    three of them pause whatever tactical discussion they were holding.
  


  
    "I'm in over my head, but I've thought up a way to buy all of you more time
    to reverse the merging," says the Detective. "You'll need to find the rest
    of me. We'll remain secure in your minds until you get back to the Theorist.
    Then, unify us with our body."
  


  
    Chandra inhales with a hiss. "I'm not piggybacking any part of Jace in my
    head."
  


  "I will," Garruk grunts. The others stare, confounded. He shrugs.


  
    Vraska's eyes remain locked on the ground, but she speaks. "The Detective is
    asking for our help. The only way to take out the Theorist is to find the
    rest of his parts and deliver them to their original body."
  


  
    No one says anything until Chandra speaks her dread aloud. "Take him out as
    in … kill him?"
  


  Vraska can't look up.


  
    "Is there no other option?" Ajani says softly. "Even the mind can be healed.
    We can help ease you of this division, Detective."
  


  
    But the Detective only shakes his head. "I'm sorry, friend. The Theorist has
    done too much wrong, has set in motion an engine that cannot be stopped. He
    must be eliminated for the Multiverse to survive. If the body goes, so does
    his false reality. I must die."
  


  Ajani's ears go flat with alarm. "You need not bear that weight!"


  
    "I must." The Detective squeezes Vraska's hand, and it breaks her heart. She
    hates this plan. She hates it.
  


  
    "Screw you!" Chandra seethes at the Detective. "You are selfish,
    dramatic—get off of me Ajani!" She bats away her friend's concerned paw and
    points to the Detective in accusatory rage. "You're not doing this! I won't
    let you!"
  


  The Detective sighs. "Chandra, you know you can't win against him."


  
    "No!" she roars. "I'm not saying goodbye to another friend! Especially not
    like this! You're not killing yourself from the inside!"
  


  Vraska doesn't dare try to calm her down, especially since she agrees.


  "At least Gideon had the sense to do it spontaneously!" Chandra fumes.


  "Then you understand," the Detective says.


  
    "That was different!" Chandra counters. "It was … It was
    self-sacrifice." She takes a step toward the Detective, tentative at first,
    then throws her arms around him. "Screw you. Screw you."
  


  
    He doesn't debate her. Instead, he simply says, "It's not like what Gideon
    did. It's atonement."
  


  
    Vraska closes her eyes. Her heart breaks in understanding. Payment, a tax,
    the death he deserves.
  


  
    Still, the image of all his selves at war against himself … It hurts
    her soul. And to what end? What would that kind of death be like?
    Suffocating, vacant-eyed, a mind wiped clear of memory? To go out sputtering
    and scraped empty, without the comfort of friends around him? Even for all
    he has done, does Jace deserve that death?
  


  
    "The one truly good thing you'll ever do is kick your own ass." Chandra
    laughs through a sob and hugs him tighter. "I hate you. I hate you."
  


  The Detective hugs her back. "I hate you, too."


  
    He backs away after a moment, leaving his hands on Chandra's shoulders. "The
    original Multiverse must survive. This is how we"—Vraska knows he means all
    his selves—"can atone."
  


  
    "Atone implies fault," Garruk says without looking up. "You are saving the
    world from yourself."
  


  And it is Vraska's turn to squeeze the Detective's hand.


  "I must," the Detective affirms. "No one else can."


  
    Vraska swallows her misery at this awful, awful choice. "The Detective says
    the others will unite for this plan. We'll search the tower for them, secret
    them away, and set them loose on the Theorist so they can destroy him from
    the inside. And …" She cannot finish it.
  


  
    Thankfully, Ajani stands and approaches, placing a paw on the Detective's
    shoulder. "We will support you."
  


  He nods, then turns to Vraska. "Ready?"


  
    She nods in return. His body loses form, a steely blue light turns skin to
    vapor, and in the blink of an eye he is gone. Vraska shifts her weight from
    foot to foot, uncertain if it worked.
  


  
    It did, says a voice nestled deep in her mind.
    I'll be closer than your heart's vein.
  


  She blushes emerald.


  
    There's a trap through the next door. You won't like what you see. That
      one is the one we don't care to think about.
  


  
    Vraska's chest hurts. Her palms are sweaty.
    It won't get easier, will it?
  


  No, Captain, it will not.


  She has no more tears to cry.


  
    With allies at her side and her love closer than her heart's vein, she walks
    through the door.
  


  

  
    Tam guessed that the Theorist would move the oracle closer, and she was
    right. She worries how the others will find her, but she stays focused. She
    has a job to do. Here, at the base of the tower, Jadzi's cell is empty, and
    seated outside of Professor Vess's cell is Professor Opal.
  


  
    Her white dress gleams like the water on the stone walls behind her. She
    sits in front of the bars that guard Professor Vess's cell, a book propped
    on one knee, puffing on her pipe. When Tam rounds the corner, her eyebrows
    rise with joy. "Tamira! What a blessing to see you!"
  


  
    Tam has lied before, and she's very good at it, but she still feels bad
    lying to Professor Opal. It's a bit like lying to an effervescent nun. "I
    was going to clean out Jadzi's cell. Can you help?"
  


  
    Professor Opal slams her book shut with theatrical flair. "Of course!" The
    healer stands and produces a jangling set of keys.
  


  
    She marches over to Jadzi's old cell and enters without question. As she
    does, Tam sidles up to the bars of the original Liliana's cell.
  


  
    "I was going to work on my healing salves to cure deer flu," says Professor
    Opal from down the hall, "but maybe I can catch up on that after I feed the
    pegasi."
  


  Yeah, she doesn't feel bad about this.


  
    Tam tosses something simple through the bars—a package of leftover chicken.
  


  "What was that?" Professor Opal calls.


  
    A violet flash in Liliana's cell provides the answer. Tam listens as
    something rattles to life, skitters across the stone floor, and undoes the
    master hex.
  


  Tam, very wisely, takes a few steps back.


  
    An unearthly screech. The undead remains of a one-winged chicken bolt out of
    Liliana's cell and down the hall. Professor Opal screams, but the sound is
    quickly drowned out by what can only be described as an eruption of rats.
    Thousands of them in varying states of decay squeeze out from the stonework,
    pour from the mouth of the giant head, spill from the ceiling, scramble
    toward Jadzi's cell, and only when Opal's screeches reach their highest
    register does the curtain call kick in.
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    The weight of the rats bursts open the bars, and Liliana emerges, hands
    glowing violet, manic pleasure stretched across her face. She holds aloft a
    half-eaten wing, then moans as she tears into it.
  


  
    "So sick of fruit," she says, cleaning off the bone. "Thanks for the snack,
    kid."
  


  Tam blushes.


  
    Professor Opal staggers out of Jadzi's cell, radiating iridescent light that
    seems to keep the rodents at bay, though they follow her as she stumbles
    across the floor. Her body is covered in half-healed scratches, her white
    dress stained an alarming red.
  


  
    Liliana storms toward her double, pushes through the protective barrier,
    wraps her hands around Opal's throat, driving her back. The two of them
    vanish into one of the empty cells, and the scrabble of rats is drowned out
    by violent choking. The sound of it makes Tam feel ill. The silence that
    follows even more so.
  


  
    Liliana reappears, all trace of gratitude gone, only emptiness in those
    violet eyes. "You're still him." She holds up a clawlike hand burning violet
    in the dark, and the rats surround Tam. "You have his blood. You have his
    marrow. Every part of you is him."
  


  Tam looks Liliana dead in the eyes. "So what?"


  
    Liliana stares right back. Tam watches her process something she can't
    infer, and after a moment, Liliana's gaze softens. "You're just a kid."
  


  Tam scoffs. "I'm in my early twenties."


  
    "Yeah, well, I'm in my early two hundreds. Anyone younger than a century is
    a kid to me." Liliana's hand stops glowing, the rats recede into the walls,
    and Tam releases her breath. The necromancer sighs. "All right, Beleren
    Junior, what's the plan?"
  


  "The Theorist is out of control."


  "You do have his genius."


  
    Tam ignores her sarcasm. "His body needs to die, but no one can get near
    him. We need to stop him from a distance."
  


  
    Liliana's face twitches, her expression somewhere between disgust and
    uncertainty. "You're asking me to kill Jace?"
  


  
    Tam is resolve and iron. Her maker is gone, split into too many pieces. What
    remains is the man who would destroy all worlds. "I'm asking you to stop him
    before he can kill Jadzi and make everything worse."
  


  
    Liliana chews her lip. She straightens her posture, rolls her shoulders.
    With a flick of her hands, something in the cell behind her shuffles into
    position. Tam does her very best not to startle when Professor Opal walks
    out, smiling.
  


  "A zombie?"


  
    "A lich," corrects Liliana, speaking through the mouth of Professor Opal.
    "Put a little extra in there for distance work."
  


  
    "The overlay will start soon," Tam says. "I'm going outside to try and help
    from there. You're strong enough to face him. Do whatever you need to."
  


  
    Both original and copy share a flash of vulnerability. "I know him," says
    Liliana. "I'm going to try to talk him down."
  


  
    Tam watches Liliana shake this emotion off, as if removing an uncomfortable
    sweater, and with saccharine sarcasm, the two Lilianas snark as one.
  


  "Time to go beat up my ex, I guess."


  

  
    The Detective's shackle lies inert behind them as they walk into the next
    room. They enter a dark hallway, its floor lined with massive pulsating
    roots. The walls glisten in the scant candlelight, and the walls shine with
    machinery. The sight of phyresis makes Vraska's scars ache. It's too recent
    a memory to be a distant nightmare. Even here, though, she can feel the
    Detective's presence with her, a passenger remarking on the unsettling
    scenery as they walk past.
  


  
    This one is from the time you were, he notes.
    The one he was most keen to be rid of. You'll understand why.
  


  "The Detective says this one is the compleated Jace."


  
    "What's a compleated Jace doing in a nice place like this?" Chandra
    smirks as she leans away from a wall with a metallic hand emerging from it.
    "Tell the Detective this Jace is a real piece of work."
  


  Tell her I can hear her.


  
    "He can hear you," Vraska says, resigned to being a temporary interpreter.
  


  "That's fun. Detective, what's in here?"


  
    Vraska wasn't present for this memory. At the time, she was blinding and
    bulldozing her way across the bloody streets of Ravnica.
  


  Do you know what's in here? she asks him in earnest.


  His response is sheepish. No. We have sequestered that part.


  
    Healthy, Beleren. Real healthy. Vraska sighs. Her stomach squirms.
  


  You're uncomfortable with the plan, the Detective says.


  
    Yes, I'm uncomfortable with the plan. I don't want you dead, especially
      not the way I know you're going to have to do it.
  


  
    She briefly shares the worst of her imagination's images of how one could
    terminate a body from the inside, from the mind. She's seen deaths that are
    close—lolling eyes and hoarse screaming at a Vraska he doesn't recognize,
    gasping for air, convulsing into a painful oblivion …
  


  
    The Detective sends back a feeling of assurance, warmth.
    It's the right thing to do. It won't be painless, but it must be done.
      The original Multiverse needs me dead to survive.
  


  Vraska doesn't hide how that makes her feel.


  Chandra's gasp snaps her attention back to the world around them.


  
    Ahead, in a massive room at the base of a massive tree, is Elesh Norn,
    gargantuan and gleaming, straddling the great roots of Realmbreaker. Nissa,
    compleated, suspended in front of her, an extra set of arms reaching
    out. And there, at Norn's side, is Jace, compleated as well.
  


  
    His cables snap to look at Vraska, his head following with a slow turn, and
    before she can realize she is frozen in place, she hears Chandra leap toward
    Nissa with a war cry. From behind her, Ajani charges at Norn herself, and
    Vraska watches compleated Jace in terror. He grins back, cocky and
    accomplished, and places a hand on Norn's side.
  


  
    "It is not real!" Garruk cries from the back. "Illusions! Jace is within
    them!"
  


  
    Vraska blinks. His cry stalls Chandra's race forward, but Ajani does not
    slow.
  


  
    He holds up his axe and swings at Norn, who blocks his blade with a flick of
    her hand. He braces for purchase and pushes back, tail flicking as he
    muscles his way closer.
  


  
    "Norn!" he bellows, and just narrowly avoids the edge of her fingers as they
    swipe toward him again. Bits of his fur float down in the air between them.
  


  
    "It is an illusion, Ajani!" yells Garruk, and he runs forward to tackle the
    leonin out of the way. Ajani dodges, growls, just as Garruk seizes his axe
    with both hands.
  


  
    Vraska remembers she can move and briefly makes eye contact with the
    Phyrexian Jace. With all his eyes he sees her, but she knows it is false. A
    vision, smug and pliant, but the true Jace is somewhere else in the room.
  


  
    He's hiding. With a gorgon's intuition, she scents his blood, past
    the others, specific and familiar, and behind her, there, a space at the
    back of the room.
  


  "Detective!" she calls aloud.


  He answers with effort, I see him.


  
    And there, flickering into vision at the Detective's command, is the true
    compleated Jace, huddled on the ground, pulling a shining sword from
    his chest. His face is contorted in pain, black oil streaming from the sides
    of his lips and his trembling cables. His expression is one of grim
    determination, and when he meets Vraska's eyes, it is with a fire she has
    never seen in him.
  


  
    "I'm coming!" he coughs, and half his oil comes up with it. He grits
    blackened teeth with all his fury. "I'm coming, Captain …"
  


  Even though I know we are doomed, she hears in her head.


  
    She knows who this is. His darkest part, the foundation of Beleren that
    prevented his greatest successes and weighed down his heart the most. The
    name of this aspect settles in her mind like a drowning animal—the Nihilist.
  


  
    Vraska runs for him, grabbing his shoulders, holding a hand to his cheek.
    All of his cables turn and look to her at once, and even through the metal
    in his irises she sees his unstoppable will.
  


  
    "My turn to save you," she promises, and with a brief touch of her forehead
    to his, his shoulders relax, and the compleated Jace vanishes.
  


  
    There's a rustling in her head, a chilly feeling of metal quickly swaddled
    by Innistradi oilcloth.
  


  He's safe, says the Detective. I've got him.


