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By Roy Graham




EPISODE 1

Travelers

THE PLANESWALKER KAYA HUNTS A TERRIFYING MONSTER
ON THE VIKING PLANE OF KALDHEIM.

“Mistgate Pathway”, by Yeong-Hao Han.



They came in ships like nothing the villagers of Sevalgr had seen be-
fore. Long and trim, inscribed with tales of glorious battle and cunning
victory, gliding over the waves like the drakes and serpents carved into
their prows. They were nothing like the meager fishing boats, which pro-
vided the sole source of food for the village now that they could no lon-

ger go into the forest.

Neither were the men and women aboard these ships shrunken, bent
by hunger and fear, as the people of Sevalgr were; even the greybeard
who accompanied them, the one with the raven on his shoulder, didn’t
seem to lean too heavily on his walking stick. They wore hoods and
scarves, fishskin jerkins, armor—though nothing that would drag them
to the bottom of the sea if they were to fall into the water. Their bod-

ies were tattooed with navigational maps. There could be no mistaking

them. Omenseekers.

The hersir invited them into the longhall, where he had put togeth-
er as well a meal as they could offer the travelers. Such was tradition in
Kaldheim; you never knew when the stranger at your door was one of
the gods in disguise. But the clan leader—the blind woman, who some-
how needed no help navigating the narrow, muddy streets—declined the

offer. They were not here for salted fish and hard tack.

“When did the disappearances start?” she asked. None of the villagers
had ever met Inga Rune-Eyes, the clan leader of the Omenseekers, but

her strange white gaze left no doubt as to whom they spoke.

“They aren’t disappearances, they’re murders,” said one woman, near
the front of the crowd that had assembled. She had lost two daughters

over the last month.

“You don’t know that!” shouted another man, his eyes sunken and red

from weeping. He’d lost his husband.
“You haven’t found any bodies,” said Inga, gently. “Is that right?”
Both nodded stiffly.
“No bodies. But one of the hunters saw it,” said the hersir.
“Saw what?” asked Inga.
“Go on, Hras,” said the alderman. “Tell them.”

A young man stepped forward, no older than sixteen. In one of the

braziers, a coal snapped with sparks; he flinched at the noise.

“Boy, what did you see?” asked Inga. Slowly, so as not to alarm the lad.

“What is doing this to your town?”



He rubbed at his arms, as if cold. Refused to look up at her. “A mon-

ster. It was a monster.”

If Inga was surprised, she didn’t show it. “Asi,” she said, waving over
the old man with the bird, “I want a war party ready to set off within the
hour. Skeleton crews aboard the ships until we return. Everyone who can

be spared is going into the Aldergard forest.”

The old man, who had been nodding intently until then, paused. “And

your. . .guest? Will she be coming as well?”

“Inga Rune Eyes”, by Bram Sels.
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The villagers had seen her, of course. That woman in strange garb, loi-
tering by the ships while the Omenseekers took down sails and secured
their vessels to the aging Sevalgr docks. The one who looked at them like

they were curiosities pulled from the depths.
“Kaya?” said Rune-Eyes. “All this was her idea in the first place.”

Yeah, fine—it had been her idea. Journey into the wilderness, slay the
terrible beast that’s been eating up townsfolk. It seemed like the kind of
thing heroes did, and she supposed she was a hero now. It didn’t hurt
that she was getting paid for it, though she certainly wished she knew
who was paying her. But anonymous coin, minted from half a dozen dif-
ferent planes, was hard to argue with, and as an added benefit, it seemed

nice and simple. Nothing like that messy business on Ravnica.

It was all going according to plan so far, only she didn’t count on the

wilderness being so. . .wild. Kaya was used to the solidity of cobblestones

underfoot, the press of a crowd around her. She was used to noise. Out
here, in the Aldergard, each crunching footstep in the snow seemed to
echo out between the massive pines for miles. She’d had a persistent case

of goosebumps since they set off, and not just from the cold.

“Is this place always so quiet? I've been in tombs that were livelier,” she

said when they stopped for a moment of rest under the branches of the

great trees above.
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The old man—Asi, he’d said his name was—raised an eyebrow. “Per-

haps a lively tomb is not so rare, when one is a hunter of spirits.”

“You may have a point.” Inga, leader of the Omenseekers, was the first
person Kaya had met on this plane, and she seemed a good enough sort.
Hard to get to know, though—she always seemed distracted, as if talking
to you was dragging her attention away from something more pressing.

The old man, she’d found, was better company.

“The Aldergard is an old and strange place. The Omenseekers are leg-
endary explorers, but even they seldom travel this far into the forest. Too
far from the sea, from their ships. Inga Rune-Eyes has sight beyond most
mortals; she has knowledge of every location to which her clan members

have gone. Even she knows little of this place, though.”

“Strange, old—I get all that. Still would have expected to see some an-

imals. A squirrel, at least. You have those here, don’t you?”

“Oh, yes. In fact, Toski, the messenger of the gods, is a great cousin
of the common squirrel. There are many stories of him scampering
about the branches of the World Tree, delivering news across the many

realms of Kaldheim.”

He had that voice Kaya associated with doddering grandfathers, but
she had to remind herself that these “stories” probably weren’t far off

from the truth. She’d seen the branches of the World Tree herself in the
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skies of Bretagard—hanging there, massive beyond reckoning, disappear-
ing behind the passing clouds. A giant squirrel. Well, why not? She had

SEECn stranger.

“It is unusual, though, to go so long in these woods without a sign of

life. Almost as if the birds and beasts mean to avoid this place,” said Asi.
“Maybe they’ve got better sense than us.”
“You would be surprised how many do.”

“People taken in the night’—an Omenseeker began muttering near
them. The fear was plain in his voice—"“at the edge of the woods, like
sheep. You heard what that hunter said—he saw a monster. What if this

isn’t just some overgrown beast?”
“What are you suggesting it is we’re tracking, young man?” said Asi.

“Sarulf,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper, as if speaking
the name might cause the thing suddenly to appear. “The Dread-Woll.

The Realm Eater.”
“A wolf? That’s what has you jumping at every snowflake?” said Kaya.

“Sarulf is no ordinary animal,” said Asi. “He is one of the Cosmos Mon-
sters. Created at the birth of the world, dwelling in the void between the

realms. He would be a mighty foe to face indeed—but I wouldn’t worry,”
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“Kaya the Inexorable”, by Tyler Jacobson.
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said Asi. “It isn’t the way of such beings to lurk and linger in the dark
corners of the Aldergard. Were they to come to Bretagard, they would not

do so in secret.”

From the bows above them came a harsh caw. Kaya’s hand went to one
of the daggers at her belt. A raven wheeled in a circle above them, drop-

ping lower and lower, black wings stark against the snow-white sky.

“Ah,” said Asi. “Hakka’s back.”

It landed on his arm, then hopped to his shoulder, where it seemed to
lean close to his ear. Kaya heard nothing, only saw the bird’s beak open-

ing and closing, the old man cocking his head thoughtfully.
“Well,” he said, “my friend may have found us a lead.”

It looked, to Kaya, exactly like the sort of place to find a monster. Ahead
of their party, the mouth of the cave yawned wide and dark. What faint
light made its way through the cloud cover and forest canopy didn’t reach
beyond the first few steps. In front of the cave, the snow was marred by

a long streak of blood and dirt; something had been dragged inside.

Quietly, hands on their weapons, the Omenseekers whispered little
prayers to their gods. Kaya couldn’t say she blamed them; to be honest,
she wished she had a few gods to pray to just then. Monster hunting.

Whose bright idea had that been, anyway?
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Obh, right, she thought. Mine.

“Are you ready, Kaya?” asked Inga. She had no weapon of her own; only
a lantern, lit with a flickering blue flame. Funny that she was the one car-

rying their light source. “You have traveled long and far to get here.”

“Yeah, well. Guess we’d better get on with it,” she said. With much more

confidence than she really felt, Kaya stepped inside.

It was warmer in the cave. That was something, at least; Kaya could
let the heavy furs she’d been wrapped in all this time slip a little looser.
Together, she and the Omenseekers crept forward, each scuff of boots
on stone or steel on leather seeming to reverberate past them into the
depths. Soon, even the weak light of the surface was gone, and the azure
beam of Inga’s lantern was all they had to part the darkness. As it swept

over one portion of the cave wall, something glittered.
“Wait,” said Kaya. “Bring that light back.”

In the lantern beam, Kaya was sure of it: veins of some kind of metal
ran along the wall and ceiling of the cave. It didn’t resemble any mineral
she’d ever seen, though. In places, it seemed to fork into webbed, root-

like fractals, forming a broad latticework over the stone.
“Was there ever a mine here?” she asked.

“No,” murmured Inga. “This place should be barren rock.”
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“Well, it’s pretty obviously not. Not anymore.”

Next to her, one of the Omenseekers reached out toward the wall. Kaya

caught his wrist. “I wouldn’t touch that.”
He pulled back his hand. “Why not?”

“Call it a hunch.”

Wordlessly, they kept moving. Hard to say how long they spent shuf-
fling forward, the dark on all sides seeming to press the breath out of
them. It felt like a long, long time—hours, not minutes—so that when the
passage finally opened up into a wide chamber, the earthen ceiling dis-
appearing above them into darkness, it would have felt like relief. Would

have, if not for what they saw at the center of the cave chamber.

At first, Kaya thought the hulking figure hunched over the carcass
of a dire bear was simply eating. The wet choking noises, the sound of
meat tearing from bone, all supported this theory. But when Inga’s lan-
tern beam swept over the creature and it turned to face them, Kaya could
see that it wasn’t quite right—the monster’s arms were embedded in the
bear’s side, somehow fused with its flesh. With an awful popping sound,

Kaya watched as the monster ripped itself free.

