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For Kyra, the best study hall buddy a girl could have,
and for Ruby, who was always bound for Strixhaven.





THE MULTIVERSE: an endless collection of planes, each with its own worlds, magic, and laws of nature, connected by the roiling brilliance of the Blind Eternities, the space between tangible creation, filled with energies that will vaporize anyone directly exposed to them. The exception: Planeswalkers, individuals protected from the force of the Blind Eternities by the powerful spark burning within them.

But recently, the impossible has shaken the Multiverse. The Phyrexians, a powerful society of biomechanical monsters motivated by their belief in their own superiority and a ceaseless need for expansion, breached the walls of the Blind Eternities and invaded planes without number, leaving death and destruction in their wake. They were stopped, at great cost, and in the aftermath, the very fabric of the Multiverse has been transformed.

Many Planeswalkers have lost their sparks and innate connections to the Blind Eternities, leaving them unable to travel as they once did. As if to compensate for this, fissures have formed through the Blind Eternities, connecting previously separated planes. These fissures, called omenpaths, are on the cusp of changing everything.

The Multiverse may never be the same.







PROLOGUE





FALLING STARS

Kasmina isn’t sure she’s had a single other dream since the Phyrexian Invasion shattered the Multiverse as she knew it—since everything changed. She’s never been much of a dreamer, preferring to keep her flights of fancy to her waking hours, where the shifting stars and unfamiliar skies of the planes she walked between always satisfied her need for escape. What need for dreams when you live in them?

But now, every night when she sleeps, she finds herself back under the endlessly spiraling expanse of the Blind Eternities, buffeted by winds blowing from nowhere, everything around her painted in colors her eyes no longer understand. The Blind Eternities never look the same twice, for all that the dream they hang from is unvarying: change is the nature of the Blind Eternities, and here, in dreams, she sees them only as clearly as a non-Planeswalker ever can.

In her dream, she carries a candle, thin and ocean blue and guttering in the wind. She cups her hand around it as she searches for safety, for shelter, for someplace she can protect the flame, but there is nothing to hide her and nowhere she can go. She is lost. She is alone.

As the dream progresses, the Blind Eternities sicken and shudder, fissures forming like cracks in the substance of creation itself, splitting the colors and swirling shapes asunder—cracks that, when she looks more closely, become the roots of Phyrexia’s mighty Invasion Tree, their terrible Realmbreaker. They grow denser and denser, tangling more and more tightly around one another until the Blind Eternities are all but consumed and only the horrors of the invasion remain.

And she runs.

Night after night, knowing it won’t save her, she runs, fleeing across formless ground under a root-scarred sky, unable to reach deep enough into herself to finish the transit she must have been attempting when she was trapped here, unable to escape the fast-approaching disaster.

And then the roots close over the last of the Blind Eternities, blocking their light, leaving only the candle in her hands. Until her flight hooks her toe under a root and sends her sprawling, and her candle hits the ground, and the flame is lost.

She wakes gasping and clutching her chest, her heart as hollow as an eggshell, the flame that once burned there as dead as her candle, extinguished in the dark.

It’s been months since she’s had a decent night’s sleep. She’s beginning to think she’ll never sleep properly again. She doesn’t deserve to rest.

She failed. She was entrusted with the legacy of all the Planeswalkers who came before her and with the preservation of the Multiverse, and she failed both her tasks and didn’t even see her failure coming. She deserves the emptiness in her chest and the sleepless nights in her room.

But the Multiverse deserves a chance to survive.

Breathing hard, her mind still swimming with a haze of shattered images, she rises from her bed. She doesn’t bother turning on the light; two of her owls are here, and borrowing their eyes is as easy as opening her own. She walks to her desk, reaching for pen and paper.

The administration listened when she recommended the Kenrith twins. It’s time for something larger now, something more important. And they’ll listen. Even if she has to change their minds herself, they’ll listen.

The work doesn’t end this way.

The work is just beginning.









ONE





BROKERS AND BARGAINS

[image: quotes]Blue! Watch yourself!”

The shout comes a bare breath before the sound of crumbling masonry. Eula Blue, unwilling cleanup worker and self-trained shield mage, throws her hands over her head, a dome of pale, misty light forming around them as the rest of her team presses in beside her. This has happened often enough that they’ve learned the safest place to be during a collapse is as close to Eula as possible.

The bricks raining down from above hit her shield and bounce harmlessly off, clattering to the pavement. The impacts stop. Eula holds the shield, watching the sky until she’s sure the collapse has finished, then releases it and lowers her hands at the same time, sending the last of the dust and grit to join the rest.

Her foreman is already striding toward her. He’s a big, barrel-chested ogre, a Riveteer by birth and allegiance, and he was openly dubious about allowing her to join the cleanup crews after the Invasion. “What good is some soft-handed little wannabe Obscura going to do?” he’d asked, and the other recruits had laughed, and any chance Eula would have been willing to try looking for another job had died. It was cleanup or nothing.

Not that she likes the work. If she’s being honest with herself, she hates it. It’s all hot, muggy Caldaia air and physical effort, and tears in her clothes that she can’t afford to have properly mended. But the work needs to be done, and her family needs the money, and so here she is.

The foreman waits until he’s only a few feet away, the rest of her crew already back to work collecting broken glass and shards of Phyrexian exoskeletons from the street around them. Elias is picking up the bricks that fell on them. They’ll leave this stretch of New Capenna better off than they found it if it kills them—and based on what just happened, it still might.

“Blue,” says the foreman brusquely. “You think about my offer?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Make a choice yet?”

Eula composes her face. She needs this job, at least until she can save enough to hire a private tutor. There’s always work to be done in New Capenna, but if you don’t belong to one of the five Families, there are things much worse than cleaning up the streets. She was lucky to get this position, and she managed it only because the foreman’s sister was a friend of her brother’s when they were her age; that tenuous connection got her onto the crew when the foreman would have preferred another Riveteer.

Of course, the Riveteers don’t tend to produce shield mages, and her talents have saved her coworkers often enough to attract attention that she wasn’t necessarily looking for.

“I’m still discussing it with my parents,” she says, as neutrally as she can.

Not neutrally enough. The foreman frowns. “This is a big opportunity, you know. Could open a lot of doors for you.”

“I’m aware, sir.”

“They may not be the doors you were hoping for, but with Park Heights gone, I don’t know the Obscura will be opening their doors anytime soon. You could make a name for yourself among the work crews if you wanted to get serious about this.”

“I know, sir. Thank you, sir.”

The foreman looks at her carefully, but she controls her face, refusing to let her true feelings show. She did her primary schooling in Park Heights, at the best elevator school her parents could buy her way into. She should be halfway through her first year of university right now, learning how to bend the law to her own ends, courted by the Brokers and the Obscura alike. Instead, she’s here, cleaning up the wreckage of the campus she’s been dreaming of for most of her life. This isn’t what she wanted. This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be.

This isn’t right.

The whistle blows, signaling shift change. With this many workers in need of a paycheck, there’s no overtime available, for anyone. Eula trades neutrality for a bright smile, tipping her cap at the foreman before she says, “I’ll see you tomorrow, sir,” and she’s off and running.

He pushes his own cap back as he watches her go, and he doesn’t try to call her back. She’s done her hours, she’ll draw her pay, and if she doesn’t want to go the extra mile, that’s no skin off his nose. It’s her family that needs the money, not his.

There’s always another pair of hands in New Capenna.

Eula puts his offer out of her mind as she runs. She can’t delay him forever, but she can have tonight, and the days since the school fell have taught her that time is the dearest coin there is. Once it’s spent, it’s gone, and even the Obscura can’t snatch it back for you.