  
    "Ajani, enough!" Chandra calls, but the leonin keeps scrambling out of the
    druid's grasp, trying desperately to reach Elesh Norn.
  


  
    The Phyrexian World Tree pulses with light, and an immense boom from
    somewhere inside of it knocks them all to the floor. Norn rises, lifting the
    transformed body of Nissa with her. Vraska sees Chandra screw up her eyes,
    desperate not to leave, Garruk holding back Ajani with all his strength—
  


  "We can go!" Vraska yells. "I've got him!"


  
    Not needing a second excuse, Chandra bolts for something at the back of the
    room. With great effort, Garruk lifts Ajani up and drags him in the same
    direction. Vraska follows, and as she does, she sees what looks like a
    miniature mage-ring from Vryn.
  


  A portal, the Detective says. In!


  She isn't one to argue.


  
    Leaving behind the worst day of Jace's life, she flees with two parts of
    him.
  


  
    And through the cool breeze of the portal, she emerges into wide-open sky
    and the smack of summer humidity.
  


  
    The sun is distilled here, and she feels piercing heat and the thick air of
    a jungle. Polyhedral structures float in the air, undisturbed by gravity,
    and the far edges of the meadow they stand in are stuffed with trees. An
    endless blue sky is freckled with more strange stone structures than she can
    count. Zendikar.
  


  "We must follow the portals," the Detective says.


  
    Garruk kneels, shoves his fingers into the ground, and pulls up a sample of
    soil, sniffing. "Eldrazi are near. More illusions of them, anyway."
  


  
    Vraska knows better this time. What do we know of Eldrazi? she asks
    the two scientists in her brain.
  


  
    Recyclers of planes, says the Detective. That's the theory.
  


  
    Monsters without merit. The only one that is different is not here,
    says the Nihilist. Vraska is curious to hear him speak. She always found
    Jace's pessimism both annoying and oddly funny.
  


  
    She readies her knife as she watches the others prepare themselves.
    Which one is different?
  


  
    Emrakul, says the Detective.
    No, she is not here. But her beastly siblings are.
  


  
    Annihilate them and cherish their suffering, my love, encourages the
    Nihilist.
  


  
    She says nothing, but she doesn't mind the encouragement. She smiles. This
    part of him remains oddly funny.
  


  
    Something wriggles through the trees. Garruk and Ajani both freeze, turning
    to the horizon.
  


  
    Ajani's hackles are still raised, even with Norn behind them. His ears
    twitch as he glances at Vraska. "I have resumed my composure," he promises.
    "Forgive me for forgetting what was real. Elesh Norn claims my nightmares to
    this day."
  


  She pats his arm. "Mine, too," she whispers.


  
    "Voices," Garruk says. He hunches low and heads for the tall patch of grass
    nearby.
  


  
    "The Singing City," Vraska realizes. "He would have hidden the exit there."
  


  
    They press forward, crouched low in the tall grass, the only sound the
    voices in the distance and the insects chirping underneath. The heat
    prickles at Vraska's tendrils, and she stays low, lest the monsters see them
    pass.
  


  Nissa always said this was when she stopped trusting him.


  You mean you? Vraska asks the Jaces in her head.


  I did not say that, says the Detective.


  Nor I, says the Nihilist.


  
    Vraska quiets her mind. She feels herself frown. Rough grass grazes her
    fingertips, and she walks as quietly as she can, but more sounds fill her
    mind.
  


  
    The witch is somewhere in the tower, I will curse her as she cursed
      me—
  


  
    —should not have let my better urges pass my control. Norn is gone. She
      cannot harm again—
  


  —can't blame her, but he's worth saving. He's still a good man—


  
    Her heart races, and Vraska wonders if they should find another path through
    to the city.
  


  "Vraska, will you please can it?" Chandra hisses.


  "I'm not saying anything."


  Then why did you just—


  —clearly you are—


  —telepathic nonsense—


  Everybody quiet! Vraska bellows in her own mind.


  All four of them stop.


  They each erupt into a cacophony of internal alarm.


  
    This memory trap is the sensation of not being able to shut out the
      voices of other minds!
    says the Detective to all.
    Concentrate, quiet your thoughts. We won't only be hearing each other!
  


  
    Vraska focuses on the sound of her own breath, attempts to clear her mind. A
    low buzz irritates at the edges, and she realizes it's Chandra actively
    trying not to think of anything.
  


  
    They approach the ruins of an ancient-looking city, and as soon as they pass
    under its archway, the noise grows infinitely more chaotic.
  


  
    It's the sound of a crowd humming an annoying song, a child clumsily
    practicing their alphabet, an actor memorizing a monologue, a woman trying
    to remember if she locked the door when she left, a man holding an imaginary
    argument, a woman remembering a sordid encounter, a person reading a book, a
    plethora of voices and thoughts bombarding all of their minds.
  


  
    Garruk groans. Ajani hisses. The four of them try to make their way through
    the ruins but keep pausing, one after another, to shake their heads.
  


  
    This is telepathy, Vraska says to herself—and everyone else, on
    accident.
  


  
    Every second of every day, the Detective and the Nihilist say in
    unison. It is a constant effort to maintain quiet.
  


  And there, huddled under an arch of one of the ruins, is another Jace.


  
    His eyes are wide, hands over his ears. The ghost of a beard dusts his
    jawline. He's curled up against the side of a stone arch, his cloak and
    leathers rough with weeks of travel, and those startling eyes are focused on
    the walls above him. Vraska looks up and sees that they extend too high for
    physical walls to stand, growing stone block by stone block. She watches as
    the illusion thins, the blue sky piercing through. He is trying to resist
    the noise, but no illusion can block out the psychic assault.
  


  This place was created to torture him.


  
    Vraska knows this one. It's the Jace who keeps the lid on the jar. This is
    Jace at his loneliest, the version that found it easier to lock himself away
    because intimacy was too risky. The cost of a firm hand on the door handle
    was departures on the other side.
  


  
    "You're his control, aren't you?" she says, kneeling next to him. Chandra
    joins at her side.
  


  "Are we sure this isn't him from a specific time period?"


  
    We broke by function, the Detective says.
    Our representation is the age at which we exemplified that quality.
  


  
    "This was you when you locked everything down, were most able to shut it
    out," Vraska articulates. This was a difficult time for the two of them. The
    others fidget, no doubt sensing the discomfort in Vraska's memory.
  


  
    This Jace, the Warden, glances at Vraska with uncertainty and a flash in his
    eyes. In a split second, the noise in their heads grows worse.
  


  Chandra reaches out and touches his arm. "That's enough."


  The Warden gasps, though they can barely hear it.


  
    "I need you to do your job, Warden," Chandra repeats, picking up the name as
    it floats through their shared connection. "Lock it down."
  


  
    The Warden swallows with uncertainty, and his eyes alight with the steel
    blue of a lockbox.
  


  Their minds turn blissfully silent. All of them sigh in relief.


  
    This Jace, this Warden, stands. His jaw is set, his eyes cold. All
    vulnerability, all hurt, all softness, is sealed far beyond their reach.
  


  
    "There you are," she says with warmth. "You're not so bad when you have a
    job to do." Vraska wonders about the complexities of their history and is
    glad the others can't hear her musing.
  


  He turns to Chandra, his oathbound friend. "What now?"


  
    She motions to her own head and speaks quickly, as if on the edge of
    starting an argument. "You gonna get in here?"
  


  "Do you have something to say to me, Chandra? I can take it."


  
    She sighs. Visibly considers a decade of feelings at once. At last, she
    arrives at her message. "You're an asshole, Jace."
  


  He nods. "Yeah," he says. "I'm working on it."


  The two of them look at each other for a moment.


  
    "So, you gonna kick your own butt and save the day? Go down as a hero? All
    of this is your fault. You gonna do things on your own, half-ass your way to
    victory again?"
  


  
    The Warden shakes his head. "I think you all should take the credit. You're
    saving me now. I'm not special."
  


  
    Chandra's face scrunches up with emotion. Vraska can't help but feel it,
    too. This Jace is so … humble. He has to be. He's the one constantly
    wrestling with his gift.
  


  The Warden shifts uncomfortably. "I think I'm good now."


  
    "I'm sorry I wasn't a better friend, Jace," Chandra sputters as the Warden
    pulls back his hood.
  


  He closes his eyes, and just like that, he's gone.


  The pyromancer shakes her head a bit. She squints. "Oh, that's weird."


  
    Unprompted, Chandra's eyes go wide. Tears well in the corners, and she
    smiles broadly.
  


  What is that about? Vraska asks the two Jaces in her own head.


  He forgives her, says the Detective.


  
    Chandra wipes away her tears. "This one tunes it all out. He's the focus,
    but also the blindfold. He says the other Jaces should hide from the next
    one."
  


  
    Vraska nearly asks the Detective what part is so awful that they ought to
    hide, but she's interrupted.
  


  
    You've got this, the Detective whispers, and she feels the two
    presences in her mind descend from view. She'll have to find out on her own.
  


  
    Vraska thinks about what the Detective implied, that she willfully ignored
    his darkness. She feels deep guilt, but of course she ignored it. Don't all
    who love another ignore such things? If she were broken into parts, some of
    them would be monstrous, too.
  


  
    The thought is unnerving. Her gift is part of who she is, but not the whole
    thing, just as Jace's gift is part of who he is. Yet no piece of him they've
    encountered so far is strictly his telepathy. Vraska considers this.
  


  
    Zendikar's heat bears down on her neck. She feels her skin prickle in the
    sunshine. The cacophony has quieted, but they need to keep moving. They need
    to find the oracle before it's too late.
  


  
    "We move," Ajani announces. "But a word before we enter the next portal,
    Vraska … This plan must be painful."
  


  
    Her heart catches in her throat. She knows what he means. "This is the worst
    thing I will ever watch."
  


  "You will not witness his passing alone," he assures her.


  
    Vraska hates how comfortable he is with allowing Jace to annihilate himself
    from the inside, how the stakes are high enough that he is on board.
  


  "Although," Ajani adds, "you are not helpless in this choice of his."


  "Aren't I?"


  "Vraska, Golgari Queen, is anything but helpless."


  
    His whiskers twitch, and he continues on, leaving Vraska to infer his
    meaning.
  


  
    They walk through thick ferns and vines, ducking into the canopy at the edge
    of the ruins, and when they do, they find another ringed portal waiting for
    them.
  


  
    Vraska braces, still uncertain which memory would be so potent that the
    other Belerens were advised to retreat.
  


  
    They pass through the portal and are brought to their knees with a
    collective migraine. The side of Vraska's head throbs, pulses with agony,
    and forces her to stop. Her mouth tastes of copper, and her vision blurs
    like a fogged mirror.
  


  Vraska knows this. She's lived it through his eyes.


  A rooftop.


  
    Rain pours from the sky. It smothers the horizon in deep, turbulent gray and
    spills from the side of the structure. At the center of it all is a
    gargantuan sphinx.
  


  Alhammarret.


  
    He dominates the rooftop. Even lying down, he is huge, and his spread wings
    hang over the edges of the building.
  


  
    But the sphinx is not alive, not really. It twitches and beats its wings
    with sickening thuds, and from its mouth it greedily sucks in air
    with an uneven cadence, as if it forgot the order of inhale, exhale, inhale—
  


  
    A young teenager stands before it, trembling. "It was so easy," is all
    Vraska can make out in his frightened mumbling. "It was so easy."
  


  
    Vraska falls to her knees, the pain in her head overwhelming. She sees that
    Ajani and Chandra have also stumbled.
  


  But Garruk? Garruk walks forward toward the boy.


  

  
    The boy is slight, his thin shoulders weighed down by guilt. Garruk
    understands. Killing is different when you're acquainted with the prey. He
    knows the gasp of a dying animal, understands the wrongness of that sound
    coming from the face of a man, even if it has the body of a beast. The
    sphinx dies thrashing, and the boy stands watching.
  


  
    Garruk's head feels like it is in a vise. His vision shines and aches with a
    halo that follows no matter where he looks, but that is not as important.
  


  He kneels by the boy, and the boy turns to him.


  
    "Do you know who I am?" the boy whispers with horror. His eyes are so wide,
    clear glacial lakes at their center.
  


  
    Garruk does not respond, not yet. He did not know this part of Beleren's
    past. The reality of it unnerves him; he's forgotten who he was from time to
    time as well. But to forget so young?
  


  The boy sobs. "You know me! Please, help! I don't know who I am!"


  
    "I know who you are," Garruk replies, not softening his voice, but staying
    as still as he can so as not to frighten the boy. "But you must stop your
    spell. Our friends are hurting."
  


  Strange, Garruk realizes, how easily he calls them friends.


  The boy blinks. "Our friends …"


  "You have many friends. And your selflessness will save them all."


  
    The boy pulls in close, stuffs his head against the leather of Garruk's
    breastplate. The intimacy is alarming, but Garruk does not move. He thinks
    of other youths, of twins. He thinks of how he hasn't once stopped to
    question if he's the best person to kneel and help this sad, empty boy.
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    Garruk turns to the others behind him, and his voice rumbles over the patter
    of rain and the sting of his own migraine. "I will protect the child."
  


  And with a gentle blue flash, the young Jace vanishes into his mind.


  
    I'm the Clean Slate, whispers the boy.
    I'm the one who knows we can always start over.
  


  
    I know that as well, Garruk responds, gooseflesh rising on his arms
    with the peculiarity of telepathy. I have also begun anew.
  


  As you will again. As I will again. Thank you, Garruk.


  
    The spell lifts, his migraine vanishes, and the others start to clamber to
    their feet. The rain softens slightly, but another noise interrupts them—an
    unearthly gasp.
  


  
    With a strained inhale, the sphinx rises again, an unnatural and undying
    memory. When it spreads its wings, it blocks the entire horizon.
  


  The beast is not dead.


  Of course. It cannot die in a nightmare.


  
    Garruk draws his axe and lurches forward to swing but suddenly knows he
    needs to turn around, needs to walk toward the ledge, needs to jump off it.
  


  
    Garruk doesn't understand the origin of these thoughts but feels a wrongness
    swimming around in his head, a wrongness that almost distracts him from the
    mage-ring at the sphinx's side—the way out.
  