“That,” hissed Kaya, “is not a wolf.”
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It stood twelve feet, maybe higher, its body a raw pinkish-red color.
Across its shoulders was a ruff of patchy fur, a dozen different hues swirled
together. The arms that had been sunken into the bear looked long and
powerful, ending in horrible, curving talons. Two additional spindly arms
extended from its chest, clawed hands twitching like spiders. All strange,
but nothing as strange as its head; a skull-like face flanked by razor tusks
and broad, spined antlers, all of it the color of bone, even as it gleamed

like metal in the light of Inga’s lantern.

It opened its mouth, red sinews working beneath its plated mask, and
made a noise that scared Kaya in a way no spirit ever had—Ilike a bear’s
roar, but wrong. A bad imitation. Then it dropped into a loping charge

straight for them.

Kaya leapt out of the way, rolling across the cave floor and coming up
with her daggers in hand. Two of the Omenseekers hadn’t been so quick;
one was pinned beneath the creature, screaming as the spindly arms sank
into his face as if his flesh were only water. The other struggled as he was

lifted in one monstrous hand.

It was a horrifying display, enough to send lesser warriors fleeing in
terror, and the Omenseekers were not really warriors at heart. Traveling
with them from the Kirda Pillars, Kaya had learned what it was that real-

ly drove them forward: the thrill of exploration, of discovery. They were
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willing to fight, as part of this, but they never relished it. To their credit,

though, none of them turned and ran. Not like they’d get far, she thought.

Forming a semicircle around the monster, several jabbed spears at it
while others hacked at its outstretched limbs with sword and axe, open-

ing great bloody gashes with each swing.

“Don’t touch it!” shouted Kaya over the screaming of the trapped man,

until something cut him off with a wet gurgle.

Before her eyes, the wounds seemed to knit shut, muscles welding
themselves back together. From a particularly deep gash, whipping ten-
drils snaked out, latching on to one swordswoman’s arm and dragging her
shoulder-deep into the monster’s flesh. Stuck there, she drew a knife from
her belt and stabbed at the horrible creature over and over until it released

her. She fell to the ground, clutching her arm and screaming in pain.

It’s not enough to cut the meat, thought Kaya, willing energy into her

knives. She had to cut deeper.

The creature pounced again, its wounds already sealed. For all its mus-
cle and bulk, it moved with terrifying speed. Before another blow could
land, though, its talons slowed, then stopped cold a foot from a flinching
axeman. There was a blue aura surrounding its arm, Kaya realized, and
it seemed to be growing denser before her eyes, hardening into a trans-

lucent kind of crystal. Kaya followed the light back to its source: Inga’s
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lantern. As the creature dragged and strained against the stasis spell, In-

ga’s face twisted with effort.

Not bad, thought Kaya. Now was her chance. Kaya lunged forward, her
dagger vibrating with magic, and swiped straight through the monster’s
trapped arm, lopping it off at the shoulder. Flesh, bone, spirit—if it could

be severed, she had severed it.

The arm hit the stone floor of the cavern with a wet thud and began to
blacken and crumble to ash where Kaya had cut it. The creature roared
again, that bear-sound mingling with something underneath—a noise like
the grinding of metal. As it twisted in pain, the dead Omenseeker, still

melded to its smaller front claws, flopped about, limp as a fish.

With a motion sickeningly like an embrace, the monster pressed the
limp man into its body. He disappeared into the raw pink flesh, slowly
absorbed. Then, from the stump where its arm had once been, another
began to grow. It happened with remarkable speed—the muscles tying
themselves together, the talons hardening from a juvenile translucence
to a hard black edge in the few seconds she was held transfixed by the
horrid spectacle. Finished, it flexed one complete hand, something quiet-

ly popping into place, before turning those empty eye sockets toward her.

Ob, gods and momnsters, thought Kaya. Then it charged.
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She ducked under its first swipe and turned her torso to ghostly aether
so the second passed right through. I can burt it at least semi-perma-
nently, she thought. That’s something. Now she just had to find another
opening in which to strike, a moment where she could channel power
into one of her blades instead of using her magic to phase out of these

ceaseless blows. She danced and weaved, just as quick as her foe.

Suddenly, her heel hit rock. The cave wall. She swore. It hadn’t been
mindlessly attacking—it had been herding her, driving her into a corner

where all her nimbleness would be useless.

The monster drew back one terrible claw just as another prism of blue
light sealed around it, trapping the blow mid-air. Inga, from the regroup-
ing Omenseekers, worked that lantern light into another spell of holding.
Nice one, Rune-Eyes. Another prism locked the other talon in place. She

was holding it, if only for a moment.

Then the monster did something that surprised her: it tore its own arm
off, leaving the trapped hand floating in the air, and swung at Kaya with

the stump, the muscles twitching and reaching for her.
Don’t touch it, she thought. Only one way to go, then.

Kaya fell back into the cave wall, the cold shock of phasing ripping

through her entire body. It was only for a moment—but what a long mo-
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ment it seemed. Her heart stopped. Everything that made her alive, that That voice, she thought, tucking into a roll on the other side of the
made her Kaya, gone gray and faded. howling creature, coming up into a fighting stance. It sounded famil-

iar, and yet. . .
Then she was tumbling back onto the cave floor, a few feet to the mon-

ster’s left. She saw it pivot, those heavy simian legs propelling it toward It was only then that she noticed the pavonine, shifting radiance that
her, and Kaya fought to restart her lungs. Get up. Get up/! now filled the cave. She looked back at the Omenseekers and saw Asi.

“Enough!” bellowed a voice, echoing off the walls of the cave. To Kaya’s No—not Asi. Not exactly. His hood was thrown back, and from his eyes
surprise and relief, the creature actually slowed, its attention pulled to- spilled that strange light illuminating the cavern walls, a shifting pattern
ward the sound for a moment. That was enough; she jammed all the ar- of greens and blues and purples. Not just a charming old man, then. Or,
cane power she could muster into her blade and lunged, cutting low, right not just that.

through one of the monster’s legs.
“Never have I seen such filth dare to desecrate these realms! Even the

demons of Immersturm are not so foul.”

Unclear, thought Kaya, how much of that was getting through to the
monstrosity before them. Its leg gone, crumbling to ash, it had balanced
itself on its three remaining limbs while the smaller hands stayed folded
up near its chest. Hunched over, it looked even more bestial than before.
Kaya was no master hunter, but even she knew that an animal was always

at its most dangerous when wounded.

The monster threw itself toward her yet again, but Kaya was ready this
time. It was slowing down, now. She could get it on the next pass. One

clean swipe through the neck should do it.
“Alrund, God of the Cosmos”, by Kieran Yanner.
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Suddenly, the monster crashed into—nothing. It stumbled back, then
hurled its weight forward again. There was a deep thrum, and the air rip-
pled where it made contact. A magical barrier, realized Kaya, and a damn

strong one at that. Even she would have had trouble phasing through that.

She turned. Behind her, Asi had his arm outstretched, that coruscating
energy rippling around his hand. The monster looked between her and
Asi with something she thought she recognized as uncertainty. Then, with

one more grinding roar, it turned to flee.
“Wait!” shouted Kaya. “Stop it!”

But it was too late. Loping forward with that strange three-legged gait,
the monster ran straight for a section of the cave wall where all the fun-
gal metal seemed to be spreading from. Without slowing, it threw its body
into the silvery surface. Rather than stopping—or collapsing the cave on
all their heads—it seemed to sink into the metal, as it if were a thick and
viscous liquid. A moment later, it was a bulbous intermingling of flesh

and ore, and a moment after that, it was gone.

Silence settled over the cave. The Omenseekers seemed to be shrink-
ing back from the still-radiant Asi, shielding their eyes. Even Inga seemed

shaken; those sightless white eyes stayed fixed on her former advisor.

“Alrund,” whispered Inga. “I—I had heard the sagas, of course, but I

never thought. . .”
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“Indeed, Inga Rune-Eyes. It suits the gods, from time to time, to trav-
el in mortal guise, so that we may observe Kaldheim without being ob-
served in turn,” said Asi, his voice deep, folded in unnatural echo. “And

what I have seen concerns me greatly. Across the realms are—”

“You let it get away!” snapped Kaya, pushing her daggers sharply back

into their sheaths.

Asi—Alrund? Whatever—paused at that. Clearly no one had spoken to

him in such a manner for many, many years.

“We had weakened it,” Kaya said. “I saw it slowing down. Next time it
will know we’re coming. It will be ready for us. That thing’s not as dumb

as it looked.”

“So you intend to pursue it further, even after seeing what it’s capable

of,” said Alrund.

“Job’s not done. And I've already been paid.” It wasn’t just profession-
al courtesy, though she wasn’t about to admit that in front of this whole
crowd. That thing was dangerous—and, she was starting to suspect, not
from around here. But that didn’t make sense. Did Planeswalkers come

in that shade of ugly?

“The beast has already fled Bretagard. You cannot track it by normal

means,” said Alrund. “It moves between the realms, as the Cosmos Mon-
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sters do. Though I am certain that horror could not be counted among

their number.”

“Okay then. How do I follow it?” said Kaya. “You owe me, after all. For

letting it escape in the first place.”

That seemed to give the god some pause. “I must consult with my Kkin.
There are too many riddles which need answering. But if you are set on
pursuing that creature, the longship of Cosima will aid you in this quest.

I will see to it.”

Kaya heard more than a few gasps from the Omenseekers. Cosima—

she’d featured in just about every prayer they’d made while at sea.

“You will find it docked in Sevalgr upon your return. I trust the
Omenseekers will guide you back, though from there you will have to
make your own way. The ship is. . .selective about its passengers, but it

will keep you safe in your journey between realms.”