She knows she’s the best shield mage on the work crews, which is easy enough when she’s the only shield mage on the work crews. Most of the shield mages in the city belong to the Brokers, and they’re too important to waste their time on petty make-work and physical labor. That’s the future her father wants for her, whereas she wants to join the Obscura in their dazzling dens of blackmail and illusion. She’s not your standard Obscura, but a shield mage is welcome anywhere. That’s why the Riveteers are willing to offer her a formal apprenticeship with their Family. They need her, and she needs them, and it could be so easy. All she has to do is say yes. They’ll give her more hours, more responsibilities, and the shining golden chains of admission to their Family at the end of it all. If she becomes a Riveteer, she can grant her family the stability they lost when Park Heights fell.

She can save them. She can give them security, authority, respectability, all the things Phyrexia took away. And all she has to give up is her own future.

Not that her future has ever been her own. The Brokers have never offered her father membership, but he’s always been their man, and he’s all but promised her to them if she masters her magic well enough. Her mother’s side of the family used to work for the Cabaretti. Most of them died with their masters when Park Heights fell. And here’s Eula, dreaming of the Obscura and knowing she’ll never have their attention the way she wants it. The way she needs it.

She moves fleetly through the Caldaia, the lowest level of New Capenna, where the Riveteers hold sway and the products of their endless industry are never far away. Before the Invasion, Eula had only ever come this low on dares and bets; she’d been a true child of the Mezzio, eyes fixed firmly on Park Heights, and she’d been sure nothing was going to stop her upward climb. There was no force in New Capenna that could contain Eula Blue.

Well, that had turned out to be true. There was no force in New Capenna. But there were forces outside it that didn’t care about her dreams or aspirations, and Phyrexia had brought her hopes for an education crashing down to earth, tangled in the wreckage of the school where she’d been intending to craft her future. Now here she is, one more child of the Caldaia gutters, caught between a lifetime of hard labor and preserving her slim chance at an escape in exchange for locking her entire family into that same fate.

She’s nineteen. This shouldn’t be on her shoulders. So Eula runs, temporarily free, racing toward an uncertain future.

Before Park Heights fell and took both her family’s fortunes and their neighborhood tumbling down with it, Eula knew exactly how her life was going to go. Now everything is uncertain, and she hates it, almost as much as she hates the tiny apartment she shares with her parents and younger siblings, who are young enough that they still view their new lives in the Caldaia as a long vacation from the expectations of the upper city, rather than a sudden and brutal limitation on their futures. Her older brother has his own place in a Riveteer neighborhood, more permanent, more secure, but the apartment she shares with the rest of her family is safe and quiet enough that Eula can sleep at night, and she wants to be grateful for that. She just doesn’t know how.

Resting her backside against a silvered stairway rail, she half slides, half rides it to the bottom of the granite stairs and trots down the last short block between her and home, slowing as she nears the door. She hates her job. She hates coming home almost as much. She’s never wanted to be an unhappy person, but she is now, because she hates it here.

Eula Blue is trapped.

She unlocks the door—no open doors this deep in the Caldaia—and lets herself into the crammed front room, packed with secondhand furniture and children’s toys. The air smells, as always, like boiled vegetables and whatever Mom’s roasting for dinner. She can’t think about food yet—she never can before she gets a shower—and all it does is turn her stomach.

“Eula?” Her father’s voice comes from the narrow doorway connecting the front room and kitchen. “Is that you?”

“Yes, Dad, it’s me.” Who else would it be? Unless someone’s lost a key, everyone else who lives here should be home by now.

“Can you come in here?”

He sounds uncharacteristically serious. Eula frowns as she moves toward his voice, wiping her grimy hands on her jacket. Maybe something happened to Alton? He doesn’t have the physical presence or strength of most of the Riveteers he works with, and she worries about him every time he goes out on a job site—

No. No point in borrowing trouble. Eula takes a deep breath, lifts her chin, and steps into the kitchen.

The whole family is there, save for Alton, which just makes the fear she’s trying so hard to suppress spike harder. The kids have bowls of cut fruit distracting them, and her parents sit at either end of the small breakfast table, her mother looking worn-out and worried, her father holding a letter in his hands. Eula’s eyes go to it immediately. The paper is thick and looks expensive, with the texture that comes only from money. She doesn’t recognize the seal at the top, but that looks expensive, too, like someone invested in making sure it would be identifiable at a distance.

“What’s that?” she asks, and her voice is too loud for the space, and she can’t pull it back.

“Eula,” says her father, lowering the letter. “This came for you.”

Anger flares atop fascination. It’s not enough that she’s been forced into a small room with two younger siblings, lost her neighborhood and her privacy and her future, but now they’re opening her mail? She forces it back. They mean well, she knows they mean well, they’re just not used to living on top of one another like this. Hopefully they never will be.

“Why did you open it?” she asks, as politely as she can.

“It was delivered by that new courier service, the one that brings messages through the omenpaths,” he says. “We couldn’t imagine what someone off-plane might have wanted with you, so we felt it was necessary to see for ourselves.”

Depending on when the mail arrived, they would have needed to wait for only a few hours for her to get home. They didn’t need to open something addressed to her. She wants to hold on to the anger over the invasion of her privacy, but in the end, curiosity is stronger, and the omenpaths are new enough to be sources of endless curiosity.

“You knew my shift was almost over. You could have waited until I got home.”

“I’m sorry we didn’t.” It’s a rare admission from her father, that he was wrong about something, and so she settles, irritation soothed by novelty.

“We just didn’t know you knew anyone off-plane,” adds her mother uncomfortably.

When the Invasion tore through the membrane dividing Capenna from the rest of the Multiverse, it left scars. Tunnels of a sort, bored through the fabric of reality itself, connecting the worlds in ways they had never been connected before.

Eula had already known Capenna is a plane—one of many—scattered across a near-infinite Multiverse. Wrapping your mind around the true nature of reality is one of the first challenges of a magical education, and people who couldn’t manage it didn’t tend to last long in her classes. But despite all of this, the omenpaths had been a shock. They made the Multiverse seem small and accessible in a way it’s never been before, trading some of its grandeur for the hope that maybe someday, even people like her will be able to reach out and touch another world.

She’s considered buying a ticket through one of the omenpaths and going off to seek her fortune in a place that might be able to put her talents to better use than a work crew, but she’s never been willing to take the leap and commit to trying. She certainly hasn’t gone looking for an off-plane pen pal.

And now her mother is looking at her like she’s been hiding something, and she doesn’t know what to do about it. This isn’t something she can cast a shield against. The silence in the kitchen grows cold and heavy until she turns her attention back to her father.

“What is it?” she blurts, desperate for anything to break the silence.

“It’s an invitation,” he replies.

“To what?”

“To a school,” says her mother. “A place called Strixhaven, on a plane called Arcavios. They teach wizards there.”

Eula’s heart leaps in her chest, choking her with hope and wanting, wanting so pure it’s like sunlight in her veins, like sipping Halo at a year’s turning party and knowing the whole world is at your fingertips. She forces it down, not quite letting herself embrace it, and asks, “Oh?”

“Yes,” says her father. “I don’t know how they heard about you …” He pauses meaningfully, giving her the opportunity to confess to sending in an application, to inviting their attention. She doesn’t say anything. She didn’t do it, and protesting her innocence will only make her look guilty. “… but they did, and they’d like to offer you a place in their incoming class. Tuition and supplies fully covered, although we can’t afford to pay the extra fee for a private room. They included a ticket through the omenpath network to Arcavios, in case you want to accept the place.”