  
    He grits his teeth and runs for the portal, halts his steps and edges back
    toward the ledge, then ducks through the impulse and grabs Chandra. Again,
    his shoulders turn, facing the ledge, and with all his strength, he pushes
    through the compulsion. He, unmovable Ajani, and Chandra shove themselves
    into the mage-ring.
  


  
    But it is only as they are passing through the portal that they see Vraska
    standing on the edge of the building, compelled by the sphinx to spread her
    arms wide. And as easily as one would step off the last stair, she steps
    over the edge.
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  Episode 8: Keep Your Lids Open

  
    Rain pours down on the memory of the Vrynian rooftop. The sphinx Alhammarret
    is loud in her ear, and every part of Vraska's body listens with unceasing
    attention.
  


  "Step off the roof."


  
    She walks to the edge, knowing exactly what she needs to do, is terrified to
    do it. The drop is far. A groan from the dying Alhammarret behind her roars
    through her ears. She knows she must jump. She must.
  


  
    As she leans over the edge of the building, she sees a portal shining far
    below, a doorway just for her. Vraska lets out a shaking breath of relief.
    She was commanded to walk, but she was not commanded to aim, and so she
    aims.
  


  
    Aim for the portal … Aim for the portal … She prays with a
    single foot dangling over the edge of the building, then clenches her teeth
    as she steps off.
  


  

  
    As Vraska falls, she thinks of division. All the pieces of herself, all the
    parts she doesn't want to look at.
  


  
    She thinks of the captain, the leader who spent a lifetime overlooked until
    a dragon saw her potential.
  


  
    The Golgari revolutionary who fought tirelessly for her people, no matter
    the cost.
  


  
    The compleated queen who blinded her foes for the cause of wearing
    another guild's robes.
  


  The assassin who killed too many names for her to remember or question.


  
    And that last part, that is the one that catches her attention. What love
    has she shown this aspect of herself? What gratitude can she give this part?
    Should she thank it for all the times she needed to kill? Should she
    remember, presently, how difficult and different that time in her life was?
  


  
    In Vraska's mind, as she passes through the portal in a haze of blue light,
    she sees herself, the assassin, and invites her to join this fall.
  


  
    Vraska tumbles, current self with imagined past, and as she sees her
    destination ahead, the assassin shares her wisdom.
  


  We know how to gift a kind death.


  

  
    Meanwhile, a boy walks on a hot night under a starry sky. This place is a
    trap, and he is the snare.
  


  
    He feels ill. Disgusted with himself. This memory is one he has forgotten
    many times over, sometimes by accident, often on purpose. This part of him
    remembers, distantly, what his adult selves know, but mostly he remembers
    all the parts the rest of him shut away. The boy understands. His duty is to
    his task. His task is withholding the ugliest knowledge of all. He is the
    Soldier.
  


  
    Above him the sky is broad, stretching from a massive bluff on one side of
    the horizon to a speck of a city on the other. Its spine is a series of
    massive metal rings, and they buzz with the energy of a skyful of storms.
    Their crackle is the only sound in the air. Here, it is nighttime, and
    surrounding the boy are fourteen canvas tents, two sets of shoes outside of
    each. A section's worth of horses is tied up in the distance, the embers of
    the army's fires cooling themselves to sleep. He is sick of this repeating
    nightmare, nauseated to have to keep walking by those shoes, those horses,
    this silence. The boy wishes for company. No one is awake except for him—a
    child, a soldier, somebody's son.
  


  
    He has been trapped in this night, this
    forgotten-then-remembered-then-forgotten darkness. It is the memory he was
    most glad to be rid of, the one he shoved furthest down. Alhammarret's
    instruction was clear that night, and even now in this memory trap, he
    marvels at his efficiency. He changed the course of a war this night, not
    that it mattered. The boy, the Soldier, stands in the middle of the tents
    now with clean hands despite the filth weighing down his heart.
  


  
    There are footsteps. He instinctively sweeps the area with the reach of his
    mind. Not a soul is alive except for the horses and her. His heart
    lifts. The captain can save him. She can rescue him from this memory. She
    can do anything.
  


  
    The Soldier sees Vraska approaching and straightens into a salute.
    "Captain," he says, gesture precise. He's concerned by her response; his
    captain's face is sorrowful at the honorific.
  


  Which Jace is this? he overhears.


  
    The weapon, says the child soldier to her mind, and he feels her burn
    with pity. He's ashamed, retreats from her mind with the feeling of it, her
    sympathy a sadness cloying like clotted feathers. The Soldier is the least
    proud version of himself—the sphinx's prodigy, the sphinx's weapon. The spy,
    the assassin, though Jace would never voice that. He is the Jace whose
    childhood was stolen and whose reality was rewritten again and again. He is
    the boy in possession of godlike powers. He has not learned to hate them
    yet.
  


  Which is why he needs his captain.


  
    "I need help, sir," he says in a child's small and bashful voice. He can't
    be older here. This is how old he was when he was a killer. This is when he
    was least comfortable saying what must be said now. The silence of every set
    of bodies in every unmoving tent, the gargantuan number scribbled on a
    chalkboard, the face of every friend he ever hurt on purpose … all of
    it weighs on the boy's shoulders. He'd cry, but he has not learned to cry
    yet.
  


  
    Instead, the Soldier is embarrassed. He sees the captain start to tear up
    when he cannot. He tries to stay calm and stands at parade rest. Hands at
    his back. Shoulders taut. Chin up. I am at the ready, he assures
    himself. I am at the ready.
  


  
    She steps closer, and in the thin light of the moon and stars he sees the
    captain as he always did—a superior, a moral bastion, the arbiter of right
    and wrong. His embarrassment deepens, for he knows he is thin, reedy, young.
    He does not like being near his captain in this state. His cloak is dirty
    with travel and nothing else. He is profoundly out of place, just barely
    beyond childhood and surrounded by war. The Soldier watches his commander
    rankle at the stillness of the campsite, the silence, the tired bags under
    his own eyes, days of travel on his cloak but not a knife at his side, and
    feels her shiver with the memory of a personal nightmare:
    He does not need a knife.
  


  "You don't have to call me sir," Vraska says.


  
    "You're my captain." The Soldier glances at the tents to his right and looks
    down. "I failed you."
  


  
    She kneels to look him in the eye and the Soldier feels small, so small. He
    does not know what the rest of his selves know. He doesn't matter to himself
    yet.
  


  "What makes you say that?"


  
    The Soldier holds his face still. In that watercolor world of night under a
    full moon, the boy whispers, "I'm the reason you couldn't love all of me. I
    didn't want you to see me, because all I'm good at is …"
  


  
    He doesn't bother finishing. The twenty-eight dead soldiers in their tents
    who forgot how to breathe say nothing to his truth.
  


  He … He is being held.


  The captain embraces his shoulders.


  
    The world is washed with blue and indigo. Passing clouds form inkblots on
    the ground, smear slowly across the canvas tents, and in the center of the
    camp, the boy is held tightly by his captain.
  


  She says to him, "You are a killer worthy of the Ochran."


  "Is that all I am?"


  "It is enough for me to love you."


  The clouds above part. Something fundamental shifts.


  
    He inhales as a choke but dares not let his tears fall, instead voicing the
    cure to the fear at the root of his being. "I'm not all bad?"
  


  
    His captain smiles, as if realizing something herself. "You're not bad
    because you are a part of him." Vraska's voice is gentle. She does
    not shape her words for the ear of a child. "I don't see a heartless
    murderer. I see a child with a powerful gift who grows into a man who
    refuses the subjugation you know too intimately. You're part of him, and I
    love you as I love him."
  


  
    "I need help," says that most isolated, most fearful part of himself, for
    the very first time.
  


  The captain's embrace is warm and gentle.


  
    He lets a tear fall and gasps. "Can you love all of me if I'm in there,
    too?"
  


  She tugs him even closer.


  
    They hold each other for a while, adult comforting child. High above, the
    sky is clear; clouds vanish into the beautiful blue night with a sliver of a
    sweet-cream moon, and the valley is awash with starlight.
  


  
    The Soldier feels electric, filled with a glowing discovery. He knows who
    could help. He considers, flips through theorems as quick as through a times
    table, deduces what will be left once the plan is complete, remembers …
    yes. There is someone who can help in just the right way.
  


  
    "I will ask for help." The boy sniffs. "Thank you, Captain." He turns to
    look at the moon and knows the older parts of him are picking up on his
    plan.
  


  
    "I don't want you to die," the captain says to his back. "And I don't want
    you to die suffering."
  


  
    The boy shakes his head firmly and glances over his shoulder at her.
    "There's no such thing as death," he says with certainty. "Death is a change
    in state."
  


  
    The part of Jace that he was frightened of the most walks toward his
    captain, and without another word, he soundlessly disappears his body and
    dives into her mind.
  


  
    He watches through her eyes as she walks through the empty Vrynian camp,
    headed for the mage-ring at the far end, and he feels Vraska think on his
    words.
  


  
    "When I was an assassin … my work was easier when I remembered that
    death is a part of life."
  


  
    From the inside, the Soldier feels her make a discovery, glance at a part of
    herself she hasn't wanted to look at for quite some time. A part he
    understands well.
  


  
    "I know what I can do," she says aloud, and from the interior of Vraska's
    mind, the Soldier sees old, dark aspects of her personhood blooming like
    Undercity roses in shafts of sunlight.
  


  

  
    The Guildpact sits on his chair, at his desk, within his own prison, in the
    memory trap full of rubble. He is half sick of the unchanging disaster
    preserved outside his window like a dollhouse. The Chamber of the Guildpact
    still bears its immense scar, a hole gouged from stone and mortar, looking
    out over a sad and suffering Ravnica.
  


  
    I was arrogant to think I could fix it. That arrogance may kill us all
      yet.
  


  
    When a portal appears, he assumes it is the Theorist (again) coming to force
    him to check his work (again), but instead he sees tendrils, a steely gaze.
    Thank all the ghosts in the quarter—it's Vraska. He rises from his desk and
    nearly trips over the rubble on the ground as he races to embrace her. He
    has felt what the others were up to, sensed the other aberrations' plans as
    if overhearing a jailbreak through a wall, and greets the facilitator of his
    escape with awe.
  


  
    "The Theorist has Jadzi," the Guildpact warns. "I can feel it. You won't get
    there in time. But the others might."
  


  Vraska nods.


  "You even found the Soldier?"


  "He needed saving the most."


  The Guildpact looks down. "I didn't want you to see him."


  "I know, but he's you." She smiles. "Are you ready?"


  
    The rain patters and flicks across the exposed wall. It isn't the
    catastrophe outside that draws his attention but the mass of wood in the
    center of his office.
  


  
    The Guildpact looks at it as if it has insulted him personally. "I quit," he
    says to his desk. "The Guildpact is a law created by a delusional
    narcissist, and it's held together by stress sweat and ten thousand years of
    crossed fingers. I never wanted it, I wasn't good at it, and I hope
    Niv-Mizzet hates being the Guildpact as much as I did. In fact, I hope he
    spends the rest of his long, artificial life savoring its misery."
  


  He spits on the desk, and Vraska makes a small noise of approval.


  
    "Good riddance." The Guildpact lets out a long, restorative breath.
    "Dearest?"
  


  
    Vraska stares at the desk and turns it to stone. They grasp one another's
    hands, savoring the moment.
  


  
    At last, the man who was the Living Guildpact nods with satisfaction. He
    flips a rude gesture at the stone desk and vanishes into the safety of his
    beloved's mental embrace.
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  The last aberration stands on an empty beach.


  
    The Survivor has spent his time staring at the turquoise sea, listening to
    the rhythm of the water, feeling the sun warm on his back.
  


  
    He can feel the others, what they're doing, where they hide. He sensed the
    plan as they sensed it in turn. The Survivor understands where it ends. He's
    been concealing their machinations from the Theorist. He orchestrates the
    plan, urges them to tell their keepers,
    Come to the Ixalan trap. Fight your way through the doppelgängers. We'll
      all go through the portal to the sanctum together.
  


  
    Chandra, Ajani, Garruk (Garruk?), and Vraska will be here soon. And now it's
    just him, here, at the end.
  


  
    He considers how to weigh his life now that there's nothing left to survive.
  


  
    By his deeds? All that fills his mind is the pain he caused, the accidents
    he masterminded, and the loved ones he alienated. His heart sinks. He has
    lived valiantly, but he has prioritized the wrong things. Knowing more—to
    what end? Solving the unsolvable—who did he solve it for? His father's
    judgment still echoes in his chest. Selfish. Know your place.
  


  
    By his choices? He chose poorly, continuously, aggressively. He was so
    certain of his capability that he never stopped to consider the broader
    picture. He sees his friends' disappointed faces. Emmara's. Kallist's.
    Gideon's. Nissa's. Ral's. Vraska's …
  


  
    By his crimes. He sees Kallist's face in his mind, and it still feels like
    his own. His friend never deserved death. Nor did the people Alhammarret and
    Tezzeret forced him to hurt. And Vryn … He survived Phyrexia, but he
    did not defeat it. He still feels what it was like to jolt a battalion into
    a seizure. To coax a section of soldiers to die in their sleep. Yet …
    none of those weighs as heavily as the crime he chose. He was ready to trade
    all of existence for the possibility of a future. He created the conditions
    for Jadzi's death. Every part of him is steeped in regret.
  


  
    When he hears Vraska's steps, he turns. She's holding her shoes, barefoot on
    the sand, walking toward him with a sad smile.
  


  "Will you sit with me?" is all he can ask.


  
    She's beautiful, there on the beach. Her leggings are rolled up, as are her
    sleeves. Scars shine in the light underneath. She looks like she's been
    crying. The Survivor is embarrassed that she weeps on his account.
  


  
    Vraska nods and takes a seat by his side. The tide is coming in. They sit
    there for a moment, watching the water.
  


  
    "I'm afraid to die," he confesses. "It will not be … easy." He knows
    what it looks like to kill someone with a telepath's gifts. He knows his
    death will be both necessary and miserable.
  