“And how exactly am I supposed to know where I’'m going? I’'m not ex-

actly an experienced sailor,” said Kaya.

“Follow the light of Starnheim, atop the highest branches of the World

Tree. It will guide you along whatever path you are meant to walk.”

Kaya suppressed a sigh at that. Gods and their riddles. Just once she’d

like a straightforward answer.
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“I must be off.” Alrund waved toward the wall of the cave. The stone
seemed to ripple and melt into waves of undulating light; interweaving
knotwork, beautiful and strobing lines in the same colors that emanat-
ed from Alrund, formed the outline of a door. Then the stone vanished,
and in its place was—nothing. She could see lights in the distance, like
the slow shifting of stars, but in between was nothing but vast, empty
darkness. Suddenly, Kaya was very glad she had a magic boat to help her

cross that gullf.

Alrund stepped toward the doorway he had created, then paused. “Inga
Rune-Eyes. Kaya Far-Traveler. 1 fear the arrival of this creature is an
omen—a sign of terrible things to come. In all my auguries, I see death
and destruction throughout Kaldheim. I fear a Doomskar approaches—

one unlike any in living memory.”

A hush fell over the Omenseekers. For not the first time, Kaya felt a

step behind. “Doomskar. That doesn’t sound great,” she said.

)

“A collision of the realms,” said Inga. “And with it, inevitably, comes

war and chaos. A time of great suffering.”

Perfect, thought Kaya bitterly. Hunt a momnster. Save some townsfolk.

Nice and simple—nothing like that mess in Ravnica.
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EPISODE 11
Awaken the Trolls

KAYA ENCOUNTERS THE GOD OF LIES
AND A PACK OF ENRAGED TROLLS,
AND IT’S TOUGH TO SAY
WHICH IS HARDER TO DEAL WITH.

“Hagi Mob”, by Steve Prescott.
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In the bottom of the longship of Cosima, Kaya lay back and watched
the night sky above drift by. It was all she could really do; there were no
oars on the ship, no rudder. As soon as she had stepped on board, it had
lurched suddenly away from the docks, and she understood that when
Alrund had told her the ship “would carry her where she needed to go,”

he hadn’t meant she’d have any choice in the matter. Nothing to be done

about it, then, except to lay back and think.

Normally, the realms of Kaldheim were no more closely linked than
the individual planes—if anything, the gulf between them was more ab-
solute, since Kaya’s natural ability to planeswalk didn’t allow her to cross
between them. Even for the gods of this world, crossing the Cosmos was

no small task.

There were exceptions, according to Inga. Now and then, through mor-
tal ingenuity or random chance, a temporary link between two realms
would open—Omenpaths, they were called. It was the Doomskars peo-
ple feared, though—-celestial collisions that seemed invariably to lead to
calamity. The last time Bretagard collided with Karfell, a frozen land of
wraiths and walking corpses, a legion of the undead made it all the way
to the Beskir Stronghold before it was defeated. Never in recorded histo-
ry had the Doomskar bridged their realm with Immersturm, the realm of

demons, but the consequences of such a thing were hard to imagine—the
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last time a single demon had made it to Bretagard, he went on a rampage

so horrible that they named the bleakest, darkest part of the year after it.

All in all, it sounded like precisely the sort of event she told herself
she’d avoid from now on. Stay focused, Kaya. You've got a possibly ex-

traplanar, certainly dangerous monster to find. Plenty to keep you busy.

A soft thump woke Kaya from a dreamless sleep, and her hand went

to the hilt of her dagger before she realized where she was.
Wait. Where was she, though?

She sat up and winced at a stitch in her back. The longship may have
been a powerful artifact, capable of sailing through the raw magical en-
ergies of the Cosmos, but that didn’t make it any better as a bed. A thick
mist had settled over the water behind her, swallowing up everything but
the sound of the tide lapping at the stern. Ahead, the nose of the ship

had run up on a muddy bank gnarled with roots.

“My stop, huh?” said Kaya, to no one. She climbed out and immediately
her boots sunk into the wet black earth. As she wondered if she should
tie the ship to one of the thick roots curling off the edge of the shore, the
boat lurched back into the waves as if it had been pushed. In moments,

the longship had disappeared into the mist.
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“Thanks for the ride,” she muttered. What exactly would she do if the
monster hopped realms again? Well, she’d worry about that later. Grabbing

a branch for the leverage, Kaya climbed up off the bank and into the forest.

Kaya had spent plenty of time in old places. When you specialized in
things that should be dead but weren’t, life took you to quite the assort-
ment of ancient tombs and forgotten cities. But never had she been in a
wild place that felt so very, very old. Every tree stooped low and grand-
fatherly; the youngest of them seemed to have already lived a handful of
lifetimes. Here and there she came across collapsed stonework, scarcely
recognizable under the moss that grew everywhere. Everything seemed a
relic of a lost age, a concession to time’s final victory. In an hour of walk-
ing, Kaya saw only one intact structure, a towering archway built of stone.
It had to have housed the gates of some grand, sunken fortress once; that,

or whoever had built this place needed their doorways twenty feet high.

The forest seemed to go on forever. All the while, Kaya searched for
the silvery, organic-looking veins of metal she’d seen in that cave deep
in the Aldergard. I'd take a big, spooky footprint instead. Or maybe some
claw marks. But there was nothing. No sign that the monster had been

this way at all.

Kaya had stopped to rest on the trunk of a fallen tree when she heard
the chatter of distant voices. She was back on her feet in an instant. Thank

this plane’s shiny, glowing gods. Odds were they wouldn’t be as welcom-
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ing as the Omenseekers had been, but she could at least ask whoever it

was for directions.

Kaya pushed aside heavy, drooping branches and ducked under mossy
overhangs, following the sound. Finally, she emerged into a clearing. At
one end was a massive block of worked stone, covered in faded knot-
work patterns and a scaled ridge of mushrooms. The rest of the clearing

held a collection of strange, and loud, creatures.

Hunched over, they stood about as tall as she was, meaning they’d
probably be a good bit taller if they ever stood up straight. All of them
were green—some a pale green, some a deeper shade, some an ugly
mottled pattern—with long, dark hair wrapping their bony forms like a
shawl and formidable tusks that clacked together as they opened and
closed their mouths, speaking in a language she didn’t understand. Trolls.
Hadn’t seen any on Kaldheim, yet, but there was no mistaking them.
And, if the Omenseekers were to be believed, the local variety were a

foul-tempered bunch.

Thankfully, they seemed too distracted talking to, and occasionally
smacking, each other to notice her. Kaya was retreating back the way she
came, step by careful step, when a figure stepped out onto the massive
block of stone. Instead of a troll, it was a man wearing a hood that jin-

gled with discs of gold. At his belt hung a sheathed sword.

33



Around the stone, four trolls stepped out from the shadows, bigger
than any in the crowd. They were draped in rusty, ill-fitting suits of mail
and all carried weapons of some kind—clubs, crude axes, broken swords.
One of them knocked his axe against the stone block and barked some-
thing in a harsh and guttural voice. The chattering in the crowd went si-

lent, and the hooded man gestured toward them with spread arms.

“Friends,” he said, in a low, sonorous voice. “You know my many names.

I am called Trickster by some, Ruse-Forger by others. Some have called

“Valki, God of Lies”, by Yongjae Choi.
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me the Prince of Mischief, some the God of Lies. All know me as Valki,
and my first gift to you, the gift of languages, is free. Hear my words; un-

derstand them. What I have to tell you is of grave importance.”

A god? Here? At least this one wasn’t pretending to be an old man. Al-
though, thought Kaya, there was something strange about him. Something

she couldn’t quite place.

“A time of great strife approaches! Soon, a path will open to cruel and
strange worlds, filled with creatures of great avarice and wickedness! If
allowed, these savage peoples will burn the forests of Gnottvold to the
ground! They will put the proud clans of trollkind to the sword!” Silence,
and the occasional nervous clacking of teeth were all the response he re-
ceived. “These foul invaders wish to”—he paused, as if seeking the right

words—"they wish to seize the treasures from your warrens!”

At that, the crowd exploded with angry shrieking. Valki allowed a few
moments of this, before waving his hands for quiet. When no quiet was
forthcoming, one of the big, armored brutes cracked a troll in the front

row with his club, and the crowd went silent again.

“There is but one solution to this—the clans of the Gnottvold must at-
tack first! Too long have you been divided by petty rivalries! Strike as one,

and none shall be able to stop you!”
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Then Kaya realized what she was seeing; Valki glimmered. It was sub-
tle, at first, very different from the overflowing radiance that had spilled
from Alrund. Easy to miss—but Kaya had hunted insubstantial enemies
for a long time. She was used to spotting subtle currents of energy. What
she was seeing was an illusion. And Kaya knew there was just no way

she was seeing an illusion created by the God of Lies.

Quietly, Kaya ginned up a spell. Nothing fancy—a little purification, a

little seeing-beyond-the-veil. Throw in a bit of wind, and. . .

She blew gently toward Valki, little motes of white light exiting her
pursed lips. The spell tumbled forward, air swirling around it, whipping
into a gale that blew the manes of the troll crowd to and fro. When it
swept over Valki, it seemed to strip the Valki right off of him; in place of
the God of Lies stood a red-skinned man with two prominent horns and “Tibalt, Cosmic Impostor”, by Yongjae Choi.

a very surprised expression on his face. “Who dares to—? Show yourself!”

¢¢ _ ° . ? . 99
he spat angrily. Nope. But—what is it they say? Your reputation precedes you.” Oh,

she’d heard plenty of stories about the devil Planeswalker, and none of

Bad idea, thought Kaya. But, then again, how good had any of her ideas them were good.

turned out to be so far? She stepped out from behind her tree. “Proba-

¢« ) 1 29
bly thought you could get away with a sloppy illusion, right?” said Kaya. You're too kind. And to whom do I owe the pleasure:

“Dumb trolls won’t know the difference. Bad luck for you, Tibalt.” “Name’s Kaya.”