“I do,” she says without thinking, taking a half step forward, already reaching for the letter. Her father twitches it away.

“I don’t know that we want to let you go to school off-plane,” he says. “How will you learn to be a proper Capennan law mage if you’re learning another world’s laws?”

“If I’m a fully trained shield mage, you know the Brokers will teach me the law,” she says. “They still have the people for that, even if we’ve lost the wizard’s college. I can do it.”

“So you still want to be a Broker?” There’s a hard edge in his voice, one she understands better than she wants to.

Eula swallows. “Yes, sir,” she lies. It’s all he’s ever wanted for her; she can learn to want it for herself the way he needs her to, even if she knows she would be happier among the Obscura. Even if she wants to sit at Raffine’s feet and listen to everything the ancient seer has to teach her. She can put her own desires aside. For the sake of the family.

But her father isn’t thinking about the Obscura at all, or Eula’s oft-derided ambitions. “You haven’t decided you’d rather be a Riveteer workhand for the rest of your life?” he asks.

Eula recoils. “No, sir! I’m only working cleanup for the money to help this family, not because I want to. They’ll get by just fine without me, and if I go to this school, I … I’ll get to learn. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

Fear strikes then, sharp and biting: maybe he’s asking all these questions because they can’t get by without the money she’s been bringing in. Maybe he’s not going to let her go.

“This school, it’s not something we have any information about. It’s not something I’ve ever heard of before. And things being what they are, it’s entirely possible the Brokers don’t have any information about it, either.”

“Yes, sir,” she says, automatically.

Her father nods, frowning to himself. “So any information you could gather would be something new. Something valuable.”

“Sir?”

“You’ll go to this school, if they’re so eager to pay your way. You’ll learn everything they have to teach you, and everything they don’t intend to teach you, and you’ll bring it all back here, to New Capenna. To your family. To the Family.”

It’s the same word. The way he stresses it the second time he says it turns it into something else entirely. Eula swallows.

She wants to belong to a Family, even if she doesn’t agree with her father about which would be the best fit for her. Joining one of the five Families and having access to their resources and protection is what every citizen of New Capenna dreams of. It’s what she’s been working toward since the first time she managed to summon a weak shield, barely strong enough to stop a soap bubble.

It’s what she thought she lost when Park Heights fell, and now that it’s possible again, all she can think is, I’m going to school. I’m going to go through an omenpath to a different world, and I’m going to go to a real school, where they’ll teach me all the magic I want to know. I’m going to school.

She feels like she’s walking on air as she follows her mother out of the kitchen and through the small apartment to her room.

“You leave tomorrow,” her mother says, voice clearer now that they’re alone. She always sounds more sure of herself when her husband isn’t in the room. “We have to pack.”

“Yes, Mama,” says Eula, and she smiles as her mother gets the carpetbag from the closet. They begin packing her scant belongings, and the work crew has never been further away. She’s leaving. She’s on her way into the future.

She’s going to school.









TWO





OMENS AND EMBERS

Sleep doesn’t come easy. Eula tosses and turns until she realizes she’s keeping her younger siblings awake and slips from the bed, pulling on her housecoat and creeping out of the room. They mumble sleepy protests at her desertion but don’t fight too hard; they have class in the morning, and they need to be awake enough to pay attention and answer their teachers’ questions.

Guilio is five and Noemi is six, both born when Eula was moving into the upper classes at her Park Heights school. Her parents had been anticipating her beginning to pull an apprentice’s salary by now, moving out and leaving them with the resources to feed two more mouths. Well, that’s what anticipation gets you: five people in a tiny apartment and not enough of anything to go around.

There are schools in the Caldaia, of course, but they’re meant to make laborers, not scholars; instead of penmanship and history, the little ones are learning the foundational skills for the lives it now looks like they’re going to lead.

Eula can change all that. She just has to get to this Strixhaven place, and she’ll be able to turn the family fortunes around. Her upper-city friends who didn’t lose their neighborhoods in the Invasion will start speaking to her again, will welcome her back into the circles she used to move through so effortlessly, and she’ll be home. She’ll forget about the Obscura and become a Broker like her father wants her to be, or she’ll finally convince him to let her follow her own path into proper Obscura black, and either way she’ll fix everything, and it’ll be like the Phyrexians never came.

She holds that thought as firmly as she can as she stretches out on the couch, using it to keep other, less pleasant thoughts at bay. She finally slips off to sleep a few hours before dawn, only to wake what feels like minutes later to the sound of the city stirring around her. Morning seems to come earlier in the Caldaia, where it happens without the aid of the sun. They’ve calibrated their lives so that they don’t need the sunlight here, although everyone’s happy when it makes its way down through the city to shine on the alleys and the window gardens, warming and brightening the world.

Eula yawns, stretches, and opens her eyes to find Guilio inches from her face. Her inhale becomes a startled squeak, and she falls off the couch to the uproarious laughter of her younger siblings, who have apparently never seen anything this funny in their lives. They’re still laughing when their mother comes and herds the pair to the kitchen for breakfast.

She stops in the kitchen doorway to look back at Eula, her expression grave. “Your carriage leaves in two hours,” she says. “I’ve laid out your good dress in the bathroom. Go get ready, and remember, this is an opportunity not just for you, but for your family and all of New Capenna.”

“Yes, Mama,” says Eula, too groggy to argue. She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand and staggers toward the bathroom where, true to her word, her mother has laid her best blue dress across the sink.

The sight of it makes her flesh crawl, and she wishes, suddenly and fiercely, that she’d managed to wake and escape the apartment before anyone else was up. She wonders if her mother remembers the last time Eula had a reason to wear that dress—to do anything to make herself look even remotely in fashion, rather than blending in to the work crews. Wonders if her mother remembers how many funerals there were in the weeks following the Invasion.

Eula remembers. They went on for so long that it felt like the funerals were never going to end, like the people of Capenna were going to run out of the living before they finished burying the dead. First they’d buried the people who died fighting Phyrexia, and then they’d buried the people who died when Phyrexia lost, and finally they’d buried the people who died almost incidentally, the ones crushed when the city fell, the ones who never had a chance.

The last time Eula wore her good blue dress, it was for her friend Inez’s funeral, and she’d sworn afterward that she was never going to wear it again, out of respect for the friend she’d buried. But here it is, and she doesn’t have anything else to wear, and so she slips it on, does the buttons, fastens the belt, and looks at herself in the mirror. Her hair is too long to be fashionable; it hits her shoulders, rather than holding an obedient wave, but it’s still white-blond and striking enough to be worth looking at twice. The dress has clearly been worn before, the cuffs frayed and the hemline funeral-long, rather than society-short. She doesn’t have any stockings, and her shoes are scuffed.

She takes a deep breath, pushing memory and preconceptions aside, and forces herself to look critically at every aspect of what she sees. She’s an attractive girl. Hard labor in the Caldaia hasn’t changed that, and if there had been a risk it would, her father wouldn’t have let her join the work crews, no matter how much they needed the money. The family needs her to catch the eye of a Family, and that means being properly groomed and mannered, as well as magically talented and clever enough to know her own limitations. If anything, the lack of direct sunlight has been good for her complexion, which no longer risks tanning or freckling. She might as well have been designed to look her best in Brokers’ colors, white and blue and gold, and one day she’ll wear them if she has to, even as she’ll mourn the Obscura black she dreamed of. One day she’ll put tattered dresses far behind her, whatever colors she wears, and she’ll be the toast of the town.

Just not today. Today, she leaves.