  
    She places a hand on his thigh and says nothing. The sun is high overhead.
    The sand is warm.
  


  
    She smiles. "The Soldier was enthusiastic about it. 'Death is a change in
    state.'"
  


  The Survivor coughs a laugh. Vraska jumps a little at the sudden sound.


  
    "Kid's smart." He smiles and leans forward to rest his elbows on his knees.
  


  
    The air smells of the sea. Time feels sunny and languid, like this moment is
    a symbol of forever rather than a segment of time. Maybe they'll always be
    here, on this beach.
  


  
    He pauses. He can't escape the thought that clings to his heart like a
    cobweb. "The other … The Warden meant it when he told you we want you
    to take credit for this. I don't want the drive that got me here to be
    rewarded."
  


  Vraska catches his eye. "That's true selflessness."


  He looks down, ashamed. "It's not. It's just honesty."


  
    "You are who you chose to be. Not Jace Beleren, not the Guildpact, not the
    creator of a Multiverse, but a man who does what is right without glory."
    Her eyes are golden, beaming, and her face is as open as he's ever seen it.
    "I've never been more proud."
  


  The Survivor swallows. Nods. "I'm glad you'll be with me, at the end."


  
    Vraska takes his hand. "An older version of me would say your death is just.
    But I … I think I just want you to feel at peace."
  


  
    This isn't what the Survivor was expecting to hear. His breath is shaky. His
    skin feels sunburned. He feels anything but peace.
  


  
    He pauses, thinks, remembers. His heart warms. He sees the sea as it
    is—brilliant, boundless, endlessly changing, eternally in conversation with
    itself. A constant metamorphosis. Even when the tide is out, even when it's
    turbulent and impassable, even when it's at its most destructive, it is
    still the sea. His skin tingles with the sensation of grand praestigial
    magic in his body far away, just as his scars gleam white in the sun. The
    sea tumbles over each edge of the horizon in front of him.
  


  He catches her eye. "I don't want to be at peace."


  "Peace is dull," she agrees.


  
    He nods, and easy as a sigh and a sideways memory, his existence clicks into
    place. "I'm in progress."
  


  
    Saying it aloud feels right. He feels warm, nearly feels his heart beat
    fast. Yes. That's who he is. That's who he's always been, even when he
    forgot.
  


  Vraska is still, but he can see understanding in her face.


  
    "I love all of you," she says at last. "Your gifts, your faults … I
    fell in love with a man who knew nothing about himself, and I wish I could
    marry the man who knew every facet of his being, shadows and all."
  


  
    He curls a finger around a tendril and kisses her softly. "Our souls to the
    stone and returned," he recites, a Vrynian prayer of betrothal on his lips.
    "Encircle our union and bind our futures, pleasant and painful, spouse to
    spouse, marriage to death."
  


  Their kiss deepens, and their eyes meet.


  "Promise me you'll be there for Tam," he says.


  The Survivor stands.


  
    He walks to the water's edge and hears Vraska follow. He steps in. The water
    is inviting, its shallows warm. Little fish flit by his nine toes. The
    Survivor feels renewed, as if he stands on the precipice of great change.
  


  
    He feels Vraska take his hand in the water. She kneels, submerged slightly,
    and swims a little out into the cove. He smiles and follows.
  


  
    They wade close together, and he cups her face. "I'm ready for death if
    you'll be there with me. You're my wife in all the ways that matter."
  


  Waves lap at the rocks in the distance.


  
    "Jace," she says. "I want to help you." She takes a deep breath. "I know
    what death you deal. Your passing will be excruciating. Let me at least gift
    you a kind death."
  


  
    The Survivor doesn't hide his shock.
    How can she offer to involve herself like this? Then, after a moment
    of thought … How can she not? "Are you sure this is what you
    want?"
  


  
    The gorgon smiles, and it meets her eyes. She says, in the fullness of who
    she is, "My gift is death. It's part of me."
  


  
    His relief exits as a sharp breath, and he grimaces in thanks. He was
    terrified of what he knew he'd have to do, remembered how excruciating death
    at the hands of a telepath could be.
  


  
    "I will be with you to the end of your days," he says. He holds her hand
    tight and leans in close, forehead to forehead. "I'm every time you feel
    curious. I'm every time you want to understand another's perspective." His
    voice is thin and emotional. "I'm every time you're unafraid to start over."
  


  
    The sea sighs, and the tide encourages them to shore as they embrace one
    final time.
  


  

  The Theorist is ready now.


  
    His courage is held by a thin and precious chain. It hangs taut from what is
    left of his heart. He is going to kill the oracle. He is going to find a way
    to converge the Multiverses. He will succeed.
  


  
    He stands on the balcony of the tower. He knows he is about to experience a
    harrowing psychic journey and would prefer not to pass through a wall. The
    sun is low with morning, the clouds blushing at the grim setup he has
    organized in the middle of the night. Below, the ground moves with activity,
    dozens of mage hunters circling the base in search of magic. Some reach
    claws upward; others buzz just above the surface. The Theorist wonders how
    well they will feast today.
  


  
    Vraska, the one this Multiverse made, shakes out cloth on the tile. Her
    white cloak spreads wide behind her, and she squints her eyes in the morning
    sun. The Theorist feels … strange … to have her so close. Of all
    the doubles, she is the one who makes him most uncomfortable. No attraction
    exists between them, and yet Vraska's double stays nearby. Out of instinct?
    Loyalty? On the few occasions he's tried to speak with her about her past,
    he always leaves feeling like he's had a conversation with a construct.
    Vraska is not Vraska without something to fight for.
  


  
    But this one has prepared a knife, and the Theorist knows that far below
    there will be beasts ready to dispose of the body once it is thrown over the
    side. He can do this. He feels ill, but his courage keeps him firm. This
    will work. Their math is sound.
  


  "Bring the oracle," the Theorist commands.


  This Vraska ducks inside, and the Theorist turns back to the horizon.


  
    His world is one of sunrises. There is no darkness beyond that which he
    brings in, no pain for his people if they are incapable of fully feeling it.
    The Theorist feels brief discomfort looking upon his Multiverse. Aren't
    sunrises meant to be enriching? This one feels thin, like the veneer of an
    emotion painted on a wall. He tries to concentrate. He runs through his plan
    once more, feels the proof sink into his skin. But as he does, the math
    clicks together, the formula slides into place. Its order of operations
    leads to a realization, a revelation on sunrises and why this one is
    inadequate.
  


  "There's no birdsong," he says aloud to no one.


  Only the silent morning hears him.


  
    His heart speeds. His hands feel clammy on the iron railing. He forgot to
    tell this Multiverse to create the trivial things … blackbirds singing,
    the sigh of wind. The Theorist realizes something the whole of him would
    have known instinctually—that the moments of birdsong and breeze are neither
    suffering nor joy. They are simply … now. This part of him never
    bothered with now.
  


  What makes the sunrise matter? Irritating; he cannot remember.


  
    "Sure you have enough of you to do this?" Jadzi stands bathed in sunshine,
    her chin tipped in challenge.
  


  
    "I am certain," the Theorist says. "I needed to purify my state and free it
    of indecision."
  


  
    "You really are chickenshit without the rest of you. You know they talk to
    each other about you, right?"
  


  
    He rages his horror into submission. "Show me what you see!" His eyes flash,
    and he enters Jadzi's mind … and is overcome.
  


  
    The Theorist barges into the oracle's perception and is immediately shredded
    by a dust storm of possibility. It is a vast desert filled with swirling
    sand, and obfuscated by the storm are visions of potential, the myriad ways
    their moment in the sunrise could play out. The Theorist sees what he saw
    before—a hundred options, a thousand outcomes. But the voice he hears over
    the storm carries one clear fact. He needs to kill Jadzi to do it.
  


  
    The knife is in his hand. He won't know how to complete the merging without
    this step. She's right there. But he cannot muster the courage to kill. The
    part of him that could do it is gone.
  


  "I think this may be beyond my expertise."


  
    Jadzi laughs brightly. "Oh good! It's this timeline." Without
    hesitation, she grabs the knife from the table in front of her.
  


  
    "Wait!" yells the Theorist. But through Jadzi's perception, the Theorist
    sees Chandra, Ajani, and Garruk enter the sanctum and bolt toward the
    balcony.
  


  Jadzi doesn't stop. Her hand moves to her throat, and an instant later—


  It's too late.


  
    The Theorist feels his telepathic link to Jadzi tug like a fish on a line
    and unites in her pain as she cleanly slices the knife across her throat.
  


  
    He cries out in agony, and in the privacy of her mind, Jadzi appears in the
    storm in front of the Theorist, smiling for her final psychic words. Her
    throat is cut; the bright red stands out in the storm. She takes the
    Theorist's hand, smiling, and the Theorist knows he is doomed.
  


  
    "It's all so easy for you, isn't it?" she says, her throat gleaming with
    still-pouring blood. "You're the part that lacks perspective." The Theorist
    tries to pull away, but her grip is a vise. "Keep your lids open."
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  And as Jadzi's mortal body dies, the Theorist's consciousness is


  Dragged


  Back


  To Creation


  
    Sissoko's Law grips tight as he is launched from the balcony to the sky to
    the edge of the atmosphere to the edge of the vacuum of space and out into
    the Blind Eternities, crashing through Arcavios and the space that surrounds
    the plane, and all the Theorist can see is the sun hurtling backward again
    and again and again, ten thousand, ten million, ten billion times, until it
    is a solid golden hoop of chronologic impossibility.
  


  
    It is a fact, he read in a book long ago, that when an oracle of Arcavios
    dies, they are hurled back to the creation of Arcavios, and sure as the sun
    screeches to a halt, he is catapulted even farther, straddling the Blind
    Eternities, careering backward into infinity, and he sees in front of him
    two planes colliding into one. Amid the chaos, formless Eldrazi horrors
    snake around the great ships that battle them.
  


  
    This is how it happened, then. How two planes merged into one.
  


  
    The Theorist sees it, feels Jadzi's consciousness evaporate and her hand
    release from his, feels the sensation of that hand flipping him an obscene
    gesture as it drifts into oblivion. And with her death, he feels a cosmic
    knowledge take shape.
  


  I


  I have


  I have done it


  I have witnessed the beginning


  He says


  To all of space and time


  And when he looks inward


  He sees himself


  Or at least


  The sliver of self that he can see


  
    I shall be remembered for my gift to existence
  


  Suffering ends at my will


  All transforms at my will


  
    The Theorist forgets sunrises. He forgets meaning. He forgets smallness.
    Suffering is an imagined state. What does pain matter to a sun? To the Blind
    Eternities? To the immensity of the Multiverses? He is beyond body and soul
    and spirit. The Theorist in this moment extends into a perception beyond
    perception. Behold what miracles he creates from ambition alone.
  


  
    He observes how the Multiverse clicks and rotates and turns as a grand
    machine and sees how, in all the infinite possibilities of existence, there
    is always a way, always a means. All he has to do is be curious enough to
    find it, and once he does, he will understand.
  


  He will understand


  He will


  He can


  He can see it all


  No one


  
    No dragon nor dead man nor god has ever done what I have
  


  
    The being that was the Theorist that was Jace is sated
  


  
    I know how to overwrite the Multiverse
  


  The Theorist returns, an infinity away, an infinity forward in time.


  
    He lands back in his body and feels impossibly confined. The Theorist rolls
    out his shoulders and feels the atoms containing him. For a moment, he feels
    claustrophobic, not at the immensity of his sanctum and the looming net of
    mage-rings, but at the clumsy misery of existing in a body. He blinks away
    the space between his molecules and sets upon his task. "Now!" Chandra calls
    somewhere near his face, and his taste of enlightenment is instantly
    punctured by two intruders in his mind.
  


  The aberrations. His selves. Not all of them, but enough.


  
    They bombard his peace and charge into his body. They share his strength.
    Working together, they overpower him swiftly.
  


  
    The Warden takes hold of his ambition, and the Theorist tries to explain
    that he cannot stop. He has to keep going.
    You don't understand!
  


  
    The Clean Slate dives in, attempts to wipe away the knowledge of how to
    merge the planes, but the Theorist won't fall so easily. He takes hold of
    that thread of enlightenment he felt and catapults his mind outward.
  


  
    The Theorist summons a barrier of sleep behind him, a line of torpor between
    him and his friends. He feels them halt in place, stand behind his line.
  


  
    From beyond his body, beyond the barrier, he hears Chandra cry out, "He's
    already starting!"
  


  
    And yes, he is. He has to. Jadzi was right. He sees the fleeting image that
    spurred her hand to reach for the knife. There is only one way this works.
    He must continue the plan. The Theorist laughs through his omniscience at
    the madness of it all, at how there is only one way, though he cannot see
    exactly how, and his laugh reverberates across dimensional reality. It is a
    future he can only begin to fathom.
  


  
    For a moment, he wonders where Vraska is. But not for one second does he
    stop.
  


  
    The Theorist feels for the edge of this Multiverse as if it were a great
    blanket, plucking at its corners and feeling space-time slide through his
    fingers. He tugs and pulls, dragging that great fabric over the hard stone
    of the old Multiverse. As he links the two, vertical threads tie upward and
    down, connecting one to one, each to each, world to world, atom to atom.
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  And as he weaves, the inner attack continues.


  
    The Theorist fends off sleep, a seizure, hallucinations of Azor, visions of
    Vraska bleeding on a Ravnican roof.
  


  
    But he persists, following his proof and connecting the two Multiverses with
    a thicket of cause, and as he reaches his crescendo, the Theorist is hit
    with a wall of arresting synesthesia. For a moment, he staggers back to
    consciousness and nearly vomits. Language tastes like ammonia, and his own
    magic screeches like an injured dog.
  


  
    Another aberration crashes in from the top of his mind, summoning plague and
    clouding his inner landscape with thick fog and forgetfulness. The Theorist
    gasps, terrified, uncertain who the dead body is on the floor or how he
    ended up on this balcony, but with significant effort clears away the fog
    and remembers he was supposed to be helping. He is a helper. No one knows it
    but him, but he is saving the day. He reaches with omniscient power and
    helps one Multiverse help another.
  