The corner of his lip rose in a grin. The expression didn’t seem to dampen “Hmm. Rings a bell. A sneak and a thief, if I remember correctly.

any of that anger. “Sharp eyes on this one. Have we been acquainted, then?” A killer”
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“Quite the accusation, coming from you. What are you doing here?”

Tibalt shrugged. “I could ask you the same question. We Planeswalkers
are meddlers by nature, aren’t we? But as you can probably tell, I hap-
pened to be in the middle of something before you so rudely interrupted,

so if you’ll excuse me—Kkill her!”

The gathered trolls looked between her and Tibalt, uncertain. The big
ones by the stone block showed no hesitation, though; loping like an-
imals, they bull-rushed their way through the crowd, sending smaller
specimens flying. The first one to reach Kaya swung his axe at her with
both hands, bellowing madly. It went straight through the phased sec-
tion of her body, its momentum carrying him forward as he tumbled and

tripped over a root.

The second jabbed at her with a rusty, ancient-looking sword. She side-
stepped it and shoved him hard. Just as he hit the massive tree next to her,
she rendered him momentarily incorporeal; the result, when he phased
back in, was an ugly tangle of green limbs sticking out of the trunk like
hideous branches. The last two hovered on the edge of the crowd after

that, clearly rethinking things after what had happened to their comrades.

“Yeah,” said Kaya. “I wouldn’t.”
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The trolls glanced at each other. A moment later, both dropped their
weapons and ran. She looked up just in time to see Tibalt turn and run

into the woods. Jerk’s really going to make me chase him.

She followed him through a tangled knot of trees. Tibalt had a head
start, but he couldn’t turn his body insubstantial at will; slowly but surely,
phasing through fallen trees and crumbling stone archways, she gained
on him. Finally, in an open stretch of land between a series of mossy hills
on one side and a few rickety wooden structures on another, she cut him

off. He bent over to catch his breath.
“You run like the devil/” he said, laughing and wheezing.

“We done?” said Kaya. “Tell me what you’re doing here. What do you

get out of riling up a bunch of trolls? What’s in it for you?”

“My dear,” said Tibalt, giving her a look at his many sharp teeth. “Chaos
is its own reward, and nothing puts a smile on my face like a bit of may-
hem. But I can’t see how it’s any of your business. This isn’t your home.

These aren’t your people.”

The thought had occurred to her, yeah. But she did have business here.
“There’s a monster in Kaldheim. Something from outside of the plane. You

wouldn’t have had anything to do with that, would you?”
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Tibalt cocked his head. “A monster? Why, I'm shivering in my boots! I

positively must find somewhere to hide! Let me just—”

“You’re not going anywhere, and your troll minions aren’t around to

help this time. Not like they were able to slow me down.”

“Oh, clearly not!” said Tibalt, grinning in a way that made Kaya uneasy.
“At least, not the Hagi variety. You proved yourself quite capable of dis-
patching them. But as far as their cousins, the Torga—well, I like their

odds a bit better.”

He held two fingers to his mouth, then, and gave the loudest, most
shrill whistle Kaya had ever heard. She clapped her hands over her ears
and bent over, wincing. After it had passed, Kaya glanced around fran-
tically, ready for a legion of trolls to charge out of the woods, but there
seemed to be nothing but rolling, grassy hills and those collapsed struc-

tures shot through with wood-rot.

“Looks like your big, bad troll friends aren’t showing up,” said

Kaya. “Now let’s—”

A rumbling underfoot cut her off, and the hill closest to Tibalt got about

a foot taller. His grin climbed a few inches, too.

“Actually,” said Tibalt, “it looks like your eyes aren’t as keen as you be-

lieved them to be.”

40

“Gnottvold Slumbermound”, by Simon Dominic.

One after another, they pulled free of the earth, showering the clear-
ing with clumps of black dirt. On one side of her, the wooden structures
seemed to collapse in reverse as a behemoth form pushed itself out of

the ground, shaking loose errant pieces of wood.

They were massive—twenty feet tall at least, the bony ridges along
their body resembling nothing so much as features of the landscape. Of
most keen interest to Kaya were their fists, each one roughly the size and

shape of a boulder. In their long, lank hair grew mosses and grasses; on
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the one that had emerged from beneath the wooden structure, planks
and beams hung off it like primitive armor. Set deep into their geological
faces were pinprick-red eyes. One yawned as it rose, revealing a mouth

of yellow, twisted fangs.

“Torga trolls, you see, simply hate to be woken from a deep sleep,” said
Tibalt. “And once they have been, they’ve got an unfortunate tendency to

rip apart anyone and anything in the vicinity.”

“Are you crazy?!” hissed Kaya, turning to face the trolls behind her. She

counted six altogether. “They’ll kill us both!”

There was an unusual sound behind her, then—a keening, whistling
noise, as if the air itself was being sharpened. She turned back to see that
Tibalt had drawn his sword. It was a marvel, that was plain. Forged from
some kind of glass, it seemed to contain a shifting spectrum of color she

had only seen once before: spilling off of Alrund himself.

Next to Tibalt was a hole in the world. There was no other way to put

it; it hung in the air, the edges ragged and uneven and faintly glowing.

Heat and sulfurous air seemed to pour out, and through the tear, Kaya

glimpsed black earth, split with volcanic ruptures.

Tibalt hefted the sword and grinned at her. “Works like a charm. I'd say

I wish you luck, but that would make me a liar, wouldn’t it?”
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With that, he stepped through the portal. Behind him, the edges came

together and vanished—Ileaving Kaya with the trolls.

She pulled her daggers free from their sheaths as slowly as she could.
Maybe she could still get out of this without a fight. “Listen—the guy who
woke you up, he just stepped out, but if you’ll just give me a minute to

explain myself—”

One of the trolls swung at her open-palmed, like it was trying to
squash a bug. Would have succeeded, too, if Kaya hadn’t phased out of
the way. Even clear of the blow, the impact rattled her teeth. “Okay,” she

said. “I tried.”

She jabbed one of her blades into the troll’s arm—or, rather, she tried
to. It felt almost exactly like trying to stab a hunk of rock. There was a
ringing snap, and she watched the dagger she’d had since Tolvada break
in two. The shock lasted only a moment, but that was long enough for

the troll to sweep out its hand and knock her across the clearing.

Her head was ringing when she pushed herself back to her feet. It had
been a long time since she had been hit that hard. She flipped her re-

maining dagger tip-down, in a reversed grip. “I liked that blade.”

She’d tumbled right into squashing range of another troll; it swung at
her with an uprooted tree, which she phased through. On the other side

she slashed at its exposed leg; the blow scraped and skittered off the
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thick hide, leaving nothing but a thin scratch. “Come o#n,” she said, dodg-

ing a backhand from a second troll.

She rolled between the legs of a third, narrowly avoiding its clumsy
attempt to grab her. Time to fight dirty. Wrapping her blade in ethereal
energy, Kaya jabbed it between two huge vertebrae and yanked her hand
out just in time to have it rematerialize. Tricky timing—but she was re-
warded with a deep bellow as the dagger solidified in its spine. With a

tremendous crash, the troll hit the ground.

“Who’s next?” she said, turning to the others. Okay, she may have brief-

ly disarmed herself with that little trick, but it was nothing she couldn’t—

Pain exploded along her left side, and then she was tumbling, rolling
across the ground. The troll she had just put down—the one who had ap-
parently swatted her—was lurching to his feet; she could see the scratch
she’d put on his leg closing up. They beal too, she thought, in between

the waves of nausea. Why did everything on this plane heal?

The other trolls roared and banged their fists on the ground, spread
out in a semi-circle that blotted out the sun. One against six. She’d won
fights with worse odds. But then again, she’d had weapons in those fights.
One dagger broken; one embedded in an angry troll. Kaya took a deep

breath, wincing at the jolt in her ribs.

“Tyvar Kell”, by Chris Rallis.
“Need a hand?” came a voice from her left.
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Leaning against one of the ancient, twisting trees of this place was a
man with long braids of red hair. By his pointed ears, Kaya could see that
he was an elf, but his body was packed with more muscle than she was
used to seeing on their kind. He was clearly proud of it, too; despite the
cold, he wore no shirt. Only a collection of charms hanging from neck-
laces and a pair of bracers, one of which was fixed with a brass knife-
blade. There was something about his relaxed, easy pose that made him

seem young, even for a people who always seemed young.
“How long have you been standing there?” she said.

“Long enough to see that you’re not faring too well. Not that I blame
you! A Torga troll is no easy opponent, let alone six. Lucky for you I hap-

pened to be passing by.”

That irked her. For a moment, Kaya turned away from the approaching
trolls, who still had every intention of smashing her to paste. “Listen, kid,

get out of here before you get hurt. I can handle myself.”

“I'm not so sure about that. After all, you've lost both of your blades,

while I still have my secret weapon.”
“That the thing on your wrist?”

“Oh, no. I meant this.” He tossed up a small, flat stone. Caught it, made

it tumble over his long fingers.
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Kaya blinked. “That’s your secret weapon? A rock?”

He only smiled and strolled toward the trolls as if he didn’t have a care

in the world.

“Hey! Watch out!” she shouted. Stupid kid—making her save them both.
Now she couldn’t just run. She moved toward him, preparing to phase

him out, but there was a lot of distance to cover.

The trolls, it appeared, were equanimous; they were just as willing to
tear this new opponent apart. As he came closer, one of them swung a

mud-covered fist. He stepped out of the way without breaking pace.