She opens the bathroom door to find her whole family waiting, even Alton. Her mother is in the middle of them all, beaming, offering Eula’s carpetbag like it holds the treasures of the city itself. Her father is more stern; he looks her up and down, then thrusts a slice of toast into her hand.

“You need to eat. You won’t shame New Capenna by letting yourself get faint with hunger on a simple journey.”

“Yes, sir,” she says automatically.

Noemi frowns, looking between the two of them. She appears to be trying to puzzle through what’s happening, and as her eyes settle on the carpetbag in her mother’s hand, she reaches a conclusion and wraps her arms around Eula’s legs, beginning to wail. The sound is too shrill for this hour of the morning. Eula winces, then bends to stroke her sister’s hair with her free hand, attempting to soothe her.

“It’s all right, pigeon,” she says. “I’m just going to school, like I said I was before we had to move. I’ll be back before you know it. Promise.”

Noemi looks up at her, blue eyes filled with tears. “Really promise?” she asks.

“Really promise,” says Eula. She straightens, taking the carpetbag from her mother, still watching her younger siblings. “Be good for Mama and Pop, okay, you two?”

“Okay, Eu,” says Noemi.

“’kay,” says Guilio, less interested in whatever weird thing she’s doing now than he is in the delay to his breakfast.

Eula offers them all a wavering smile, quickly embraces Alton and her mother, nods to her father, and heads for the door, pausing only to get her coat from the rack. She doesn’t look back.

Outside, the air is dark and cool and oddly still, for all that the sounds of the waking city are everywhere. The cleanup crew will be starting their first shift soon, and Eula feels a pang of guilt. Has anyone told her foreman she’s not going to be there?

Probably not, but there’s no point in dwelling. Alton got her that job, and Alton came to say goodbye; he’ll tell the Riveteers where she’s gone. They’ll replace her soon enough. She knows better than to think she’s somehow indispensable, and that means she can go.

She’s already going. She’s walking, although she didn’t realize she’d started, heading for the omenpath processing station indicated on her ticket. Two omenpaths appeared and anchored down here in the Caldaia, and she’s never used either one. Tickets are expensive, even though no one can quite explain why that should be; the Riveteers seized both omenpaths as soon as they stabilized, and they started selling tickets shortly thereafter, claiming the funds were essential to rebuilding the city. The Obscura control the omenpaths in the upper city, and they charge, too, although she hasn’t heard anything about those funds going toward rebuilding anything.

It’s not Eula’s job to argue with the Families—it doesn’t matter why they charge to use something they had no hand in creating. What matters is the ticket in her hand. What matters is her education.

What matters is getting out of here.

Her feet carry her all the way to Lower Bassomer Station, brick and tile and tarnished filigree, the occasional rush of hot air from a passing train rich with the promise of ascent to the Mezzio and beyond, to lost, lamented Park Heights. Eula pauses to blow a kiss at the station, like a promise that she’ll be coming back, and walks onward, circling the building.

People begin to appear around her, some with luggage of their own, their eyes lit with the fanatic fire of someone on their way to a bright, much-desired future, some wiping tears away as they wave their loved ones on. A few, wearing unfashionable clothing that marks them as out of synch with the society around them, huddle near the walls with bowls of coins by their feet. She makes eye contact with a girl roughly her own age in tattered leather trousers etched with strange diamonds and a loose linen shirt. Cheeks burning, Eula looks quickly away.

Not quickly enough: the girl is already moving toward her. “Please,” says the stranger. “No one told me they charged just to walk through the gate on this side. Home is only a few feet away, but no one wants to help. Please. I need to get back to Thunder Junction.”

Eula tries to harden her heart, but the yearning in the stranger’s voice is impossible to ignore. She’s never heard of Thunder Junction. It must be very warm there. Turning her body slightly toward the stranger, so as to obscure what she’s doing, she dips a hand into the pocket of her dress and pulls out the coins she’d taken to buy herself something to eat on the journey. She’s sure this new school won’t let their students starve.

The stranger beams as Eula drops the coins into her bowl, then counts them with practiced efficiency. “I think I have enough to buy a walk-through ticket now,” she says after a moment, and springs to her feet, grabbing a leather pack Eula hadn’t even noticed. “May the Thunder treat you kindly in your travels, adventurer. Perhaps we’ll meet again.”

She takes off at a run, heading for the barrier that spans a narrow, otherwise unremarkable alleyway. Eula watches her go until she loses sight of her, then starts walking again, heading for the same alley.

A booth stands to each side of the barricade that blocks it: one accompanied by a snaking line of people handing cash to a bored elf in exchange for slips of paper with their destinations printed on them, the other with no line at all, manned by a stern-looking magpie aven, his feathers perfectly preened despite the early hour. The sound of the queue hits as Eula approaches, a constant clamor of rubber stamps, jingling coins, and complaining children. It’s like a neighborhood fair. There’s even a man roaming the line, selling twists of waxed paper with roasted nuts and candied fruits inside.

The gleam of the omenpath’s entrance is visible from the mouth of the alley, blue-white and somehow alien in its geometry, like something that shouldn’t be. Carriages are lined up around the entrance, and people mill among them, studying their tickets and clutching their bags as they face the great unknown. Some people walk into the omenpath under their own power, like the girl from Thunder Junction, while others climb into carriages and are driven through. Motor vehicles aren’t allowed in the omenpaths. She’s not sure exactly why, just knows that they’re not permitted, and no one really wants to argue about it.

Eula approaches the second booth, aware of her shabby dress and scuffed shoes and the stares from the people waiting in line, the ones who can’t imagine she has the money for a ticket. The aven ticket-taker fixes her with a stern eye, holding out one feathered hand in expectation.

“You’ll need a ticket to go any farther,” he says, and while his voice is brusque, it’s not unkind. “Are you here to use the omenpath?”

This is it, then: this is the moment where she finds out whether this has all been some sort of unspeakably cruel trick. Eula pulls the ticket from her coat pocket and hands it to the ticket-taker. “I’m traveling for university?” she says, and it comes out as a question, even though she didn’t mean for it to be.

The ticket-taker, thankfully, only nods. He looks critically at her ticket, then at her. “Do you have any fruits, vegetables, or protected intellectual property? Family grimoires are included on the list of prohibited items.”

“No,” says Eula.

“Any pets? Recent parasite infestations? There’s no telling what we have here that could get out of control somewhere else.”

“No, sir,” says Eula, getting flustered.

The aven nods again, then stamps her ticket and hands it back. “Lucky girl, traveling by private coach,” he says. “Although maybe not so lucky, with as long as this is going to take. On you go, then, head on through. You’re right on time for the switchover from Thunder Junction to Shandalar. Wouldn’t want to drop you in the wrong neighborhood.”

That explains why the strange girl was able to cut the line, if the omenpath is about to change destinations. Eula’s heard they tend to do that; this one goes to four different planes, depending on the time of day and the phase of the moon.

The ticket-taker waves her grandiosely past the barricade. Eula goes, more than a little overwhelmed by how quickly this is all unfolding.

The coaches wait in dark, silent ranks, surrounded by the chatter of the people who’ve come to ride them. Most of the fleet is very old, recalled from retirement when the omenpaths appeared. They’re pulled by a motley assortment of harnessed pegasi, massive mastiffs with drooping jowls, and even a few enormous crocodiles.

Eula eyes them warily as she approaches the man checking tickets on this side of the barricade. He takes hers, frowns, and then frowns again as he looks at her face.

“Eula?”

She pauses, blinking. “I’m sorry, I don’t …”

“Enzo,” he says, handing her ticket back, suddenly smiling. “I was in the year behind you at school, on the enhancement track. No talent for shielding, but I could help my classmates take a hit without going down.”