  
    "Fight us, coward!" Chandra, again, from beyond the barrier of sleep he
    raised behind him.
  


  
    The Theorist speaks, but all that comes out is a string of nonsense, thanks
    to the aphasia cast by one of the aberrations.
  


  
    This needs to end. The Theorist wrests control, scrubs off the plaque,
    clicks his language back into place, shoves the two aberrations as far down
    into his psyche as he can. But just as he is about to kick them out, he
    feels them remove the barrier between him and his old friends, and the other
    Jaces vanish from his mind.
  


  Chandra gasps. "Mine's back!"


  
    Garruk only growls. The heroes rush the Theorist. Without a second thought,
    he flicks his hand, and his friends come to a halt, standing perfectly
    still.
  


  
    The Theorist tries to compose himself. He lets out a shuddering breath. With
    half a foot still planted outside of both Multiverses, he looks at his
    friends with omniscient eyes.
  


  "Thank me," he says. "I did it to help all of you."


  "You did it to prove it could be done!" Ajani snarls.


  
    But all the Theorist can do is shake his tired head. "It cannot be stopped
    now. I must finish it."
  


  
    He flicks his hand, and a mage-ring for each appears in the center of the
    sanctum. From the shadows emerge the cryomancer Chandra, the veil-embraced
    Garruk, and the warlord Ajani. Each tackles their twin into a different
    portal.
  


  
    The Theorist shivers. He returns to the balcony and avoids looking at Jadzi
    on the tile, surrounded by a pool of red. He holds his hands aloft, and with
    the greatest telepathy the Multiverse has ever known, he weaves two
    Multiverses together.
  


  But as he finishes, he shivers.


  He achieved omniscience.


  It was easy.


  It was so easy.


  Episode 9: Unafraid
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  Meanwhile, the worlds begin to overlay.


  
    On Ravnica, high above Tin Street, a troupe of Rakdos fools steps outside
    for their break. They look up and see a second Ravnica floating above the
    first, a ghostly mirror lined up perfectly, roof by roof, spire by spire.
    They scramble to the center of the road, pointing and screaming—largely
    ignored at first, as pointing and screaming is the way of Rakdos fools—until
    the banker driving his thrull pulls the reins to stop and sees his own
    doppelgänger upside down in the sky above.
  


  
    And on Bloomburrow, great trees curl alongside existing ones, strange
    doppelgängers scurrying from bottom to top. Squirrelfolk chitter downward
    with grim warnings and dire reports. A world is appearing alongside theirs,
    shifted slightly to the west by a paw's length. The illusion is harder to
    see, but when Mabel squints her eyes, she can make out a shadow of a tree,
    of her home, of her littles.
  


  
    Amonkhet is the most alarmed. Snow-capped pyramids float above Naktamun,
    ready to descend. The air feels cooler. Bright day feels balmy as night.
    Samut shivers, looking up to Hazoret beside her for guidance. The god nods
    at her, at Djeru, and the three of them venture into the chill of daytime to
    face the illusion high above.
  


  
    And simultaneously, on Dominaria, Danitha Capashen sees mirrored, on the
    wide plain before her, a specter of an army, vast and imposing, the hint of
    a bog beneath them and a great many-toothed beast at its center. She
    unsheathes her sword and calls to the host of angels above to ready for an
    attack. But she holds, uncertain, watching as the center moves, waiting for
    its form to become corporeal.
  


  

  
    The world twins overhead, and as Tam bolts out of the tower, she can almost
    feel this world combining with its double. The true Strixhaven hangs
    above as a canopy, and all around her it merges into fullness.
  


  She's too late. Jadzi must be dead.


  It's my fault, it's my fault, it's my fault …


  
    Part of her senses, knows, that Hexhaven merges first in the overlay.
    It's woven into the spell. She can feel it in her fingertips. The people
    will merge last, but first they all must spill into the same place. Sure
    enough, as she runs, she starts to see more appearing—Strixhaven students
    emerging as ghosts that solidify into corporeality, entire buildings shoving
    in alongside existing ones, even birds and creatures spilling over as
    spirits and flying off as matter. Hexhaven and Strixhaven are becoming one.
  


  
    The alternate and original curl together. Half the tower's exterior takes on
    an entirely different stone, while errant Strixhaven students appear, then
    wander, frightened and confused. The blank-eyed doppelgängers of Hexhaven
    flock to these new students, to the familiar features of the true
    Strixhaven, and attack without hesitation. As Tam bolts for cover, she sees
    them corral a professor she recognizes from her time at the university.
    Dellian Fel does not run, because he does not need to run. His black robes
    billow as he walks with cold purpose, conjuring vile-looking plants with
    each step, vines with broad leaves trailing high overhead, shielding himself
    from falling rubble with a flick of his fingers. His ever-present sneer
    remains on his lips, as if the merging of worlds were a mere annoyance
    rather than a catastrophe. Tam keeps running. Professor Fel can handle
    himself.
  


  
    Rubble falls, pieces of Strixhaven dislodging as Hexhaven overtakes its
    form. She hears screams, senses terror projected from the minds around her.
    Tam feels what they feel. The barrier between her mind and theirs is as thin
    as the one between worlds. She tries to lock it out, shove it away.
  


  "827," she says aloud as she runs. "829. 839."


  
    It's calming enough. The voices in her mind vanish, replaced by the voices
    in her ears. Tam grits her teeth.
  


  
    But what can she do about the overlay? She runs, and thinks. The Theorist
    taught her everything he knew, all of it except for the one final
    observation he saved for himself. He knows how two planes combined …
    but not how to separate them once the process begins. Surely there's part of
    her study she could summon. Surely this Multiverse will hear her blood sing
    the same song as her maker. Perhaps it can see her as its god, too.
  


  
    Tam pauses in the throng of cadets and students, blank-eyed Hexhaven and
    terrified Strixhaven alike, and reaches with her mind. She feels for the
    edges of the Echoverse high above and can sense its seam. She grimaces, and
    tries to push, to no avail. A thousand threads of connection are woven
    between this world and that. The sky is filled with falling debris and
    panicking sphinxes. It is hard to tell which parts belong to this world and
    which belong to the original. A handful of Konstrari cadets attempt to move
    the pieces midair, nudging them to fall as keystones in arches or alongside
    existing buildings.
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    Somewhere in the screams of the crowd, she hears a single voice. It stops
    her in her tracks. The crowd moves around her as a river around a rock.
  


  Kirol.


  
    They're yelling, somewhere, and as Tam looks up, she can see pieces of
    rubble falling on the throng of moving people. She instinctively runs toward
    their voice. But as she does, she remembers.
  


  
    I betrayed them. Her heart races.
    I betrayed all of my friends. She grits her teeth in self-hatred and
    shakes her head.
    Screw it. They can hate me, so long as they're alive.
  


  
    Tam sees them, spots the brawny vampire from a distance, sees the
    cobblestones of another world falling toward them from the sky. She reaches
    out, angles and lines of light a cage around her hand, and pulls at
    the threads of chance that crisscross high above.
  


  
    A flying sphinx suddenly swerves to the right, wings wide, and in a moment
    of forgetting to glance up is pummeled by the clatter of cobblestones
    raining from the sky. It cries out, a catlike howl, and careens to the earth
    a distance away. Tam negates her spell and looks for Kirol. They stare back
    at her, eyes wide, body frozen in shock. Their expression is overcome with
    emotion. This is someone happy to the point of tears to see that she is
    alive. This is a friend.
  


  "Kirol!"


  
    Kirol lurches forward, shoving past the throngs of people between them, and
    envelops Tam in a hug.
  


  
    Tam clings back, shocked, desperate, hungry for the care of her friend. "Are
    you hurt?"
  


  
    They shake their head. "No. How are you? You're here. You betrayed us. You
    kidnapped … I hate y—" They squeeze her with anything but hate. "How
    could you do this to us?" Their breath shudders. "I want answers,
    Tam."
  


  
    She buries her face in their chest. "I'm sorry, Kirol. I'm sorry. I was
    answering to someone I couldn't say no to. Jadzi is dead. It's my fault."
    She wants to cry, but there isn't enough in her to get there. She grips
    tight, unwilling to be parted from her friend again.
  


  
    The noise above is getting worse. More of Strixhaven appears around them.
  


  
    Kirol looks down at Tam. "I don't trust you in the slightest, but I don't
    want you dead."
  


  "I don't want you dead, either."


  "Cool."


  "Cool."


  
    Resolution achieved, the vampire blurts, "Tam, what in two halves is
    happening?"
  


  
    She startles at hearing Arcavian slang for the first time in months. Right.
    Task at hand. "Two Multiverses, one is a copy. The copy is overlaying the
    original. We're watching them combine."
  


  Kirol steps back. "No, Tam. You. What is happening?"


  
    Why did you betray our trust? is left unsaid. Tam feels like half a
    person still. She wishes she had courage, so she pretends it's there and
    answers truthfully. "You trusted me, and I failed you. So it's my job to fix
    it."
  


  
    Kirol doesn't say anything. Their face is unreadable. Familiar and
    unfamiliar at once.
  


  
    "What am I supposed to do?" they ask in monotone. "Hide while you fix it?"
  


  "I don't want you getting hurt."


  They don't seem to buy that.


  
    Tam's explanation tumbles out. "My teacher didn't make a way to undo it! He
    created a theorem that can't be reversed. It just keeps going as long as
    part of him is alive." Her chest hurts. She grimaces. "I have to find a way
    because it's on me, Kirol. Every living thing in the Multiverse dies
    if I can't find a way to stop the overlay."
  


  
    Kirol is breathing deeply. A harsh line is carved between their eyebrows,
    and their chest rises and falls. They close their eyes, then open them with
    sudden clarity.
  


  "You're going to solve it," they say with certainty.


  Tam shakes her head. "How?"


  
    "I don't know. But you're the smartest person I know. Use your
    whole head."
  


  "Kirol—"


  
    "I'm gonna find the others. This is Strixhaven-but-not-Strixhaven, yeah?
    There's a Biblioplex?"
  


  "It's a Folioplex," she corrects, near tears.


  They make a face. "Folio-plex?"


  "I know," Tam says apologetically as the tears arrive.


  
    They put a hand on her shoulder. "Find me when you have the answer. I'm
    going to look for our friends."
  


  Our friends.


  
    "Hold in your mind where you want to go," Tam says. "My maker's telepathy is
    a part of this plane. It'll lead you there."
  


  Kirol groans.


  "I know!" Tam groans back.


  
    They bolt, and Tam watches. Her chest feels tight. Did they forgive her? Was
    her act of saving them enough? They're alive, and so are our friends,
    she reminds herself. That's what counts.
  


  One world appears on another.


  
    Trees, now, are surfacing and solidifying. Dragons, too, high above and far
    away. More students arrive, and what was already a crowd begins to thicken
    into something more chaotic and dangerous. As Tam runs through them, they
    crush around her, and with effort, she makes her way to a pocket of calm to
    catch her breath. They're running, but no one knows where to. Screaming, but
    no one knows why. The volume of people in danger becomes clear.
  


  
    And this is happening all over the Multiverse. Every plane, every world,
      looking at its double.
  


  
    Tam feels small. She's only one mage. She's not a peerless telepath. She's
    an apprentice, a student.
  


  
    I'm not even an entire person. She is unfinished, incomplete, the
    creativity and cleverness of one of the greatest mages in all the Multiverse
    and nothing more. In this moment, Tam feels that she is inadequacy.
    She is swallowed once more by the crowd, and she tumbles into the throng
    lost and afraid.
  


  

  
  
    Art by:
    Ekaterina Burmak
  


  The final memory room is not a trap but a reunion.


  
    The mage-ring spits Vraska out in the center of what she knows—only from
    stories—is the center of the Implicit Maze. Banners of the ten guilds
    flutter high above, and she stands in a broad forum with an immense floating
    monolith at its center. Mana pulses within, and there are stone pillars
    around its perimeter, one for each guild. It's clear a fight has taken
    place. A massive suit of armor has been blown to pieces, its sunburst shield
    on the ground, its helmet lodged in the wall.
  


  "Vraska!"


  
    She flinches and turns—and is met with a full-body tackle-hug from Chandra.
    "You jumped off a building!"
  


  
    "I did. I landed in a portal. I got the last three parts. Soldier,
    Guildpact, Survivor. What about you?"
  


  
    Chandra grimaces. "We tried to face him. Got pretty far, but we weren't
    enough to stop him. He had our doubles tackle us through portals, which sent
    us here. Now we've been dealing with you."
  


  
    Me? It takes a moment for Vraska to realize who she's talking about.
    "The other me," she groans. "I can't stop a moving statue."
  


  
    "Well, you need to try so we can get back to the
    other versions of us, because they're blocking the one mage-ring out
    of here."
  


  
    Vraska tries to sort out where here is. This is the Implicit Maze,
    the moment Jace became the Living Guildpact. He hasn't told her much about
    that moment, only that the rest of the runners were about to kill each
    other. Is that what they'll have to do here to escape?
  


  "Where's the other Vraska?" she asks.


  
    The answer is a loud boom that shakes the ground. Vraska follows Chandra's
    wide, panicked stare and finds the source.
  


  
    The other Vraska sits atop the head of a stone Niv-Mizzet. It towers over
    the (already tall) walls of the maze—once a statue, now the living will of
    the gorgon at its crown. The dragon's wings spread with the rumble of
    tumbling gravel; its claws scrape the ground like pickaxes on a
    mountainside. The dragon bellows, and the sound is a landslide. It seems
    preoccupied with something at its feet. Vraska is relieved that it doesn't
    seem to take notice of her arrival.
  


  "Where are the others?" she asks.


  "Near the tail. Garruk's trying to get up top."


  "No other doubles?"


  "I told you, they're guarding the mage-ring in the back."


  "And it's just the dragon?"


  
    Chandra's face contorts between exaggerated anger and exasperation as she
    snaps, "Yeah, it's just the dragon!"
  


  
    Vraska runs for the nearby rubble and drags the suit of armor's shield out
    with great effort. Chandra does nothing for a moment, then joins her.
  


  "Closer," Vraska instructs. "Make sure it doesn't see us."