He was quick; she’d give him that. Even without the ability to turn in-
substantial, catching the elf seemed an impossibility for the sluggish trolls.
They’d slam the ground where he’d just stood while he danced to the side;
they’d clap their hands together where he’d been a moment before, and
he’d backflip away. It was like trying to catch smoke, or bottle lightning.
More than once, Kaya thought she saw him linger a moment longer than

he needed to, letting a blow from his foes miss by inches instead of miles.

A show-off, then.

Meanwhile, a transformation was happening in the fist that gripped
the rock; the skin of his arm and hand appeared to be growing polished
and hard, turning almost exactly the same gray as the stone. As one of

the trolls tried to stomp the nimble elf into the bedrock below the hill,
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he leaped suddenly forward. He didn’t strike the creature with that brass
blade affixed to his arm, though; he only touched the creature on the leg

with his new stone hand.

Suddenly, the same transformation that had covered the young elf’s arm
began to spread rapidly across the troll’s leg. It’s green-gray hide, already
pitted and craggy, changed to rough stone. The rock moved in a ripple
up its torso, creeping ahead with alarming speed. The lumbering creature
had enough time to drop its tusked jaw open in surprise before the wave

of stone swept up its face, the expression of surprise freezing in place.

The troll with the tree swung it toward the elf in a wide arc; he vault-
ed straight over it, angling his body between two whip-like branches and
tucking into a roll on the other side. He placed that stone-gray hand on

the elbow of the troll; in moments, the whole creature was rock.

He dodged another blow, turned another troll to stone, and another. It
took less than a minute from beginning to end. When they were all de-
feated, the elf stood with his hands on his hips, staring proudly at the
towering statues as if he’d carved them himself. He looked so self-satis-

fied, Kaya hated to admit that she was impressed. “Not bad, kid.”

He looked at her, his expression going sour. “Would you stop

calling me that?”

“What should I call you then?”
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“T'yvar Kell. Prince of the elves of Skemfar. Greatest hero in all the

realms. Your personal savior.”

“T'yvar, then,” she said, trying not to roll her eyes. “I'm Kaya. I appreci-
ate the help, but what’s a great hero like yourself doing out in the middle

of the woods? Any chance you were following me?”

“Not you. Valki.”

“He’s not Valki,” said Kaya, walking over to where her blade had snapped.
She slipped the metal end into the sheath; the hilt, she hung from her
belt. “His name is Tibalt.” Which of these trolls had her other dagger been
embedded in? It was hard to say now—especially because they were all
statues. She swept one hand through, probing carefully. It was stone all

the way through. She swore under her breath.

“Yes, I'd gathered that, thanks to your handy dispelling. I'd been sus-
picious of him for some time, though. Not long ago he came to see my
brother in court. I don’t know what lies he told Harald, but ever since that
visit the elves have been preparing for war. There are rumors they mean
to march against the gods themselves.” She turned just in time to see all
the bravado and swagger he’d had before absent. He looked young, and
worried—a moment later he’d straightened up, but not quick enough for
her to miss it. If Tibalt was messing with his people, she guessed she

couldn’t blame him for being a little concerned.
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“But how the legions intend to cross into the realm of the gods, I don’t

know,” he finished.

Ob, ancients. “The Doomskar. Alrund said there was a Doomskar com-

ing,” said Kaya.

At that, Tyvar looked as surprised as the troll statues behind him. “A

Doomskar? And you heard this from Alrund himself?”
“Yeah. Nice guy. Lent me a boat.”
“And—this Tibalt. He is an enemy of yours?”

“Certainly not a friend. I don’t know what he’s up to, but it’s trouble

one way or another.”

“We’ll pursue him together, then. Clearly you need my help,” said Tyvar,
smiling at her in a way that hadn’t yet failed to piss her off. With an at-
titude like that, she thought, this kid’s gonna get himself killed. Not like
that was her problem. “Listen, I’ve got other business. I can’t go running
after every villain that rears his ugly, horned head. Besides, I don’t even

know how we’d follow him.”
“What do you mean?”
“He used a sword to open some kind of portal.”

“Did you see anything? Through it, on the other side,” said Tyvar.
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“Not much. It was only open for a second,” said Kaya, trying to think.

“I remember seeing fire, though. And the ground looked like it had been

charred black.”

“Immersturm,” said Tyvar. The name dropped into her stomach like an
iron weight; she’d heard Inga whisper stories about that place. The realm

of demomns. Tyvar, bafflingly, seemed excited at the news.
“Well, unless you happen to have a magic boat hanging around—”

But Tyvar already had his eyes closed. He extended both hands in front
of him, and Kaya reflexively took a step back. Slowly, in the surrounding
air, currents of mana began to curl and twist into complex patterns of
glowing knotwork. Kaya realized she had seen magic like this before—it
had looked almost effortless when Alrund had opened a doorway into
another realm, but the fundamentals were the same. When it opened into
that shimmering nightscape of the Cosmos, she felt an odd decompres-
sion in her ears, as if all the air had suddenly gone out of the clearing.

Tyvar finally opened his eyes: a doorway stood before them.
“Where in the hells did you learn to do that?” breathed Kaya.

“The sorcerers of Skemfar are experts of their craft. And you can count
me an expert among experts,” he said, grinning. “I’ve been all throughout
the realms of Kaldheim. My natural gifts express themselves a bit differ-

ently in each one.”
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She took a step closer, and something caught her eye. In the bundle of
charms around his neck, among the bones and gems and little twisted bits
of metal, was a small octahedron of dark stone. Covering the sides was a

minute, precise etching—a design she had seen before. But not bere.

“Ah,” he said, catching her gaze. He held up the little shaped stone to
the light. “Feel free to admire it. I found this one in a remote realm, one

even the sagas don’t speak of. It was called—”

“Zendikar,” she said, cutting him off. “Holy ancients. You’re a

Planeswalker.”

His grin flagged, uncertain. “And what, exactly, is a Planeswalker?”
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EPISODE III
The Saga of Tibalt

MASTER STORYTELLER TIBALT
TAKES YOU THROUGH KALDHEIM’S GREATEST SAGA.

Ab, the smell of bubbling tar! The warm kiss of volcanic ruptures! After
all this time spent toiling in the frozen corners of this accursed plane, it
reminds me of hbome. If only every branch along that damnable World Tree
could be more like Immersturm! If you ask me, all of Kaldbeim would be
improved with a touch more fire, a dash of anarchy. Which, if I've done

my job right, is exactly where it’s all heading.

Yes, there’s no doubt in my mind that all this plotting, these months
of hard work, will come together nicely. But I must admit, there is one
thought which keeps me up at night: what if, as the world burns around

them, nobody knows who lit the match?

This plane is lousy with storytellers. Listen long enough and all their
tales blend together: they love to repeat the same drivel about good and

evil, heroes and villains, right and wrong. Let’s give them something fresh.
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A story to remember—the last saga of Kaldheim. And I promise, it’s got an

ending to die for. . .

The saga begins with a Planeswalker named Tibalt. Not only was he
powerful and brilliant, but he was also despised by most everyone he
met on account of his many gifts—not that it bothered him. However, on
account of his many jealous enemies, Tibalt traveled often from place to
place and never stayed on one plane for too long. This is the story of how

he came to Kaldheim, and how he met the Horrible Beast.

See, this Horrible Beast had heard about Tibalt’s many talents and des-
perately needed his help. The beast knew that a handsome and powerful
Planeswalker such as Tibalt would never stoop to helping a hideous, stu-
pid monster unless his hand was forced, so the Horrible Beast snuck up
on him one day and stuck Tibalt with a nasty, tricky sort of poison. He
called this poison a “seed”—and the only way the Horrible Beast would

remove it was if Tibalt caused a distraction on his behalf.

What the monster didn’trealize was thatTibalt had already been planning
to stir up trouble in Kaldheim. So, while the wise and mighty Planeswalk-
er agreed to the Horrible Beast’s terms, he was really only doing what he

had meant to do anyway.

First, Tibalt needed a disguise. Nobody would listen to some newcom-

er, after all. With Tibalt’s vast reservoir of cunning, it was easy enough
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to find Valki. It happened that this God of Lies, this Prince of Tricksters,

was foolish enough to get lied to and tricked himself. How about that?

Tibalt wrapped Valki in magical chains and brought him to the coldest,
most remote realm he could find: Karfell. There was this frozen mummy
of a king there who Tibalt had worked out a deal with. So long as Valki
stayed deep in the dungeon of this King Narfi’s glacial palace, Narfi and
his Dread Marn—that’s what this king called the walking stiffs making
up his army—could have the first pick of treasure when the Doomskar

started. And oh, what a Doomskar it would be!

Never had Tibalt seen a greedier, more gold-crazed bunch of zombies!
The denizens of the other realms, he knew, would need a bit more con-

vincing before they were willing to march to war.

The next step in Tibalt’s masterful plan was to suit up in his new disguise
as Valki and visit Koll the Forgemaster. Koll was one of the dwarves—that
metal-brained, oblivious species of blacksmiths—and it just so happened
that Koll was the greatest of them all, for whatever that was worth. He
was the only one who could work with Tyrite, the hardened sap of the
World Tree, which had all sorts of interesting properties. Koll was mak-
ing a sword out of the stuff, a blade which could open paths between
all the realms of Kaldheim. It was supposed to be for Halvar, the god of
battle—every plane has one of those dumb brutes, you know—but the

thing was, Tibalt needed it. Crossing between the realms was a real pain
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otherwise, and he had a lot of work to do up and down the World Tree.
Koll was awfully stubborn about handing it over to Valki—something
about Halvar saving him from a giant wolf and Valki being the God of
Lies—so Tibalt did the realms a favor and pushed the obnoxious dwarf

right into his own forge.