“I’m sorry,” says Eula. “I don’t remember you.”

“Never expected you to. A pretty girl like you never looked back.” His smile dims back into professionalism. “This says you’re heading for Arcavios. That’s a multi-leg trip, and you’re only paid one way.”

“Yes,” says Eula. “I know.”

“Coming home will be a pretty penny.”

“I know that, too.” She didn’t, but she’d guessed even before she met the stranded stranger. Things like this never come cheap.

“Then, if you’re sure.”

Eula nods. They don’t speak again as he leads her to a carriage pulled by a chestnut pegasus whose wings have been carefully strapped against her sides. It doesn’t seem to be causing the mare any discomfort; her head is up and her ears are forward as she watches the pair approach.

Enzo opens the carriage door and offers Eula a hand, boosting her inside. “Your driver will be along shortly,” he says as she settles into the plush bench, setting her carpetbag on the floor at her feet. The aven who stamped her ticket said she was traveling by private coach, and so she doesn’t worry about scooting over to make room, just closes her eyes and enjoys the clean leather and brass polish scent of the carriage’s interior.

“Have a nice trip,” says Enzo, closing the door. It’s rude, but Eula doesn’t reply; she’s already half asleep and drifting.

She’ll kick herself later for missing her first trip through an omenpath. But right now she’s safe and comfortable and alone for the first time in what feels like months.

No one could have seen the Invasion coming. Not even the Families had been able to look that far into the future, or across that many planes of existence. But it meant they hadn’t been prepared when the branches of that horrible tree started tearing down the very walls of reality, or when the monsters came pouring through the cracks the tree had made.

People died.

It’s easy for Eula to fixate on the loss of Park Heights and her carefully planned future, but she knows those didn’t matter as much as the lives that were lost. So many lives, and the survivors will be rebuilding for years to come. And it’s so easy to lose track of that when crammed into an apartment a third the size of the one that had already felt like it was veering toward too small, doing work she doesn’t enjoy and getting pulled deeper and deeper into a life that doesn’t feel like hers.

Being in the carriage is like having all those weights removed at once. She’s so light she feels like she could fly. And so, comfortable and conflicted, she sleeps through the carriage starting to move, through the change in the air and the rattle of the wheels across an uneven surface.

The carriage hits a rock hard enough to make the whole thing bounce, and Eula jerks awake, looking around with wide, bleary eyes. Sunlight streams through the carriage windows. Bright, clean sunlight, unfiltered by layers of city. Cautiously, she twitches one of the curtains aside and looks out.

They’re driving along a coastline, brilliant blue sea stretching out to touch the horizon. The sky is an equally flawless blue, and Eula gasps as a vast scaled creature that looks something like a dragon, only smaller—and she can’t imagine anything but a dragon that would make this thing seem small—soars overhead, vanishing over the top of the carriage window. They’re still moving, bumping their way along on what must be some of the most broken pavement she’s ever encountered.

Still cautious, she cracks the window open and is rewarded by a gust of fresh, clean air that manages to smell salty and sweet at the same time. She can’t take her eyes off that impossible ocean, that endless expanse of blue.

This isn’t Capenna. There’s no way this is Capenna. She’s on another plane. The carriage passed through the omenpath while she was dozing, and she’s so far from home that she’s on a different world. The thought is dizzying, and she leans back into the cushions again, grappling with it.

She’s still grappling as they rattle to a stop, and there are voices outside the carriage, accents unfamiliar. Then the carriage door is opened, and she blinks in the sudden brightness, waiting for her eyes to adjust before she tries to get out.

A good thing, that: the opening is filled an instant later by a man loading cases into the carriage, three of them, old-fashioned steamer trunks with solid brass latches patinaed by the salty air. They take up most of the space in the other half of the carriage, and the man doesn’t acknowledge Eula at all, not even with a grunt.

When he withdraws, she finally leans forward, intending to ask why someone’s bags are being loaded into her private carriage, and pauses at the sight of a girl about her age, hugging an older man.

The girl is shorter than Eula herself, slim without being skinny, and if she jumped into the sea, she would disappear, because her skin is a shade of blue almost identical to the water, marked with thin white lines like the foam that tops the little waves. It’s perfect camouflage for someone aquatic, and Eula is impressed, even as she can’t help picturing how the girl would look in a Brokers’ uniform, perfectly suited to their aesthetic.

In place of hair, the girl has layers of long pink and purple fins that hang midway down her back. Her traveling clothes consist of a green tunic and brown pants slit to the knee, leaving the fins on her calves room to extend.

The man is clearly a relative, with skin the same shade of blue and similar features. He’s powerfully built and wears the skull of some great beast as a hat. Eula thinks it might have come from one of the things that flew over the carriage earlier. She can’t imagine what it would take to bring one of those down.

He releases the girl, and she turns toward the carriage, a look of grim determination on her face. Eula almost gasps. Another of those strange flying creatures is sitting on the girl’s shoulder, this one roughly the size of a crow. Its wings are folded close along its back, and it clings to the fabric of the girl’s tunic with small, sharp claws, canny blue eyes taking in everything about its surroundings.

The man nudges the girl toward the carriage, and she nods, her expression growing even grimmer. Her first step appears to take an impossible effort. Her second is only a little easier, and by the fourth, she’s climbing into the carriage, cramming herself into the narrow slice of space left across from Eula. The little creature climbs down from her shoulder to curl in her lap, where she begins stroking it with nervous motions of one hand.

“Hello,” says Eula cautiously. If the new girl doesn’t want to talk, this is going to be a very awkward journey.

To her relief, the girl gives her a sidelong glance and replies, “Hello.”

Someone shuts the carriage door. They begin moving again.

“I’m Eula. I didn’t know we were going to be taking any other passengers this trip. I’m on my way to a school called Strixhaven, to learn to be a better wizard. Who are you?”

“I … um.” The blue girl hesitates, and for a moment, Eula is struck by the perfect ridiculousness of her thinking of the newcomer as “the blue girl.” Her name is Blue. If anyone here is going to be “the blue girl,” it should be her!

“I’m Alandra,” says the girl finally, and she’s named: she can’t be a stranger any longer. She rests a hand on the little creature’s back and says, “This is Orestes. He’s coming with me to help when I get too anxious about all the new people and new things I’m going to be seeing. Father says nerves are a sign of wisdom—the sea has trouble sneaking up on you when you’re always on edge—but they’re not going to be so useful in a classroom, where I’m not supposed to be on watch for bigger predators all the time.”

“What is he?” asks Eula, with sincere interest. “We don’t have anything like him where I come from.”

“Orestes is a drake,” says Alandra. “He’ll be much too big to sit in my lap when he’s grown up, so he does it as much as he can now. But he says he’ll always be my companion, for when I need to be calm in new places.”

“… Huh,” says Eula. “Are you also going to Strixhaven?”

Alandra nods, stroking the tiny drake again. The fins atop her head bristle, reacting to her nerves. That must be unsettling, to be betrayed by one’s hair.

“Is this your home? This plane? I’ve never been off my own plane before. It’s truly beautiful here.”

“The deep down is better,” says Alandra. “That’s where Father and I live, with the rest of our family. He talks to the drakes, and so do I, so we come to the surface the most often, to be with them. He’s the ruler of this whole ocean.”

The ocean looks bigger than New Capenna, and unimaginably deep. Eula can’t even start to wrap her head around what it would take to control something so vast. Five Families are barely enough to keep the city in check.

“Wow,” she says. “That must be a lot of work.”

“It is,” says Alandra. “He had to learn to control his magic before he could conquer the sea, but he had to teach himself. None of the human wizards he met were willing to train him. He wants me to go to the school so I can learn all the things he never had the chance to.”