  "What is your plan, exactly?"


  "You're going to launch me high enough that I can petrify my double."


  
    Whatever negative feelings have been roiling in Chandra vanish as soon as
    Vraska says launch. Her face erupts in a ferocious grin. "Oh, I know
    this trick! Just tell me when to fire."
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    The dragon lumbers forward, and from their side of the wall within the maze
    they can tell it hasn't taken notice of their machinations. Vraska hears
    Garruk and Ajani, the clash of their axes, the laugh of the other Vraska
    high above.
  


  
    Vraska realizes she doesn't know how to aim whatever Chandra is about to do.
    Help? she asks the geniuses in her brain.
  


  Turn the shield toward the target, says the Guildpact.


  
    Tell Chandra to aim it at forty-seven degrees, says the Detective.
  


  
    Don't flinch, says the Nihilist. Fly like there's no tomorrow.
  


  Tuck and roll, adds the Survivor.


  And kill swiftly, finishes the Soldier.


  "Forty-seven degrees!" Vraska yells.


  
    The two of them hoist the shield on top of a piece of rubble, and Chandra
    eyeballs the sides. "Good!"
  


  Vraska climbs on top. "On my mark!"


  
    She watches the statue, sees its head turn to face them. The gorgon on top
    flinches, realizing who's below.
  


  "Now!" Vraska calls.


  
    Chandra's explosion takes her breath away, and the propulsion beneath her
    feet vibrates through her shinbones. She is launched, and the wind—the wind!
    It hisses past her head, and her breath catches in her chest as she is
    thrust high into the air.
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    The dragon turns below her, and Vraska tucks her head to roll on impact.
  


  
    She feels her spine bruise instantly as she hits the rock, but it's better
    than broken legs. She ducks around the stone frill of the dragon's head and
    looks down toward its tail.
  


  
    "Hello, me!" the other Vraska calls. She laughs, and her gown ripples in the
    breeze as the dragon statue takes another step forward.
  


  
    But the true Vraska isn't watching her doppelgänger. Far below her are the
    other doubles, guarding the mage-ring and looking around to see what caused
    the explosion. The dragon's tail lifts and lands between them and the
    mage-ring.
  


  
    Vraska bursts from behind the frill and looks her double straight in the
    eyes.
  


  
    This other Vraska has never known pain. She is proud and flawless. "Why not
    make this fun?" she says. "Let's fight as assassins do. Knives on knives."
    She pulls out her own blade for emphasis.
  


  
    Vraska doesn't consider it for a second, because when she locks eyes with
    her other self, all she sees is a pair of lovely blue irises, dull and
    mundane, not a flicker of gorgon magic within them. She's already won. She's
    been charging her gaze since she launched into the air. She grabs her double
    by the shoulders, holding her in place. Skin turns to stone, and the other
    Vraska solidifies with a look of mild confusion on her face. The dragon
    freezes, its spell broken, and Vraska shoves the gorgon statue over the side
    of its stone snout.
  


  
    "Now!" she yells, as the other Vraska hits the ground in a spray of broken
    rock.
  


  Below, her friends trade targets.


  
    Garruk bounds over the dragon statue's tail, nimbly traversing the ice field
    the cryomancer Chandra summons, knocking her to the ground with a swing of
    his axe. Ajani picks his way through every beast the Chain-Veiled Garruk
    summons, roaring as he rips the ancient artifact away with a swipe of his
    claws. And Chandra howls a war cry as she sends a wave of fire toward the
    battle-scarred Ajani, overwhelming Vraska's senses with the stench of
    burning fur.
  


  
    "Leave them!" Vraska cries, skidding down the back of the dragon statue, and
    they abandon their distracted counterparts to join her.
  


  
    She looks around for her petrified counterpart and finds her nearby, her
    body shattered but her dress intact. "I've got a plan," she says to Chandra.
    "Help me get her dress off."
  


  Chandra blushes.


  "For a disguise, lady-killer."


  "Oh."


  
    After some shimmying, Vraska raises the hood over her head. With a nod, she
    leads the others through the mage-ring to their final stop.
  


  For the first time in years, she feels proud.


  

  The Theorist is hard at work.


  
    He understands how it all fits together, a single gargantuan machine with
    infinite parts. He feels for the edges of both Multiverses, omniscience
    still ringing through his veins, and reaches his gift through space and time
    to seize them both, weaving them together with threads of himself. They bind
    with ease, a fiber poked with a needle into felted wool, but he's losing
    himself, thread by thread. There's so little left.
  


  
    The Theorist grits his teeth and concentrates, continues the overlay. A wad
    of consciousness is stuck to his handiwork. He swears aloud, pieces it apart
    from the sides of each Multiverse, and recognizes as he does that he's
    forgotten the order of the alphabet.
  


  
    The Theorist swears louder. Sweat stings his eyes, and he tries to blink it
    away with his body while his mind once more grabs hold of the far edge of
    the old Multiverse. His perception is multitudinous—inside himself and
    outside himself and underneath what feels like time itself. Somewhere, his
    back hurts. Somewhere, fingertips without a body brush the tops of fourteen
    planes, like skimming a hand across the surface of the ocean. It is too
    much. It is just enough. He can wield it now that he knows the pattern. The
    mind sculptor laughs, and it thunders through Kaldheim. He blinks away
    sweat, and it rains on Innistrad. For a moment, he sees outside himself and
    marvels. I know everything. I am
    everything. I have reached the apex of ability. Beyond sphinx and dragon,
      I stand at the end of the Multiverses.
  


  
    He summons the mage-rings in his room and arranges them to the side. With a
    flicker of blue light and not an ounce of effort, the Theorist reaches
    through the tower and commands his doppelgängers, his soldiers,
    Kill anyone who attempts to stop the overlay. The repercussions don't
    matter. He is everything. He sees all.
  


  
    The Theorist aligns his mage-rings, stand-ins, dummies, maquettes of his
    alternate planes, in the order he now knows is correct. But something isn't
    perfect. Despite his omniscience, his body is falling apart. He's a mess,
    bloody nose and red eyes. He presses further, and away go his memories—of
    extorting Ravnican bourgeoisie, his first fistfight, his first kill, his
    first kiss. But none of that matters in the mind of a god. He tightens his
    grip, and an earthquake trembles through Dominaria.
  


  
    He feels taxed and invigorated, boundless and tethered at once. It nearly
    sends him careening back to the ground. But as he works, he senses something
    through the netting of space. An error. A thread out of place. He
    investigates, pressing his consciousness forward to see …
  


  The aberrations are up to something.


  From his all-seeing height of consciousness, the Theorist wavers.


  "What a mess," says a voice near his body.


  His omniscience is interrupted.


  
    Consciousness careens through space-time back to his small, confining,
    annoying physical form, and he sees in front of him Liliana,
    Professor Opal at her side as a lich.
  


  
    The Theorist sneers and raises a hand to snap them both to sleep. "I'm
    busy."
  


  "I know what you're feeling right now, Jace."


  
    He nearly snarls back that he doesn't have time for her, but she keeps going
    (she always kept going).
  


  "This doesn't have to be how your story ends."


  
    The Theorist glances upward to return to omniscience once more, then stalls.
    His lip curls in distaste. "Did you have a change of heart after you
    betrayed us for the dragon? I let you live then. I won't do it now."
  


  
    "I was wrong, and I chose to change." She's serious. He's never seen
    her serious. "There's no Gideon here this time. Only you."
  


  "Stop," he commands Liliana.


  
    She does, but it's her reanimated doppelgänger that replies, "I am
    unstoppable, and you know it."
  


  
    Hairs rise on the back of his neck. He hates her. Even with so little of him
    left, he hates her. She was always like this, always so domineering.
    There's a part of him, still, that remembers how she'd grab his leash and
    force him to her will. It's this part that negates the command.
  


  "Jace, I need you to do what I couldn't."


  
    "A do-over is in your interests, too," the Theorist notes. "You could have a
    life where you were loyal to the rest of us."
  


  
    Liliana and her doppelgänger share a pithy glance. The lich breaks first and
    laughs, a bubbly and lovely sound. "Loyalty's cheap. But authenticity?
    That's wealth."
  


  
    The sanctum is vibrating with power. The Theorist still has astral hands on
    the edges of the two Multiverses. His eyes are faraway and infinite. "How
    much suffering did we put each other through? How much pain and misery could
    have been avoided?"
  


  
    "Can it, Beleren!" yells her lich, and the original Liliana continues, "When
    I was in your shoes, it didn't earn me safety, or freedom, or power."
  


  "Even now, you're a manipulative snake," the Theorist says.


  
    Liliana ignores his insult. Instead, her eyes dart to his hands. "Why are
    you fidgeting?"
  


  
    The Theorist tries to still his hands. Ten trillion leagues away, his
    consciousness momentarily pauses its busywork. "You were my partner, yet you
    treated me like a dog you found on the street. Why should I trust you?"
  


  
    "Because I was you! I betrayed my allies and I betrayed myself and
    all I won was loneliness!" He can see the Chain Veil in her mind, see the
    woman he once adored become a god of death. Her eyes grow dark. "I know what
    it feels like to wield the power you do, and I know that all it brings is
    emptiness."
  


  
    A nearby portal glows, and this Multiverse's Vraska steps through. She
    smiles, moving to his side without fanfare.
  


  
    The Theorist opens his mouth to address Liliana, but he doesn't get a word
    out before the reanimated corpse of Professor Opal tackles him. He hits the
    floor in a daze, head cracking against the tiles.
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    The distant self among the cosmos vanishes, but the worlds continue to weave
    themselves together.
  


  
    All of him crashes back to earth, and before he can put Liliana to sleep,
    the lich kicks him in the head. He looks to Vraska for help and sees a blur
    of white as the lich kicks him again.
  


  
    The world spins, and both Lilianas yell, "Undo it, Beleren! Come on,
    genius!"
  


  "No!"


  "Do it now!"


  "I can't undo it!"


  
    The lich lifts his head up and smashes it against the floor. Why isn't
    Vraska helping?
  


  Enraged, he unleashes his mind.


  
    His power hurtles toward Liliana as a wave, first pulling her consciousness
    out and toward him, then pushing forward with a violent psychic shove. He
    launches himself into her mind and, as he does, brings every torture he can
    think of with him. In a millisecond he scrapes up the worst memories at the
    bottom of her psyche—her brother sputtering and ill, Gideon's skin curdling
    again and again. He drowns her heart in the image of himself failing to stop
    Phyrexia. To top it off, he crams a scribble of a theorem between her
    frontal lobes and lets a tumor charge into existence.
  


  "Bastard!" Liliana chokes out.


  
    As she does, her double puts a hand to her head, and a surge of magic blinds
    the Theorist. He blinks away the pain as Liliana shakes herself off, healed.
    She launches at him, pummeling with her fists. But the Theorist swims
    through her mind still, finds the node that reminds her heart to beat, and
    curls himself around it with dark curiosity.
  


  
    A flash of white cloth, and he realizes Vraska has at last decided to
    intervene.
  


  But it isn't …


  It isn't what he expects.


  
    Something sharp pierces the Theorist's heart, and he gasps. The only mortal
    to have achieved omniscience failed to see it coming.
  


  "Now," says a voice from behind him.


  
    Chandra, Ajani, and Garruk, bruised and battle-worn, emerge from a portal in
    front of him. Too late, he realizes that it is his Vraska at his back, her
    arm wrapped around him, clutching the knife in his chest. He reaches to pull
    it out, but he is interrupted as every single one of his aberrations rushes
    into him at once.
  


  They overtake his mind like a tsunami.


  
    The Theorist panics, tries to contain their incorporeal forms, but they're
    him. They're too fast, too agile. They hit harder than they should.
    Weaklings, faults, as easily carved away as the peel of an apple. Why
      didn't they stay out of my body like I told them to?
    The Theorist tries to build a levee to keep them at bay, but he cannot stop
    the strength of the sea. They bombard his mind, taking hold one by one.
  


  
    The Nihilist slams a wall around his consciousness; the Theorist cannot get
    out. He tries to reach out telepathically for Liliana's mastery of death,
    for Chandra's pyromancy, for Garruk and Ajani's muscle, but he is met with
    lead and the weight of endless hopelessness.
  


  
    The Detective snips the connection between the Theorist and the weaving of
    the Multiverses; he cannot continue. The Theorist scrambles and reaches for
    that feeling of omniscience, that tantalizing velvet of the grip he had on
    two entire planes, but it slips through his fingers, frayed and forgotten.
    The Theorist cries out, desperate to prevent it, clinging to life, to
    success, to victory.
  


  
    The Warden forces him to kneel; he cannot move. He pulls against his own
    body and cramps in the process. He rages to feel his muscles controlled
    again, and the Warden fills his mind with visions of Alhammarret, of
    Tezzeret, of Elesh Norn, of all the monsters that forced him to hurt others.
    The Theorist feels small and helpless. He howls in fear.
  


  
    Amid that terror and fury, the Clean Slate carves out a clean path to their
    body's brain stem; the Theorist is raw and vulnerable. He watches as the
    space of his mind parts, unable to stop it and painfully aware of the area
    exposed. He breathes and savors his breaths; he knows he has few left.
  


  
    The Guildpact grabs hold of each aberration, binding them all together; he
    is reintegrating. It is gentle, like stepping into a warm spring. Each part
    slips into place with ease, warmth, as many slowly form back into one. His
    pragmatism, his curiosity, his guardedness, his courage, his grit, his
    empathy—they grab hold of the Theorist's cold logic and suddenly all are
    united save two.
  


  
    For the Survivor stands aside, his duty unneeded, and the Soldier slips
    through like a trained assassin, locating the part of his body's mind that
    remembers how to breathe. He plucks it out.
  


  
    The body gasps, and the Theorist, that cold and wounded child, is embraced
    by the rest—taken in, soothed, and sent down and away to rest.
  


  
    Plural becomes singular. The aberrations, the parts, become one. The man
    opens his eyes.
  


  
    He is kneeling in a tall sanctum built by the part of himself he hates the
    most—which, despite his feelings, is also him. An orrery spins above, and
    scattered around the room are mage-rings … and friends.
  