Tibalt took his act to Skemfar, home of the elves, and sought an audi-
ence with their king. King Harald, son of Hraldir, the very same elf who
had united the warring clans of Wood and Shadow, was known across the
realms as a wise and steadfast leader. He was known to Tibalt, though, as
a proud, paranoid fool who believed the elves should be in charge of ev-
ery last twig in Kaldheim, and hatred and mistrust of the Skoti—the gods

of Kaldheim—had long ago settled into the bones of every elf in Skemfar.

Oh, if you could have seen the royal court that day! The lies that clev-
er Tibalt wove—the dark cloud that settled over Harald as he heard of all
the terrible things the gods had planned for his people, too terrible even
for the mischievous Valki to stand idly by! The only choice, if the elves

were to survive, was clear: strike first.

In Surtland, Tibalt warned the frost giants of an incursion of Torga
trolls, awakened from their long slumber. In Bretagard, he promised the
vicious Skelle clan the return of their demon master, Varragoth. All across

the realms of Kaldheim, Tibalt sowed the seeds of war and chaos.
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But what of Starnheim? The Valkyries—well, they presented a problem,
even to cunning Tibalt. They were duty-bound creatures, separate from
the politics that controlled the other realms. They cared not for gold or
power, and they feared no other mortal force in Kaldheim. What could a

dedicated trickster do with such rigid, inflexible souls?

We pause the saga, for a moment, to recount a saying common through-

out the Multiverse: the branch that doesn’t bend, breaks.

Tibalt may have been both brilliant and powerful, but he wasn’t strong
enough to take on every shepherd and reaper in the halls of Starnheim.
There was a being, though, that could! Koma, he was called—the Cos-
mos Serpent, first and oldest of the monsters birthed from the World Tree.
Long ago, the Skoti had banished Koma from entering the realms, trap-
ping him in the empty Cosmos. For eons, his restlessness grew, his hun-
ger went unsated and his thirst for destruction unquenched. Tibalt pitied
the poor snake; he really did. So, with the Sword of the Realms, he cut

open a doorway to the home of the Valkyries, where the Cosmos Serpent

could make up for lost time.

Now, Tibalt was no great believer in swords. His faith laid with knives,
with hooks, with hellfire and brimstone—but even Tibalt had to admit
that the Sword of the Realms had proven very useful. He had crossed the
Cosmos with it, time and again. He had used it to unleash Koma on the

“Harald, King of Skemfar”, by Grzegorz Rutkowski.
Valkyries of Starnheim. Now, he was using it for a far more humble task,

60 61



though one just as important—he was leaving a trail, dragging the tip
through the black basalt surface of Immersturm. It was important, after

all, that the Planeswalker follow him here.

The end of the saga isn’t written yet, but let me jump ahead and tell
you how it ends: Tibalt kills the Planeswalker. The last thing she sees, as
the life drains from her eyes, is Kaldheim burning. A/l the realms, togeth-

er at last in one great and glorious conflagration.

“Open the Omenpaths”, by Eric Deschamps.
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EPISODE 1V

Into the Demons’ Realm

KAYA AND TYVAR PURSUE TIBALT
INTO THE REALM OF THE DEMONS.
CAN THEY STOP HIM FROM USHERING IN
THE END OF DAYS?

For once in her time on Kaldheim, Kaya didn’t need to worry about the
cold. On the other side of Tyvar’s Omenpath, a blast of hot, noxious air
had greeted her. The sky was the first thing she saw: rolling dark clouds
without the memory of a sun. The only light to be found came from the
red thunderbolts that occasionally split the sky and the orange glow ris-

ing from somewhere below them.

Kaya stood with Tyvar at the top of a ridge of black, jagged rock. Over
the lip, she could see a tarry morass spiderwebbed with smoldering or-
ange ruptures, a vast expanse of lava whose surface had partially hard-
ened into great chunks of black pumice floating on molten rock. Now and
then, a pocket of lava would burst into a molten geyser, sending glowing

chunks of lava spattering into the air. It was hard to imagine somewhere
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less hospitable to life—and yet, Tyvar seemed to look at the apocalyptic

vista with nothing short of wonder.
“We made it,” he said. “I wasn’t sure we could.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Kaya.

“The gods sealed this place long ago, after Varragoth first escaped, with
powerful runes of warding. I've never opened an Omenpath here—no elf

has. But Tibalt must have somehow damaged the wards.”

That sword. It hadn’t been any kind of magic she’d seen before—noth-
ing like the portal Alrund had opened. “We’ve got to get that sword away
from him. If he can rip open the doors to this place, who knows what

else he can do with it?”

Tyvar pointed behind her. She turned, hand automatically reaching for
her dagger—and finding, she remembered a moment later, nothing. It

wasn’t a threat he was pointing out, anyway.

Down on the partially cooled surface of the magma lake, a few odd-
ly straight lines were carved out of the web of volcanic ruptures. After a
moment, her eyes adjusted to the low light, and she saw what had been

carved into the basalt, waiting for their arrival: an orange molten arrow.

“Well, among the many things Tibalt’s been accused of, subtlety’s not

one of them,” muttered Kaya.
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In an easy, almost practiced motion, Tyvar hopped over the lip of the
ridge. He kicked off a spire of rock, then slid down a slope of glassy
gravel. His momentum stopped just in front of the magma flats, where he

looked back up at her. “Coming?”

Fun as it would have been to hop between lily pads of cooled stone,
Kaya didn’t feel like taking a dunk into lava if she missed a jump. Appar-
ently, neither did Tyvar; once she’d gotten down to the edge of the lake,

he’d pressed his fingertips into the blackened shore and closed his eyes.
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“Hang on,” he said. “I want to try something.”

Across the magma, the basalt shore began to creep out. The stone
didn’t just expand or double up on itself, either—it seemed to grow, ten-
drils of rock twining together, knitting themselves into a bridge. When he

opened his eyes, Tyvar seemed just as surprised as she was.

She stepped gingerly onto it. It was subtly ridged, latticed in places in
a way she didn’t think stone was naturally capable of. It was, she found

herself thinking, oddly beautiful.

First, be turns those trolls to stone, now this. The kid’s a transmuter.
But that wasn’t all he was. Somehow, Tyvar had sparked without real-
izing it—gone all the way to Zendikar, just thinking it was another of

Kaldheim’s realms.

Back in Gnottvold, when he’d opened that Omenpath, Tyvar had made
it clear that he was going in whether or not she was coming with him. If
he was just another headstrong hero intent on some glorious death, Kaya
would have let him go—after all, Kaldheim had no shortage of those, and
she had work to do. But Tyvar was a Planeswalker, and one who didn’t
know what that really meant. Somehow, it seemed like a waste to let Ti-
balt kill him before he’d seen more of the Multiverse. She tried to tell him

a bit about it all as they walked.
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“These planes are like the realms, then? And connecting them—an even

vaster World Tree?” he said.

“Well, without the literal branches. And no giant animals in the spac-
es between.” At least as far as she knew. “More importantly, they’re not
connected in the same way. Portals don’t just show up, and there aren’t
spells for crossing between them. The only way to move from one to the

other is to be one of us.”

“A Planeswalker,” said Tyvar, kicking a hunk of blackened pumice off
into the lava. “A fine offer. But I think I’'ll pass. There’s glory aplenty for
me in Kaldheim, and more realms than I could explore in one lifetime.
Besides, how would people know to tell stories about me if I left the

World Tree altogether? I'd have to start anew each time.”

Yeah, thought Kavya. That’s the tricky part. New friends, new enemies,
new rules to every plane. Always the stranger, the newcomer. Dropped
again and again into other people’s squabbles, other people’s wars. It
was exciting, at first. Then, after a while, it got exhausting. But, like it or

not, it wasn’t a choice.

Kaya grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around. “You don’t
get to pass, kid. That’s not how this works. You’re a Planeswalker, wheth-
er you like it or not, and next time you wind up somewhere full of magic,

monsters, and people you don’t understand, you’ll need”—she scrambled
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for words—"you’ll need some kind of code. A set of rules.” Kaya’s code
was simple: do no harm. . .unless they had it coming and somebody’s
paying you for the privilege. Sure, once or twice she’d gotten mixed up in
messes she should have stayed out of; now and then, if she was feeling
charitable, she’d off a particularly troublesome ghost pro bono. But the
code was important—it was the only thing that followed her from plane
to plane, the only thing she could count on. What would Tyvar be able
to count on when he moved on from Kaldheim one day? What glory or

heroic tales would matter then?

Tyvar pulled his arm free, his annoyance plain as day on those chis-
eled yet somehow boyish features. “I have a code—the same one passed
down by the warriors of Skemfar for untold generations. I'm in no need

of a stranger’s schooling on such things.”

“I’'m just trying to help you!” she said. Nobody had ever done that for
her and look how she had ended up. Mercenary, thief, killer. Tibalt was

in no position to accuse her of anything—Dbut he’d been right.

“I am not a child, and I don’t need your help. As I'’ve demonstrated, I'm

more than capable of handling myself.” With that, he stormed off, down
the path of black rock.

Stubborn fool. Why was she even still here? She had other paying work

on Kaldheim, after all. A monster she was supposed to be tracking down.
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She was still deciding whether to turn around when the first harpoon
cracked into the blackened path, inches from Tyvar’s foot. It was a crude
weapon, rough iron ringed in barbs, and heavy enough to sink straight
into rock. For an instant, Tyvar seemed too stunned to move—and he

didn’t notice the second one screaming toward him.

Kaya reached him just in time, turning his torso to ghostly light just as
the iron harpoon whistled through him. He stumbled back, planted one

hand on the path, and turned his arms charcoal black.
“On our right!” snapped Kaya.