“Human wizards—are you not humans?”

“No,” says Alandra, sounding faintly affronted. “We’re merfolk. What are you?”

“Human,” says Eula. “We don’t have merfolk where I’m from.”

“No drakes, no merfolk—this place you come from must be very boring.”

“Oh, no, it’s not boring at all. It’s called New Capenna, and it’s a city that’s almost as big as your ocean, on a plane called Capenna. Where are we now?”

“This is the Mistral Isle, in the Kapsho Seas. Father was very surprised when the strange portal opened on our island. He tried to go through it, but the first time he did, he wound up in a terrible hot place where even the grasses were made of spines and spikes, and the sun was like a hammer from above. He tried again, but he found a barrier on the other side, and unfamiliar people who said he’d have to ‘pay’ if he wanted to come home after coming out on their end. He came back here, and we didn’t think anything more of the hole in the world until the invitation for me to go to Strixhaven came.” Alandra pauses. “Our plane is called Shandalar, if that’s what you were asking.”

“It was, but the name doesn’t mean anything to me.”

There’s a sudden lurch, and Eula scrambles to look out the window, convinced she’s going to see them plummeting toward the water. Instead, she sees the island dropping away as they rise into the air.

Shoving the window open and sticking her head out, she realizes the driver has removed the band from around their pegasus’s wings, and four medium-sized drakes have grabbed the rails atop the carriage and are hoisting them into the sky.

Eula withdraws, her stomach churning uncomfortably. “Alandra, I don’t mean to worry you, but I think we’re being abducted.”

“Oh, no,” says Alandra, smiling for the first time. “Right now, the omenpath leads back to where you came from, and we don’t want to go there, so Father got the drakes to agree to take us to the next pathway. That’s why my cases are inside the carriage with us, instead of up on the luggage rack.”

“That makes sense,” says Eula faintly, and she waits to see what will happen next.
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THE LONG ROAD TO SCHOOL

The drakes set them down on a much smoother road, screeching like unnaturally large falcons before they wheel and fly back toward Mistral Isle, presumably to tell Alandra’s father that she’s been safely delivered to solid ground.

Eula isn’t sorry to see them go, although she’s grateful for the safe passage, and happier than she ever thought she could be not to be in the air. Slowly, she peels her aching fingers off the bar on the door, shaking her hands until the tingling begins to die down.

Alandra watches her with concern. “Eula? Is something wrong?”

Not to be left out, Orestes chirps an inquisitive note.

Eula swallows, hard. “Did the Invasion happen here on Shandalar?” she asks. “Did Phyrexia come out of the sky and try to take your world?”

“They did,” says Alandra, sinking back into her seat. “From the sky, and from the deepest depths, they came. The world fought back. Many drakes and merfolk died to protect our waters, but we won. We drove them to the edges of the world, and they died there.”

“Where I’m from … we won, too, but we paid a terrible price. My home was built near the top of our city, but still under another layer of city. That layer fell. And when it did, it smashed through our whole neighborhood, and we fell with it, so far …”

So far, from the Mezzio all the way to the distant ground. If Eula hadn’t been home, her whole family would have died; if the shield she’d thrown up against the impact hadn’t been able to hold, she’d be dead, too, another casualty of the Invasion, another untended grave …

A hand touches her shoulder. She snaps out of her brief fugue as she recoils, then steadies herself, finding Alandra watching her with concern.

“Sorry,” she says, awkwardly. “I guess I just … don’t like heights much anymore.”

“I adore them,” says Alandra. “To fly with a drake is the greatest gift they have to offer. One day, when Orestes is grown, I’ll fly with him. I’m sorry you fell.”

“I’m sorry your world got invaded the same as mine did.”

Alandra shrugs. “War is a constant in the sea. It’s like the tide. Peace flows out, and violence flows in, and all we can do is try to build our channels where the waters will protect them. What I learn at Strixhaven will help me build better channels against the wars to come.”

“What sort of magic are you hoping to study?”

Alandra shrugs again. “I can already speak to the drakes, as Father does, but I can’t compel them the way he does. We had a great storm sculptor on my mother’s side of the family, several generations ago, and I’d love to follow in her wake. I think I could have a gift for it. You?”

“I’m a shield mage?” Eula holds out one hand, calling a quick disc of light to form a dome around her fingers. “I can use my magic to stop people from hitting me, or to hit harder, or to protect the people I’m with from falling objects. I’m not super strong yet, but I could be, with the right training. I’m hoping Strixhaven can help me with that.”

“Wow,” says Alandra. She sounds genuinely impressed. “We don’t have that kind of magic here.”

“Well, I’ve never heard of sculpting a storm. Maybe we can learn from each other as well as from our classes.”

Alandra smiles, and Eula relaxes a bit. She’s made a friend already. Maybe this is going to be easier than she thought.

She glances at the window as she releases her shield. “Any idea where we are now?”

“Father said the drakes would take us to a place called Thune, where we could get to the portal. I’m guessing we’re there, or near there.”

“Huh.”

The name doesn’t mean anything to her, but the land outside is very different from Alandra’s oceanic home. The carriage is passing through a vast scrubland, level and growing green with verdant grasses. Mountains break the line of the landscape in the distance, but where they are, everything is flat.

The carriage slows, stopping, and the driver hops down, boots crunching against the ground. He opens the door and starts pulling Alandra’s bags out, hoisting them onto the luggage rack atop the carriage. Between the second and the third he pauses, explaining, “Next stop’s our last before the school. You’ll need the room.”

“Why do this here, instead of on the other side of the passage?” asks Alandra.

“The carriage network guarantees a measure of safety on the roads here in Shandalar. We don’t have the same guarantee on the other side of the omenpath. Fiora’s a lot like her plane,” he adds, his attention going to Eula. “They charge to use their omenpaths, and they’ve been fighting over who owns which passage. We’ve timed this so we’ve got a pretty straight shot to Arcavios after our pickup, but we don’t want to spend any more time in Fiora than we have to.”

“Is charging for the omenpaths not normal?” asks Eula.

“Only a few planes we’ve seen that do it,” says the driver. “Yours and those toffs in Ravnica are the only ones in the primary carriage network who’ve been charging, and not all the guilds put a price to passage. About half the destinations we can reach from Ravnica don’t have a fee associated. Fiora isn’t in the primary network. You have to pay extra if you want us to connect through there, much less stop.”

“Why don’t we want to spend much time in Fiora?” asks Alandra, stroking Orestes with one hand as if to calm them both. The tiny drake butts his head against her fingers, chirping for her to scratch just so behind his gills.

“Fiora is a perfectly lovely place and plane, as long as you don’t have to deal with the people,” says the driver. “Since we’re making a pickup in one of their main cities, Paliano, avoiding the people isn’t as much of an option as we’d like.”

“Why do we not want to deal with the people?” Eula is starting to feel worse and worse about this trip. Alandra had the right idea—she could use a tiny drake to soothe herself.

The driver inhales, thinks for a moment, and then exhales slowly. “Begging your pardon, ma’am, but the carriage network is based on Ravnica—that’s where we get our muster and assignments—and it’s not entirely accurate to say that most people don’t pay. People pay if they want to use our services. Drivers don’t come free, and draft animals need to be fed. It’s just that most planes don’t have an organized system of tolls for passage or tariffs for goods, so your ticket is only for the ride from where you start to where you finish off, not for using the omenpath in the first place, or for any of the things you might be carrying with you.”

“All right … ?” says Eula.