  His name is Jace.


  
    He feels something cold and sharp piercing his chest. He feels warm hands on
    his shoulders, a body against his back.
  


  
    Jace blinks, feels a trickle of blood run down from his mouth, and moves his
    hand over Vraska's. They grip the knife together. It worked. The tether
    between the Multiverses is fragile. Holmberg's Paradox—the illusion is
    inherently connected to the wielder's physical body.
  


  
    Vraska guides him down. They lie back, her legs curled around him. The
    Ochran dagger in his heart is a promise fulfilled. How strange it is to be
    complete.
  


  "Did it work?" Vraska asks.
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    Jace knows it did. But before he says so, he looks at each of his rescuers,
    his opponents, his friends. One by one, he gifts them what he needs them to
    hear.
  


  
    He offers one reassurance … and an apology.
    We fought like cats, but you're the little sister I never had. I'm sorry
      I did a bad job at showing it.
  


  
    Another gets instructions.
    The overlay is stopped, but the Multiverses are still intertwined. You
      need to eliminate mine. Find Tam. She'll learn the plan shortly. Thank
      you. You were the best of us.
  


  
    He offers another a warning.
    Thank you for protecting the most vulnerable part of me. I'm sorry I
      couldn't cure you. The problem you're trying to solve won't be fixed in
      the jungle.
  


  
    A fourth gets a fond farewell.
    Thank you for the lessons you taught without meaning to. You can feel
      however you like when I die. I'm fine with that.
  


  
    But that fourth says something back, silent, unheard. A feeling, rather than
    words. An aching grief, a genuine warmth, the notion of centuries and
    memory. Earnestness. Apology. It makes Jace's eyes widen in surprise.
  


  Really? he asks, touched.


  Liliana smiles. I'm sorry, Jace. Rest unburdened.


  He coughs out a breath. Lip trembling, he nods. Thank you, Lili.


  "Yes," he finally says aloud to Vraska, squeezing her hand.


  
    She squeezes back and places her forehead against his. "Do you want to talk
    somewhere else?"
  


  
    "No," he says aloud, voice thin. "I want it to be real. I want to look at
    you."
  


  
    He feels … heavy. Above, the orrery has paused, the threads tying the
    two Multiverses together fading with the beating of his heart. He doesn't
    feel sad to see it fail, now. Suffering will continue, because that is the
    cost of being alive.
  


  
    "The cost is worth it," he says, looking into his beloved's eyes. He feels
    the warmth of those who care for him, despite his barbarism, despite his
    flaws. They are here for the totality of him, the summary of a man who is
    their friend.
  


  
    Vraska hugs him close. He hates this. Anything he says carries weight, too
    much weight.
  


  "I don't want you to go."


  "I won't go far." He smiles.


  
    He refuses to say goodbye. He knows she will, too. He reminds himself of
    something important, something he sears into his very self.
    I must ask for help.
  


  
    Jace feels tired. His coat is soaked with his own blood. He holds the knife
    in his chest like a talisman. Death is a change in state. Death is
    transformation. And courtesy of Vraska's final mercy, his passing is swift
    and just, a death he deserves.
  


  "Thank you, Captain."


  
    He loves her. She'll be all right. She's a survivor, too. He keeps his gaze
    on Vraska as his eyes blur, as his hand goes slack, as the world goes dark.
    He tries to say more but is too weak to speak. Instead, he feels death pull
    at him as a wave, a steady tug toward something quiet, something safe,
    something peaceful.
  


  
    Jace slips away with Vraska's voice in his ear, echoing his own words back
    to him. "You are my curiosity. You are my empathy. You are every time I am
    unafraid to start over."
  


  
    He has fixed his mistake, but he is no hero. He is only a man. He did it
    after all; he remembered who he was. His beloved kisses his forehead, and
    the last feeling in his heart is joy.
  


  
    In the quiet of the sanctum with the now separated orrery overhead, Jace
    goes still.
  


  Vraska holds him tight as he lets go.


  
    And all along, Jace's clear-water eyes look directly into hers, unafraid.
  


  Episode 10: Happy Birthday


  
    Vraska holds the body of her beloved and weeps. She watches his eyes fix,
    feels the pulse at his neck cease. Thanks to her, his death is quick, his
    suffering minimal.
  


  
    She tugs him close and only notices at the periphery of her senses as the
    others join her. Chandra and Ajani embrace her. Garruk remains far away. She
    pays them no attention. Her world is in her arms, and it is still warm from
    life. Vraska allows herself permission to mourn; grief wells up as an
    endless wave.
  


  Then, impossibly, she feels Liliana next to her.


  
    The necromancer kneels, laying her hands on his body. There is no magic.
    There is no malice. Vraska sees tears on her cheeks, watches the tremble in
    her lips.
  


  
    "It is so much more," Liliana says, too quietly for it to be a conversation.
    Vraska isn't certain what she means … until she remembers. She
    remembers what Jace shared of Liliana on that riverbed all those years ago.
    Will you be sad when I die? How callous she had been in response.
  


  
    Liliana hangs her head close to Jace's chest, unaware that Vraska knows the
    context. She watches the other woman shake with grief, and Vraska places a
    hand on her shoulder. Liliana's gloved hand covers Vraska's, and for a
    moment, they weep.
  


  
    "We must find a way to resolve the overlay," Ajani reminds them with gentle
    urgency. "He said we need to find Tam."
  


  "No." Liliana's voice rings with absolute anger.


  
    Vraska blinks, trying to see through her grief. Liliana's eyes are fixed on
    Jace's chest. She follows her gaze … and sees it. A blur, a strange
    blue glow.
  


  "No!" Liliana yells, and the subject of her fury grows brighter.


  
    It is brilliant cerulean, a searing star, a cluster of blinding light rising
    from his chest. Liliana leans close, tears streaking down her cheeks. She
    seems to know what it means. Vraska does not. She has killed beyond count,
    but none of them did this when they died.
  


  
    "Is that his spark?" Vraska guesses aloud. She reaches out to touch it,
    fingers grazing the edge, but instead of the heat she expects, she feels a
    wave of deep curiosity, the scent of rain, the chill of a deep lake, she
    hears distantly in her own mind the alarm sounding from behind
    Liliana's eyes.
  


  
    She jolts her hand back, and the spark continues its climb up, out of his
    chest, up into the air between him.
  


  "Do we stop it?" Chandra cries.


  "Leave it!" Ajani roars. "It's his!"


  
    But Liliana and Vraska remain squarely focused on the light, the gorgon much
    more controlled than the necromancer. "What did you do, Beleren?" Liliana
    yells at the spark as it shoots through an open window. "What did you do?"
  


  

  
    The crowd of Hexhaven cadets and Strixhaven students thickens around her,
    and Tam is carried into it like a river. She screws her eyes shut as she
    rides its wave, jostling shoulder to shoulder, thinking through every
    theorem she's ever learned, trying to find a solution to reverse the
    overlay, and feeling small and stupid. She isn't enough. She isn't enough.
  


  
    Time feels sluggish. She turns to follow the next scream, but the world
    quiets as the crowd around her pauses to look at something high above. When
    Tam glances up, what she sees is different from any rubble.
  


  It looks like a star.


  
    Blue and blazing, it tears through the sky from somewhere high in the tower.
    It falls like a meteor, and she realizes too late the trajectory veers
    toward her.
  


  
    The crowd of students and cadets parts, running for cover. But Tam stays
    put.
  


  
    The pressure of duty snaps her back to the task at hand. Instinctively, she
    tries to alter the star's path. She flings paradoxical magic at it to turn
    it away, but onward the star burns, growing larger by the second,
    unavoidable, unmissable. She panics, runs, leaps over rubble and dodges the
    cadets and students in her way, but down and down the star falls, closer and
    closer it follows.
  


  It hits her in the chest, and she gasps.


  
    Energy pummels her, as if she's standing at the base of a waterfall. Tam
    cries out in response, falls to her knees, the pressure and potency of magic
    overwhelming her, filling her. Her heart feels like it's burst open,
    and all her insides are a modest cup doused with the water of a vast lake.
  


  The onslaught eases from a torrent to a stream to a drip.


  
    Her ears pop. She flexes all ten of her toes. She lets out a breath that's
    halfway to a shocked laugh.
  


  What was that? She panics. Was that an attack?


  
    Then it hits her, a rolling wave of emotion, of feeling. She inhales
    sharply, and it turns into a sob. Tam frowns, alarmed. She should do
    something. Is she dying? Is she injured?
  


  Wait. There was something she was going to do.


  Right! She remembers. I must ask for help.


  
    Tam firms her stance and reaches out with her mind; she knows just who to
    call.
  


  
    And she gasps as her telepathic range extends beyond its usual height, up
    into the atmosphere, into a place between worlds, beyond that, as far as she
    can reach, until she feels the familiar steel-cold rain of Innistrad and
    finds the help she needs.
  


  
    She brushes the edges of a sky, an infinite maw, and the beast that lives
    within the moon stirs at Tam's psychic nudge.
  


  You, Emrakul responds.


  I need your help, Tam says.


  
    A sensation—godlike amusement, an iceberg groaning, a giant plucking the
    wing off a bird in curiosity. She senses Emrakul's immensity, a galaxy
    crammed into a tiny moon. She feels her writhe, pleased and unfathomable.
  


  
    Tam was confident, but now she's terrified. Nevertheless, she holds tight to
    the connection, determined.
    There is a Multiverse that must be consumed. It is an illusion made real.
      It is not natural, but it
    is corporeal. Will you feast at my invitation?
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    The angel, the monster, sends back the impression of warmth. Yes, she
    smiles, I have been waiting so long to be once again what I am.
  


  Another sensation—patience, the pleased stretch of dormant tentacles.


  
    Your knowledge is ripe. I will come to devour and to heal. The mirror
      will crumble, and the garden will blossom once more.
  


  
    A vision: Tam sits across from an angel, a chessboard between them. The
    queen moves, and her king falls. Checkmate. The board sinks into itself,
    unspools, and a mass of unbraided hair falls from the table.
  


  
    Tam doesn't remember playing chess. No matter. She sends back the feeling of
    gratitude, of open doors, of the elation of freedom.
  


  Enjoy your meal.


  
    Tam retreats and feels the electrons around her psychic senses laugh in
    delight. She spools herself back to Hexhaven … Strixhaven? Wherever her
    body is now. She feels pleased she knew just who to ask.
  


  
    A wave of psychic energy roils through her. It's the star. That light. It
    burns cool as a stream within her heart.
  


  
    This time, though, instead of emotion she feels … dreams. Goals.
    Ambitions. Wants beyond the material. She wants to learn how to ride a
    horse. She wants to eat a mango. She wants to see her friends,
    travel with her friends, visit somewhere wonderful. She wants to help a
    stranger and doesn't care if they thank her. She wants to solve a
    complicated problem. She wants to have her heart broken. She wants to see
    Vraska. She wants to swim in the sea. The thoughts are confusing,
    tantalizing. She didn't realize she could have wants like these. She's never
    had them before.
  


  
    But in the world around her, Tam knows that things are getting worse. The
    Echoverse is crashing like a wave into the original. In Hexhaven, Tam
    returns to her body and stares at the sky. It darkens above her, and for a
    moment, she feels like a nihilist—two worlds colliding, a disaster she
    helped enable, the futility of certainty. But she knows she doesn't need to
    worry. She will find a way. She is a diplomat, a friend-maker, a Guildpact.
  


  She looks up, and the sky turns from gray to black and violet.


  
    The clouds peel to either side; the air crackles. She tastes ozone on her
    tongue. Most of the crowd, the blank-eyed Hexhaven cadets, don't have the
    sense to look up, but the few Strixhaven students who do are met with an
    apocalypse.
  


  Emrakul engulfs the sky.
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    Tentacles writhe, gripping something that Tam cannot see, and the mass of
    wriggling flesh parts to reveal a lone silver eye. The horizon cannot
    contain her. Tam's mind cannot comprehend where she ends and begins. The
    immensity of the Eldrazi dares Tam to try and make sense of it.
  


  
    She makes her way to the Folioplex, weaving through the crowd, uncertain if
    Emrakul will be able to tease apart the Multiverses where they've already
    been woven together. Her entire body shivers, as does every body in the
    crowd around her. Their sinuses collectively clear, and the world smells of
    burning hair and the moment just before lightning strikes.
  


  Then, counter cleared, Emrakul prepares her meal.


  
    The wriggling mass high above them seems to divide, tentacles moving aside
    like parted hair, and in their center is something no living being has ever
    seen—her mouth.
  


  
    Hexhaven vibrates. It quivers through time and space, and Tam prays that the
    Theorist and his friends made it out alive. As the mirrored plane shakes and
    sputters, it begins to fade. Emrakul writhes with sated joy, and the sound
    of her feasting is something Tam feels in her chest. The tower turns
    transparent; the sphinxes circling it start to vanish.
  


  
    Curious, Tam reaches out with the new range of her mind to other planes,
    senses as Ravnica's double fades from the sky, as the snow above Amonkhet
    gives way to the sun, as every double of every plane turns transparent as a
    ghost and is devoured in jubilant hunger. There is no double of Emrakul here
    for her to consume. She is singular, just as Tam is singular. Tam can feel
    as she sifts one Multiverse from the other, like plucking stones from
    unwashed rice.
  


  
    As she approaches the Folioplex, a book on a table to her right flips open
    menacingly, and a pen scrawls down her name. This is a poor place to hide.
    On the steps, she finds not just Kirol, but Sanar, Abigale, and Lluwen, all
    watching as another world is devoured. They snap to attention as Tam
    approaches.
  


  She could feel embarrassed, but instead she decides she is brave.


  
    "I'm sorry," she says. "I can explain later, but we're going to be safe
    now."
  


  
    A deep vibration echoes through their bones, and a colossal abomination
    writhes in the sky overhead, and none of the students pay either any mind.
  


  Kirol points up. "Did you have something to do with that?"


  Tam nods. "You'll be safe. She won't hurt you."


  Sanar's eyebrows rise, mouth gaping in realization. "Sh-she?"