Cutting a path toward them, through the chunks of cooled magma, was—
improbably—a ship. It reminded her of the longships the Omenseekers
had piloted, but while those were sleek and narrow, meant to slip into
narrow channels and explore remote coves, this vessel was meant for only
one thing. Spikes ringed the outer edge, cruel and narrow; the prow was
an iron wedge with a chipped, battering edge. In place of sails, a sheet of
flame seemed to billow and catch whatever unearthly current was push-

ing them closer.
“Demons,” said Tyvar. “Ready yourself.”

As the ship drew nearer, Kaya could make out three figures on board.
On one, an iron helmet added rows of horns to the two that naturally

curled from his forehead; a black visor concealed his eyes. Another had
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“Demon Berserker Token”, by Grzegorz Rutkowski.

one hand replaced by a massive flanged mace, the ridges crusted over
with blood. Near the prow, on an elevated platform, was the biggest—a

thickly built brute with his right side covered in black iron plates. The

membranes of his great wings were rent and torn from past skirmishes.

With his left hand, he hefted another harpoon, leaning back for the throw.

This one, Tyvar was prepared for. With a dancer’s timing, he swiped
his blackened arm across the path of the harpoon, knocking it into the

magma. “We need to close the distance,” he said.
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Kaya grimaced. “Actually, I don’t think that’s our problem.”

The ship was only picking up speed, the fiery sails stoked into fur-
nace-hot gusts. Two of the demons, the smaller ones, spread their wings
and dragged themselves into the air with great, eager flaps. They didn’t

mean to just pull up alongside them.
“Look out!” shouted Kaya.

She dodged to one side of the path Tyvar had built them; he dodged to
the other. Then that ramming edge along the prow smashed into it, scat-

tering basalt and cinders into the air.

Kaya rolled to her feet in time to see the one with the mace hand
swooping out of the sky toward her. He brought the weapon down in a
colossal diving blow that smashed a dimple into the volcanic pack where

Kaya had been standing a moment before.

Before he could pull his arm back, she stamped down on the flanges
and phased it partially into the stone. He bellowed and grabbed for her,
but she slipped free of his grasp like smoke, hop-stepping back to the

harpoon still embedded in the rock.

It wasn’t hard for her to wrench it free—phasing it here and there did
the trick—but the weight of it nearly tipped her into the magma lake.

While she struggled with both hands to heft the heavy iron pole, the de-
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mon beat his wings furiously, heaving and pulling at the volcanic rock
enclosing his arm. With a little concentration, Kaya turned the harpoon

entirely immaterial, then threw.

When it left her hand, it went from weightless, insubstantial, to sudden-
ly every bit as heavy and lethal as before—and traveling at a much higher
speed. It punched clean through the demon’s hammered breastplate and
out the other side. The demon thrashed in place for a moment, the mace

on his arm still melded with the ground, before collapsing.

Kaya allowed herself a moment to exhale, then started forward. Plant-
ing one foot on the armor encasing the demon’s back, she vaulted up onto
the deck of the longship. On the other side, she could see Tyvar flanked.
The demon with the horned helmet was chopping at him furiously with a
pair of short cleavers lined with wicked, serrated teeth, and the big one
she’d seen with his body half-encased in metal kept him penned in with
great sweeps from a spiked hammer. Just one blow from that looked suf-
ficient to take the elf’s head off—but so far, Tyvar had managed to stay
just ahead of every swing. His arms, she noticed, were no longer the
rough black of basalt. Now they were a molten, glowing orange, as if he’d
heated them in a forge. Each time he batted away a cleaver blow, embers

scattered and winked out into the air.

He was quick, strong, and skilled, there was no doubt about that. But

he couldn’t keep this up forever.
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She ducked under the flame sail, shielding her face from the heat with
one hand, and took a running leap off the side, landing with a less-than-
graceful flop across the big demon’s back. He was twice her height, prob-
ably more than twice her weight, and barely leaned forward at the impact,

but she managed to secure a hold around his neck.

With a thought, she wreathed her hand in that eerie light and straight-
ened her fingers into a spear. Quick jab through the heart. Flicker out of

phase, and extract. Won’t be comfortable, but it’ll get the job done.

As the demon groped awkwardly around his back trying to reach
her, Kaya jabbed her hand just to the left of the spine, rematerializing

for an instant—

And nearly blacked out from the pain. It was burning inside the de-
mon, like sticking her hand in a furnace. She lost her grip on the demon’s

neck and tumbled off down onto the rough black stone beneath.

The demon shuddered, fell to one knee—then pushed himself to stand-
ing using the handle of that massive war hammer as a brace. He turned

toward her, tiny red eyes smoldering with rage. From his mouth poured a

thick black bile that bubbled and steamed. She’d hurt him, but not enough.

Her hand had only been material for a fraction of a second, yet she

could still feel the pain, white-hot and absolute. But pain, like so many

75



things, was a tool. A tool Kaya knew how to use. Focus on it. Use it. From

somewhere deep inside her, Kaya felt an icy chill welling up.

The demon raised his hammer, the great muscles working to lift the
massive thing, boiling blood still spilling from his mouth. That’s when

Kaya phased the rocky path beneath him into empty air.

The demon’s wings shot out on reflex, trying to rebalance, to keep him-
self aloft. It might have worked, if not for the holes and tears that pocked
their leathery surface, or the great hammer hanging above him. He started
roaring the moment his legs sunk into the lava—he fell forward, dropping
the hammer, clawing for purchase on the rough black stone still making

up the part of the path Kaya stood on. With a sharp kick, she sent him

flailing backward into the molten rock and allowed the path to remateri-

alize over him.

Across the path, Tyvar’s battle with the remaining demon raged on;
with only one opponent, the elf was on the offensive. The brass knife
affixed to his bracer had grown longer now, glowing orange with the
same volcanic heat that covered his arms. With a snapping stroke that
left heat shimmers through the air, he chopped straight through one of
the demon’s cleavers; his next slash passed through its neck. She heard
a sizzling sound, smelled something worse than burning hair, and then
the demon’s helmed head bounced once off the basalt and into the lava

while the body sagged onto the path of black rock. The fight was done.
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Kaya’s hand still throbbed awfully despite the spell she’d used to fix

the worst of it. She’d never had much of a knack for healing magic. It

would likely be days before she had a full range of motion in it again.

“That was amazing!” said Tyvar.
“Yeah, yeah,” said Kaya. “I saw what you—"

“That jarl was twice your size! Do you know how many humans, in all
the sagas I've known, have slain a demon? Assuming you didn’t talk things
through with the other one, you bested two/ And without a weapon! The

skalds must hear about this. I'll tell them myself, when we’re finished!”

“Uh, thanks,” said Kaya, caught off guard. So the kid can share glory. “If

we plan on doing this again, though, I'd prefer to be armed.”

Something seemed to dawn on Tyvar, then. “Of course. Allow me.”

He stooped over the massive hammer the demon jarl had dropped be-
fore going into the magma. Kaya was about to protest—a bit heavy for me,
not really my style—when Tyvar pushed his fingers into the black iron of
the hammerhead as if it were mud. From it, he pulled two fistfuls of met-

al: one he dropped to the path where it clinked dully against the rock.

The other nugget he held up and squinted at. “Terrible quality. But we

can do something about that.”
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He pressed both hands around it and squeezed, the muscles along
his arms and shoulders going taut. When his palms came apart, he was
holding a small oval, rough in parts like the pit of a fruit. He knelt over
and pushed it into the basalt, which took some doing. Afterward, he did
the same with the other nugget. Kaya watched, mystified, as he scooped
broken, charcoal-colored earth into a little mound over each. “What

are you doing?”

“Everything has the potential to grow,” said Tyvar, straightening back
up. “Trees, people—we expect it from them. But earth and stone, too, giv-
en time, and patience. Or, failing that, a bit of magic. I told you my abili-
ties work differently in each realm I pass through. I figured in a place as
lifeless as this, anything would be desperate to grow. Even metal. And I

was right,” he said, grinning.

She’d never heard of transmutation like this. “What about back in Gnot-

tvold? What you did to those trolls?”

He waved his hand dismissively. “Easy. Torga trolls are creatures of the
earth—they spend years at a time as little more than boulders, gathering
moss. They’re not far from stone as is. I only coaxed them a bit closer

to that shape.”

Then, before her eyes, something poked up out of the ground. A

sprout—the same dark iron color that the oval had been, but curling, un-
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furling. Then another, from the other mound. Kaya watched as they grew
taller and thicker, as they sprouted tendrils that wove together into braid-
ing latticework. When the top folded over the rest, falling in a D-shaped
curve, she realized what she was looking at: a hand-axe. Two, actually.

Grown from the ground, like stalks of wheat.

Tyvar reached over and pulled them from the rock—twisting as he did
so, as if snapping off a root. Then he handed them to her, handle first.

“You like them fast and light. Is that right?”

Warily, she took one. The whole thing was made of the same materi-
al—no rust, no blood, no imperfections, just cold gray metal. The head of
the axe, with those ornate knotwork patterns grown into it, was a lighter
color than the handle. Somehow the grip was rougher, in a way that felt
like it wouldn’t slip from her hands. She flipped it into the air, everything
rotating around a point just below the axe head, and caught it again.

Well-balanced, for something that popped out of the ground.
“Thanks,” she said, tucking the axe and its sister into her belt.

Tyvar slapped her shoulder and grinned. “I’'m certain you’ll put them

to good use. Now, we have a villain to catch. Shall we continue?”