“One of the first things we learn when we take this job is that we’re not here to judge other people’s societies or traditions. Your plane is your plane, and just because it doesn’t do things the way someone else’s plane does, that doesn’t make it wrong. We’re Ravnican.”

“Like the toffs,” says Eula, amused.

The driver gives her a wry look. “There’s common folks and toffs everywhere you go. One side sets the rules, the other follows them.”

“Fair enough,” agrees Eula, thinking of the Families.

“As I was saying, we’re Ravnican. That doesn’t make us better or worse than anyone else, and we’re not supposed to pass our prejudices on to passengers.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“I think it does,” says Alandra. “He’s saying that avoiding the people on Fiora is a matter of cultural judgment, and he feels bad about trying to explain it to you.”

The driver looks relieved as he nods and says, “That’s the size of it. Fiora is a … special place. They backstab each other as a way of saying hello. Marriages look more like hostage negotiations. Their monarchy is less based on succession than it is on assassination. One of my aunts married into the Orzhov Syndicate back home, and she says her guildmates are less likely to slit your throat for your pocket change than the friendliest person on Fiora would be. We get in, we pick up your classmate, and we get out, hopefully without a fight.”

Eula has absolutely no idea what any of that meant, but she can tell from his tone that he’s trying to make a point. She frowns. “I don’t like any of this.”

“Nor should you. I saw your ticket. It didn’t say anything about the route we were supposed to take. I wouldn’t have started by collecting the two of you, if it’d been up to me, but someone up the line decided this was the fastest way to get you to school, so that’s the route we were assigned, and it’s more than my job’s worth to argue with my employers.” He grabs Alandra’s last case and hoists it onto the roof. “The two of you stay alert, and we’ll get this done as quickly as we can.”

He doesn’t move to take Eula’s carpetbag, and she doesn’t offer it. Instead, he closes the carriage door. There’s a series of rattles and clangs as he secures the bags to the top. Then they start moving again, veering off the straight, level path they’ve been following and striking out across the plains with bone-rattling speed. Orestes squeaks indignantly, climbing onto Alandra’s shoulder. Eula and Alandra clutch the bars on the ceiling, trying to brace themselves against the jostling.

“What are we doing?” asks Eula.

“I think the omenpath isn’t on the road,” says Alandra.

They’re heading straight for the nearest mountain. Eula pulls herself over to the window and slides it down, sticking her head out to watch with wide, round eyes as they charge directly toward the high stone wall.

There’s a glimmer there. Not much, just a bright line of glittering blue-white light, like the inside of a geode. Eula tries to focus on the dancing brightness, forgetting the rest of their surroundings. It’s so beautiful, like a song turned into something solid and concrete. Seeing it makes her want to reach out and touch it, and only the need to hold the bar in order to keep from being bounced out of the carriage stops her from trying. What could it hurt? she thinks. Isn’t it strange to go to a new place—a whole new world—and not try to touch any part of it?

Then the pegasus at the front of the carriage reaches the geode, and although the sparkling seam is narrow—barely wide enough to slide a hand into—the entire galloping equine is pulled inside, seeming to flatten and distort before it vanishes into the glitter. Eula pulls herself back with a gasp and watches through the still-open window as the world is replaced by a scintillating wall of prismatic light and mirrored surfaces, a hundred points of geodesic shine bouncing her own reflection back at her.

It’s still so beautiful. She never realized the omenpaths would be beautiful. Alandra appears to be realizing the same thing, because she leans forward, eyes locked on the light, and watches raptly as it rushes by.

The tunnel of geodesic brilliance lasts for only a handful of seconds, and then they’re breaking back into the sunlight—sunlight that seems dim by comparison, although the sky is clear above them and the sun itself is no smaller or darker than the one they just left behind. And they did leave that sun behind: this sun is a different shade of molten brilliance, more copper than gold. It still lights the world, but it does so in an obscure, gentler way, like everything is filtered through a veil of honey.

With the window down, the air of this new world fills the carriage, dusty and clean and bathed in the scents of a hundred kinds of unfamiliar flower and tree. The mountains are gone, but they’re still in the plains, these ones vast and lush and stretching in all directions like they’re determined to go on forever. The grass is tall and green, studded with yellow and purple flowers. They smell like sunshine and safety, like receiving an admissions letter to the university in Park Heights, like acceptance. She wants to gather them, to fill her hands and breathe in deeply. She reaches for the handle, intending to open the door—

Alandra leans closer to her, one hand cupping Orestes’s back. “Close the window, please,” she urges, voice low. “I don’t like the perfume.”

Eula blinks, snapping out of her fugue, and closes the window. The smell of the flowers dissipates quickly, and the plains, while still beautiful, no longer look like the most alluring thing she’s ever seen. “I’m sorry,” she says, half laughing out of nervousness. “I don’t know what just came over me.”

“It’s all right,” says Alandra. “Father warned me that different planes might affect us in strange ways. No harm was done.”

“No harm,” agrees Eula, faintly. Alandra’s father is a powerful wizard. Eula’s father is a bookkeeper, and while he’d argue that numbers are their own form of magic, none of the lessons he had to give her are going to be half so useful as the ones Alandra’s father gave to her. A small thread of bitterness works its way through the day’s delights, reminding her how far behind she is already.

The carriage is traveling along something smooth and level now, a road of some sort, or a particularly well-worn foot trail. Eula leans back in her seat, watching this new world roll by. There’s so much Multiverse out there. She wants to see it all, and she knows she’ll never have the chance. There aren’t the hours in a lifetime to see everything the omenpaths have to offer, and there’s so much more beyond even that.

Then the driver pulls them into a turn, and the most impossible sight of all comes into view.

It’s a city, like New Capenna, and like New Capenna, it appears to have been built in layers. Not sensible, self-supporting tiers, where each is slightly larger than the one above it, maintaining stability while reducing the living space of each successive tier just enough to make it more exclusive and desirable as a place to live, oh no. This is a city as a single massive tier, vast and dense and imposing, placed on a vast pedestal and lifted above the world. There is another city built around the pillars that hold the first so firmly in the air, covering the ground like soap bubbles coat the bottom of an empty tub; and like soap bubbles, the second city manages to seem faintly grimy, as if all that is good and worthwhile and desirable has been lifted into the sky, leaving the dust and dregs behind.

They’re approaching the outskirts of that lower city. The carriage slows but doesn’t stop. Watching through the window, Eula gets her first look at the inhabitants of Fiora. For the most part they appear to be as human as she is, although there are elves and other, unfamiliar humanoids among the crowd, moving easily with the others. All watch the carriage with assessing eyes as it rolls by, and Eula fights the urge to shrink away from the glass. It feels like they’re traveling into a predator’s den, something huge and hungry and unknowable, and she wants to be anywhere in the Multiverse other than here.

The people are dressed in odd fashions, puffed sleeves and thick velvet tabards over thinner shirts; she thinks it would be difficult to stab someone wearing one of those tabards, and maybe that’s the entire point. Their faces are like the faces she would expect to see at home, except for a seemingly universal wariness. Every one of them is watching the carriage like it could be either a treasure or a trap, and they haven’t made up their minds yet.

She turns her attention back to Alandra, who has moved Orestes to her lap and is stroking the tiny drake with quick, anxious motions of her hand. “Are you all right?”

“I don’t think I like it here,” says Alandra. “I’d like to go now, if we could.”

The carriage rattles to a stop, and there’s a scuff on the pavement as their driver hops down from the seat. A moment later, the door swings open and a boy steps inside, clutching a duffel bag and crouching to avoid hitting his head.

Their driver appears behind him, expression anxious. “I trust you can introduce yourselves,” he says. “We need to move if we’re to reach Talon before dark.”