  
    "Listen." Tam approaches them. Lluwen, Abigale, and Sanar flinch backward,
    but Kirol remains still. She holds her hands to her chest, feeling her own
    heartbeat.
  


  
    "I need you all to know that I'm sorry. What happened to Jadzi is my
    responsibility. What I did to all of you is inexcusable. I was ordered by my
    maker, and I didn't know I didn't want what he wanted until I came back. Now
    I'm trying fix it."
  


  
    "Who are you?" Kirol's eyebrows are low, their eyes stern. "Tam, seriously.
    Who are you?"
  


  Tam smiles. "I can't wait to find out."


  
    The world shakes. A seam of shining aether traces along the ground, as if
    drawn by a pencil.
  


  
    Tam feels feathers brush against her arm. Wings pull her into a tight hug.
  


  
    Abigale? Tam begins to sign before her free hand is smothered by a
    second hug from Sanar.
  


  "I'm not joining," Lluwen says.


  
    "It's all right. You don't have to forgive me." Tam extricates herself from
    the embrace. "We don't have to be friends."
  


  "No, we don't," says Kirol.


  
    They stand and assess Tam from afar, and she realizes that, just underneath
    the chaos around them, she can hear Kirol's thoughts curl through her own
    mind.
  


  
    They smirk. "But we do need an introduction." Kirol puts out their hand. "My
    name is Kirol. Who are you?"
  


  
    Tam grips their hand firmly. She decides who she is, and a chosen name
    spills as easily as a river. "I'm Tam. Just Tam."
  


  They shake as acquaintances, as friends.


  "Okay, Just Tam," Kirol repeats. "Know a way home?"


  
    "Mage-ring at the back of the Folioplex," she replies, brushing her senses
    against the mind devouring half the sky. "Emrakul is separating the second
    Multiverse from the first. I'll meet you back at Strixhaven. I've got to
    make sure all the other Strixhaven students get back safely."
  


  She steps back. Waves.


  
    And as she does, her friends run for the portal home, and with a relieved
    smile, Tam waves goodbye … for now.
  


  

  
    The tower begins to fade around them. Mage-rings flicker and fall, turning
    to thin illusions as they hit the ground without impact.
  


  
    Liliana looks up from Jace's body, eyes raw. They stopped the overlay, but
    they cannot stop the blending. None of them know how. They are doomed.
  


  
    One of the portals in the center of the sanctum glows, and out step their
    doppelgängers. The others leap to their feet, but Liliana stays put.
  


  
    Chandra the cryomancer charges forward, her face a mask of calm, and with a
    splay of her hand, the ground beneath them turns to ice. Liliana starts to
    stand, but something catches—her dress is frozen to the ground, as is Jace's
    body. She tries to get up, then pauses as Ajani's axe collides with that of
    Garruk's double.
  


  
    Beasts leap from the shadows of the druid's feet, taking hold of Ajani's
    arms. The sight of the Chain Veil alarms Liliana, but this other Garruk
    doesn't seem to notice her. Liliana grits her teeth and begins to tear her
    dress from the floor with a long rip.
  


  
    She watches as Vraska whips her head to look at Ajani's double; the second
    she does, the leonin freezes in place. Stone overtakes fur, and the
    doppelgänger dies with a snarl on his face.
  


  Liliana counts. Something is wrong.


  
    She tugs her dress away from the ground, rip after rip, and mentally
    instructs the lich of Professor Opal to stand back to back with her. As she
    finally tears her dress free, Liliana hears a bellowing behind her.
  


  
    Her fingers flash with violet light, and her puppet claps her hands around
    the original Garruk's axe. He is the picture of a beast barely contained.
    Liliana pushes back, her lich as strong as she is, and manages to yell above
    his rage, "Stop!" She grits her teeth. "This isn't the place!"
  


  
    As she says it, her ears clear. The world smells of burning hair and the
    moment before lightning strikes. She feels the tingle of
    something overhead, far above the tower. There is a presence in the
    world. Liliana has felt this once before.
  


  
    Emrakul. It could only be her. But she isn't consuming all of reality …
    only Jace's Multiverse.
    How did she escape the moon on Innistrad? How did she know to come
      here?
    Liliana remembers the spark emerging from Jace's chest, flying out the
    window, seeking a body. One specific body, gods damn him.
  


  "We need to leave if we want to live," she says.


  "Your curse ruined me," the druid snarls. "You will die by my hand."


  "They're vanishing!" Chandra yells.


  
    Sure enough, Liliana watches Ajani's axe swing through Chandra's double
    without making contact, sees the Garruk with the Chain Veil become nothing
    more than a ghost. Behind them, a mage-ring appears—the final lifeline for a
    dead Planeswalker's old friends, a way back home as the world crumbles
    around them.
  


  
    Liliana spreads her arms, sends her lich out of the way, even as it fades
    from existence. "You already got your revenge! I died years ago in all the
    ways that matter. Kill me if it'll make you feel better. If that's where you
    want to be at the end of the world." The ceiling crumbles, falls. She feels
    her foot start to slip through the surface of the tiles.
  


  "We're leaving!" Ajani calls.


  "Vryn!" Chandra adds.


  
    Liliana sees a flash of light as the two of them planeswalk away. She stays
    where she is. Garruk's shoulders hunch, twitch in contained rage. She
    continues to hold her arms out, unafraid. "You already won." She knows they
    only have seconds left before this plane—and the rest of the
    Echoverse—disappears.
  


  
    Garruk straightens. He lowers his axe, eyes locked with hers. "I will not
    forgive you, witch, but tell me the truth and I will spare you. Do you know
    the twins?"
  


  
    Liliana blinks, narrows her eyes. "The Kenrith twins? I care for them both,
    but I worry about the girl. If you mean them harm, then we are enemies."
  


  Garruk says nothing and simply planeswalks away.


  
    Liliana exhales a panicky breath. Before she heads for the mage-ring, she
    turns for one last look at Jace's body.
  


  
    He lies in a dying world of his own making. Kneeling over him, as the
    vestiges of the sanctum collapse around them, is Vraska, their foreheads
    close.
  


  Liliana considers her options. She could leave them. It would be easy.


  Dammit.


  
    Liliana runs toward them. Vraska looks up, forlorn, as Liliana grabs her
    shoulders. The gorgon's eyes are golden and empty as they flicker to meet
    hers.
  


  
    "You don't die today," Liliana says with fire in her voice. She pulls Vraska
    to her feet and barks, "Hold on to him!"
  


  
    Together, Liliana and Vraska haul Beleren's body through the mage-ring, away
    from the false Multiverse.
  


  

  
    The world around Tam is vanishing. It's a battle between an army of ghosts
    and the beast who will devour them.
  


  
    Her neck cranes to watch the Founder Sphinxes of Hexhaven marshal to fight
    Emrakul. Ingris Stingerquill screeches as barbs pierce the sides of
    Emrakul's mouth, and the Eldrazi bellows in response.
  


  
    They fly as close as they can, wings wide, reaching up toward the titan
    stretched across the sky. She looms over them like a god of death. The world
    bends up to her, arches and architecture rising toward that central maw,
    clumps of buildings and entire fountains pulled from the earth as if she
    were a new center of gravity. The world is vanishing, lifting.
  


  
    On the ground, Vigorbloom cadets summon tendrils to launch into the sky,
    Theorix counterparts trembling the molecules around them with a
    plane-vibrating spell. But they all abandon their attempts as Emrakul shakes
    the world in turn. Some bold Konstrari cadets have rolled out a crossbow as
    large as a building, aiming it at the Eldrazi's mouth, but as soon as they
    do, they're interrupted.
  


  
    "She has marked it!" cries Uldaros Theorix, and even from Tam's vantage, she
    can see his magic gleam. "She is distinguishing one plane from the other!"
    Just as the sphinx utters this, his own matter smears across the sky and up
    toward her mouth.
  


  
    The Hexhaven cadets scream in terror; the remaining Strixhaven students
    cheer.
  


  
    It's horrifying. But also … it's happening. Emrakul will consume the
    Echoverse. No one will know that the price paid was the life of an innocent
    oracle and the man who fell in love with his own ideas.
  


  
    She knows in her heart the Theorist is dead, but the thought doesn't make
    sense.
  


  
    Around her, Hexhaven is marked separate from Strixhaven. The tower's colors
    blur sideways. An aetherborn cadet next to Tam suddenly dissipates, and
    every other thing—from Jace-birds to a leonin atop his puppetbeast—suddenly
    extends beyond its own outlines, matter pulled upward into the sky.
  


  
    Tam pats herself, to make sure she isn't about to disappear, and
    realizes the plane-devourer high above is true to her word.
  


  Thanks, she projects.


  The electrons around her quiver. You're welcome.


  
    Tam sits on the ground, legs crossed beneath her. She looks up at the
    monster, the forever-devouring beast. Tam did one good thing in her life,
    and maybe that one good thing is enough. She has been of service, a dutiful
    soldier. And she is here at the end, a survivor.
  


  But as the world collapses, a familiar voice speaks in her mind.


  Tam.


  
    Her hand flies to her chest, to the place that blue star sank into her
    sternum. Is it the Theorist? No. Too small. Only a part.
  


  It's Jace.


  
    If you're hearing this, Tam, I'm dead. I've made arrangements for such an
      event. You're my fail-safe.
  


  Tam feels tears well in her eyes.


  
    Sparks are precious now. I made you so you could inherit mine. This spark
      was me, and now, it is you. I only ask that you continue our work. Make
      things better. Everything is in progress … just like us. May we
      always know exactly who we are.
  


  The wave of psychic energy hits one final time.


  
    Tam grips her temples as the rest of her settles into place. Her cleverness
    shines and glimmers, stretching across her mind like constellations in a
    starlit sky. Her outlook fills as a dark, alluring lake in her heart, a deep
    understanding of the meaninglessness—and meaning—of it all. High up, near
    that starry sky, stands a tower, a place to watch from … and discover
    far-flung truths. Around her is a fence, an unbreakable barrier, from behind
    which she can keep her soul safe. Her mind is secured with the
    fortifications of a survivor; her hands tremble with the sense memory of a
    thousand handshakes and diplomacies; the space at her hip tingles with
    emptiness, having never known holster or knife; and closest to her heart is
    the assurance that no matter how little she has, she may always start
    over.
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    Tam is complete. She is forever unfinished. She is a summary. She is just a
    person. And that is all she needs to be.
  


  She laughs.


  
    Her mental senses breach the dam of her body, breezing past the hundreds
    around her with one simple swoop. She feels immense, heavy, elated,
    surprised. It's as if she's discovered a door in her house where there
    wasn't one before, and behind it lies the vastness of the cosmos. Tam is a
    beginning. She is a continuation. She is the circle of a mage-ring. Tam is a
    clean slate.
  


  
    She remembers where she is, and the bustle and panic around her feels louder
    than before, more real. She feels so much—sternum-punch terror,
    elation at seeing and saving her friends, confusion at what is happening to
    her. She is a detective, piecing through rubble and stowing away her panic.
    Does she share Jace's allergies? Does she have a high caffeine tolerance?
    Will his friends recognize her?
  


  
    Tam freezes. Jace is dead. Her … creator? Teacher? Past self? She's sad
    about it, but also indifferent, because he's not dead—only transformed. She
    is him. They are one.
  


  
    Most importantly … she's real. For the first time in her existence, she
    knows exactly who she is.
  


  Happy birthday, Tam wishes herself.


  
    She smiles. And for the first time, the millionth time, Tam's eyes alight
    with blue. She reaches for the part of herself that has always known how and
    planeswalks home to her friends, to Strixhaven.
  


  

  
    Vraska sits with Ranna Beleren once again. There's a cup of tea in her
    hands, fresh funeral flowers in a vase on the table. A light rain patters on
    the windows. An oil lamp burns on the table.
  


  
    The ceremony was small and private. Enough Planeswalkers knew of Jace's fate
    that she didn't feel the need to send invitations across the Multiverse. He
    was laid to rest as a son of Vryn, his body wrapped in cloth, sinking to the
    bottom of the funerary lake. A handful of friends were there, and Vraska
    felt ashamed to accept each condolence with an "I'm sorry" in turn. Even
    now, her part in this weighs heavily on her heart. All she can do is start
    over.
  


  
    Loot is practicing his Ravnican alphabet on the other side of the table.
    Ranna is cleaning her relics of healing. It is a quiet morning because all
    mornings are quiet these days. She reads a letter sent from an old friend on
    Ravnica. How she wishes Jace was here so she could gossip.
  


  Ranna rises. "More tea?"


  "The oolong." Vraska smiles.


  
    Ranna nods and walks to the kitchen and sets out two cups. Still only tea
    these days for her. Nothing harder.
  


  
    There's a knock. Vraska rises. She opens the door, and a blue cloak fills
    the entryway.
  


  
    Her heart catches in her chest. She prays the vision will last, dreads that
    it will. An uncannily familiar face stares back at her. Her cheeks are high,
    her hair in immaculate braids. The other gorgon smiles with enthusiasm.
  


  
    "Hi! I'm Tam. We've met. In the hallway, in the, uh … other
    Multiverse."
  


  
    Vraska can't formulate a sentence. It's like hearing a ghost, seeing a
    ghost. The way she stands, the angle of her head, her eyes …
  


  
    "I'm supposed to find you," she says. She's earnest—sunny curiosity
    accompanied by the scent of rainwater.
  


  
    "He made you," Vraska finds herself saying aloud. She blinks, heart starting
    to race in something between terror and wonder. "I'm sorry. What do you need
    me for?"
  


  
    "Oh, I was hoping you'd tell me," Tam says. "I have a hunch you can help
    me."
  


  
    Vraska motions to the garlands of grieving grasses on the doorway. "I'm
    mourning."
  


  
    "I know," Tam says with a gentle smile. "So am I. We can face what's next
    when you're ready."
  


  
    Ranna returns from the kitchen, and as soon she rounds the corner, Vraska
    hears two teacups shatter on the floor.
  


  
    Tam pulls down the hood of her cloak. She smiles just like he smiled. Her
    earrings glint in the candlelight. She looks into Vraska's eyes, unafraid.
  


  "I'm here to help make things better."
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