He slams the door then, and the carriage dips as he hoists luggage onto the roof rack, then drops himself back onto the bench. A snap of the reins and they’re off, racing toward some unfamiliar destination—Talon, wherever that is—with the boy still half stooped in the middle of the carriage.

He stumbles as the wheels hit a dip in the road, and Eula scoots herself and her bag to the side, motioning for him to take the other half of her bench. He eyes her warily as he does exactly that, clearly questioning her motivations, and she smiles at him, as wide and open as she can manage.

“I’m Eula,” she says. “This is Alandra and Orestes.” The merfolk girl waves at the sound of her name and indicates her drake at the sound of his. She doesn’t speak, apparently trusting Eula to handle this part. That’s fine. You don’t make inroads with the snobs in Park Heights without learning how to handle yourself. “You are?”

The boy continues to watch her warily. Unlike Alandra, he’s skinny rather than slender, thin enough for her to see the bones of his wrists under his lace cuffs. Eula suspects half his bulk comes from the heavy velvet tabard he wears, in fashion with the other people she’s seen on this plane so far. His hair is rough-cut, messy, and black as spilled ink; his eyes are almost as dark, deep brown irises around black-hole pupils. Meeting his eyes is like falling into a deep chasm in the earth, and Eula looks away before she can fall too far.

She thinks he might be attractive. It’s hard to say, with his eyes swallowing everything he looks at.

“Segante,” he says, finally, and there’s an air of newness to his name, like he’s admitting it to the world for the first time. Maybe people in Fiora don’t like to give their names? If everyone here is waiting for someone else to betray them, they may not want to hand out ways to target themselves.

“It’s nice to meet you,” says Eula. “Are you going to Strixhaven, too?”

“I am,” he allows, and that seems to be the end of it: they pass the next several minutes in silence, the carriage gathering speed as their driver rushes to get them away from the low, dangerous-looking city.

The land outside the windows passes faster than ever, their driver pushing the pegasus pulling their carriage to its limits. Eula finds herself thinking fondly of the drakes—at least if they were being hoisted in the air, they wouldn’t be hitting what feels like every bump and divot in Fiora, jarring them until she feels it in her teeth.

The driver shouts something, and they’re skidding to a halt, the carriage sliding into a sideways position. The speed of the switch sends them all tumbling together, with Alandra winding up on top of the pile and Eula on the bottom, instinctively throwing up a shield to keep Segante’s elbow from landing in her kidney.

For a moment, everything is silent, save for their labored breathing and Orestes’s frantic peeping; the little drake has fallen between Eula’s carpetbag and the wall and is unable to see his charge. Alandra sits up and reaches over to pluck him loose, gathering him against her chest. He stops peeping but watches between her fingers, wary of danger.

Eula and Segante are slower to recover, tangled together and tossed aside as they are, flattened hard against the carriage wall. There’s another shout from the driver, and the carriage rocks.

That stirs Segante into motion. He rushes to peer through the window, then spins and shushes the others. They weren’t making any noise. That doesn’t appear to matter, as he holds two fingers to his lips and glares at them both, expression fierce and shoulders tight.

Someone outside yells. Eula moves. She pushes Segante out of the way, moving to look out the window herself. A barricade has been set up across the road, and four men are there, swords in hand, menacing the driver. He’s still seated at the front of the carriage, and their pegasus doesn’t appear to have been hurt, but there’s no going forward.

“He needs to just pay them and we can get on with it,” murmurs Segante, so close to Eula’s ear that she jerks away, turning to stare at him. He shrugs. “They’re highwaymen. You pay them and they let you by. If you protest too much, they decide you have something worth protecting, and they get curious. That’s when people get hurt.”

Their driver doesn’t appear to have been informed about the customs of Fioran highwaymen. He’s continuing to protest, and as Eula watches, two of the men advance on him, swords aimed low. The other two turn toward the carriage door. Segante grabs her, pulling her away from the window.

“Blue girl,” he snaps. “Can you not be blue?”

“Excuse me?” asks Alandra.

“We don’t have anyone who looks like you around here. They’re likely to decide you’re someone important—daughter of a noble household or dignitary from another city-state—and try to take you for ransom. Even if they don’t, that little pet of yours is going to be nigh irresistible. Lots of fine ladies in the high city who’d pay well for something as unique as that.”

Alandra’s eyes darken, literally, sunny yellow trending toward orange, like sunlight filtered through heavy cloud cover. She clutches Orestes more tightly to her chest.

Eula glances back out the window. The men are moving slowly, unhurried and unconcerned, but they’re almost to the door.

Can’t open a door you can’t touch. She raises her hands, holding the dimensions of the carriage in her mind, and throws a shield away from herself, covering the side of the carriage in a shimmering film of white shot through with inky black. The window goes hazy, distorted by the shining dome of the shield.

Segante blinks, then moves to peer through the thickened window. “They’ve stopped,” he reports. “They’re looking confused. Can you make this thing cover the whole carriage?”

“No,” says Eula, voice strained and tightly clipped off. “I can’t hold this forever, either.”

“No stamina, huh?”

“I don’t see you helping,” she snaps.

“I’m not the one who provoked the brigands. All the driver had to do was pay them,” he says. “Highwaymen are a normal part of travel. You can’t just go around killing them because you don’t like them doing their jobs.”

Alandra screams.

It’s less like the shriek of a frightened teenage girl and more like the wail of a seagull: loud, wild, and undulating up and down the scale of what sound can be, impossibly shrill, going on and on and on, long past the point where she should have run out of air. Eula stares at her in disbelief. The sound goes on, getting bigger and bigger in the close confines of the carriage. She claps her hands over her ears, fighting to maintain her concentration and hold the shield. The highwaymen have reached it now: she can feel them banging their fists against it, testing its limitations. Holding it intact while Alandra screams is getting harder by the second.

“What is she doing?” demands Segante. “Blue girl! What are you doing?”

Alandra continues screaming.

A peal of thunder announces the arrival of a sudden storm. A crack of lightning splits the sky, and torrents of rain crash down across the plains. It sounds like a wave the size of a city park slamming into the ground around them. Around them, but not—Eula sneaks another glance out the hazy window—not directly on top of them. The rain appears to be falling everywhere except for where the carriage sits, leaving it dry and undisturbed.

The hammering on the door gets stronger, hands beating at Eula’s shield until it feels like they’re hammering against her body. She moans and drops to her knees. Segante steps around her.

“Let it go,” he says, his voice surprisingly soft.

She gives him a startled glance. He looks back at her, expression gentle, and nods.

Eula releases the shield. It collapses from the outside in, unraveling like a lace doily, until the final strands dissolve and the magic snaps back on her, leaving her gasping and unsteady. She braces her hands against the carriage floor as she struggles to catch her breath, and so she misses what happens next, as Segante opens the door and steps out into the rain-drenched afternoon.

He closes the door behind himself as he says something, his tone quiet and reasonable, but his words are taken by the storm. A minute or so later, the carriage door opens again, and Segante climbs back inside, dripping wet and perfectly calm.

“They’re gone,” he says, simply enough. “Alandra, if you could shut down the monsoon long enough for our driver to get us out of here, I’m sure he’d appreciate it.”

Alandra stops screaming and blinks at him, the orange bleeding out of her eyes and leaving them bright yellow once again. “What did you do?” she asks as she holds Orestes close against her chest.

“Nothing,” he says.

He retakes his seat. The carriage rolls on, gathering speed as their driver resumes his journey toward the omenpath, and as there’s no window in the back of the carriage, none of them look back.

None of them see the bodies.
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