“Actually,” said Kaya, glancing back at where the demon longship was

wedged into the black stone path. “I’ve got a better idea.”
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The elf worked the sails while she kept watch from the prow. “There,”
she said, pointing ahead of them. Rising above an ash-gray plain was
a vast, dark mountain. Where the peak should have been was a jagged,
open cone that nearly brushed the roiling clouds above. At the top, Kaya
could make out a strange light. It seemed to distort the air around it like
shimmers of heat, occasionally sending a rippling ribbon of uncanny blue
or green streaking into the sky. Where had she seen that light before?
Alrund. In Kaldheim, that was the light of the gods. But it was the same

light she’d seen at the fringes of the portal Tibalt had carved open.

Tyvar shifted the rudder, angling the ship toward the mountain. “That’s

the Bloodcrag! I never thought I'd actually get to see it.”

“Great. Perfect. Bloodcrag.” Briefly, she considered if it wasn’t too late

"Kaya the Inexorable”, by Anna Podedworna. to turn this boat around. Nobody was paying her for Tibalt’s head, after all.

As vessels went, Kaya had much preferred Cosima’s longship. On top But that horned bastard has so many enemies, I could probably find a

of its uncanny ability to take one wherever they needed to go, there was buyer. Chandra, maybe.

no chance of impaling herself along the gunwale or setting her hair on They left the longship beached along the slagged shore of the lava lake.
fire adjusting the boom. Luckily, Tyvar seemed to have a bit more expe- Scaling the mountain, at least, wouldn’t be the hard part. Shaped into the
rience sailing than she did, and once the demon ship built up speed, it rock were a set of ancient stairs. They were worn with age and slightly
smashed through the plates of cooled magma floating on the lava’s sur- too large for Kaya or Tyvar to climb comfortably—carved into this place
face without so much as a judder. many millennia ago for the bloodthirsty inhabitants of Immersturm, not

for elves or humans—but they were manageable.
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Partway up, something caught her eye. Movement below them, on
the magma lake. Kaya paused, her back to one of the huge and faintly
warm steps. Across the surface of the lake, between the occasional flare
of erupting lava, iron ships cut through the black, each one topped with
a flickering curtain of flame in the shape of a sail. It was too far for her
to make out any figures—from here, even the grim vessels looked like
something she might find in a toy shop—but over the lash of wind this

high up, she could just make out the steady beat of drums.
“By the Einir,” muttered Tyvar. “There must be dozens.”

“Hundreds,” said Kaya. “The ship we ran across must have been part of

their vanguard. Scouts.”
“And that’s the army.”

But why? All this—a legion of demons, a fleet of longships—just to stop
them? She knew she was tough, and Tyvar wasn’t half-bad for a budding

Planeswalker, but this seemed like overkill.
Unless—
Unless they weren’t here for them at all.

“That sword,” said Kaya. “It opens portals! Rips holes in the space

between realms!”
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Tyvar stared uncomprehendingly at her. Kaya grabbed his shoulders

and shook him. “Kid, he’s going to start a Doomskar!”
“Correction,” came a voice from above them. “I already started it.”

A bolt of searing flame shot down from the switchback of stairs above
them; Kaya threw herself to one side just in time to feel the heat lick

against her face.

“Sword of the Realms”, by Lie Setiawan.
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Grinning down at them from the ridge above was Tibalt. A curl of red,

jittering flame wreathed one hand; in the other, he held that sword of

shimmering, colorful glass.

“We’ve got to get that sword away from him,” said Kaya. Another ball

of flame arced through the air, turning the rock molten where Tyvar had

been standing a moment before.

She went one way, and Tyvar went the other. Between the winding stair-
way path, wedges of black rock jutted from the mountainside, evidence
of tectonic shifts as savage as any denizen of the realm. Tyvar used them

as cover, keeping low, climbing the slope in athletic leaps and bounds.

For Kaya, things weren’t so complicated. She beat a straight path for
Tibalt, phasing through rock and fire and whatever else the devil threw

her way; nimble as Tyvar was, she quickly pulled ahead of him.

Fifteen feet, then ten. Kaya slipped an axe from her belt and hurled it

at Tibalt. It clipped his shoulder, sent him sprawling, and she drew the

second axe. Don’t let him get up.

She pushed herself over the ridge and lunged for Tibalt, focused en-
tirely on reaching him, on the subtle shifts in her footing to let her bring
all her weight down with the blow. She saw, too late, the deep breath that

was filling his chest, the puffing up of those red cheeks.
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The smoke poured from his mouth in a great and sudden torrent, blan-
keting the oversized stairs in an instant. It rushed over Kaya in a wave,

stinging her eyes, burning her throat. Blind, she swung anyway—but the

axe only clanged off rock.

Kaya pulled her cowl over her mouth and nose with one hand, kept
the axe leveled and ready with the other, but all she could see was the
smoke. Throughout, little orange cinders danced with malice. It seemed
to cling to her, to seek out gaps in the cloth she breathed through, to pry

at her squinting eyelids. Anywhere it touched bare skin, it burned.

She did her best to shut out the pain and discomfort, to focus on her

hearing. Where was Tibalt? Where was Tyvar?
It’s not too late to run.

The thought seemed to come from nowhere.

It’s done anyway. Tibalt already started the Doomskar. What are you

still doing here?

Gradually, the burning across her skin, in her lungs and eyes, grew
worse. An odd fatigue had settled into her limbs, too—the hand-axe she

held out, once so light and balanced, seemed to drag her arm down now.
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This plane’s problems aren’t your problems. You owe these people noth-
ing. Go on—jump through the Blind Eternities. Get out of here. Save your-

self. It’s what you’re best at, after all.

The thoughts rolled through her mind one after another, with Kaya
powerless to stop them, and in spite of herself, she felt the impulse
tugging at her, the magical energies building around her, preparing to

carry her away.
It would be so easy. There’s nothing for you bere anymore but pain.

Something was wrong—beyond the burning smoke, beyond the un-
natural exhaustion that now threatened to drag Kaya to her knees. There
was a voice in her head. A voice that almost—but not quite—sound-

ed like her own.

There was a movement in the swirling smoke to her right; she saw the
sword first, those beautiful colors trapped in glass, arcing toward her. Ti-

balt, swinging to kill. “You couldn’t just leave, could you?”

She tried to raise her axe to block the blow, but it was so heavy—her
arm, so sluggish. Kaya knew already that it would arrive too late. On an

animal instinct, Kaya squeezed her eyes shut.

There was a resounding clang. Not exactly the sound of metal biting

into flesh. No pain, either. Funny.
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Kaya opened her eyes. Between her and Tibalt stood Tyvar. He’d caught
that shimmering god-light sword on the dagger fixed to his bracer. Tibalt
was struggling to push through, arms shaking with the effort, and getting

nowhere. “Who in all the hells are you?”

With a quick and practiced gesture, Tyvar knocked the sword from Ti-

balt’s hands. “Tyvar Kell. Prince of the elves. Greatest hero in Kaldheim.”

The fog was starting to clear from Kaya’s head now; she could feel
where Tibalt had slipped into her mind, the way he had cloaked his pres-
ence in her own doubts and fears. The more she listened, the worse the
fatigue and pain grew. It was almost artful, this magic—nothing like the

clumsy, slapdash work she’d seen from him so far.

But then why had Tyvar been immune to it? He’d charged into the
smoke, same as her. Why weren’t his doubts, his insecurities, slowly suck-

ing the life from him? Unless—unless he didn’t have any?

By the ancients, she thought. He’s too young—itoo arrogant—itoo dumb

to doubt himself. And thank all the gods of Kaldheim for that.

In front of her, Tibalt scrambled back, red fire curling around one hand,
but Tyvar grabbed him by his collar and flipped him over one shoulder,
crashing the Planeswalker into the edge of one stone stair. The breath

went out of Tibalt in a hacking cough, and with it went the smoke and
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the fire, dwindling to nothing around them. Tyvar pressed his brass blade

to Tibalt’s neck. “Now, fiend, you will tell us what you’ve done.”
At that, Tibalt managed a grin. “Go see for yourself,” he croaked.

Kaya felt the energy gathering around him, the magic a sharp, acrid
taste in the air. She tried to shout, but then there was the sound of a fire
catching on dry wood, and the back of Tibalt’s eyes lit orange. Like burn-

ing paper, his body dissolved into a mass of orange cinders, and Tyvar

stumbled back.
“He,” sputtered the elf. “He—"

“Planeswalked. Yeah,” said Kaya, pushing herself off the ground. “Ty-

var—thanks. For helping me there.”
“Of course,” he said, recovering. “But what if he returns?”

“He can’t. Not for a while, anyway, and if he does, he’ll be no threat to

us. It takes a lot of magic to jump planes. He’ll need a while to recharge.”

“Ah,” said Tyvar. “So we’ve won? It’s over?”

Kaya glanced up toward the peak of the mountain, where those strange
lights continued to coruscate and ripple across the ash-clouded sky. “No.

I don’t think it is.”
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On any other day, maybe the sight of a vast well of blood resting in
the cone of the mountain below them might have been worth a moment’s
regard. But from the peak of the Bloodcrag, they had a clear view of the
tear in the sky. It stretched, end to end, from where they stood to the
middle of the lake of magma they had crossed; Kaya didn’t know whether
the heavy clouds of ash had blocked their view or whether it was new, a

fresh wound made during their initial ascent. Along the edges of the tear

spilling out and covering the sky, radiated that shifting, multicolored light.
“By all the realms,” muttered Tyvar.

Inside, Kaya could see a shifting, kaleidoscopic tableau of landscapes:
craggy, towering mountains, fortresses of ice, plains of tall yellow grass.
It felt as though she was seeing into the whole of the Multiverse, all the

planes rent open in one utterly wrong stroke.

“Any chance you know how to undo that? Maybe with the sword?” she

said. They’d brought it up with them, tucked into Tyvar’s belt.
He shook his head. “My talents do have their limits, you know.”

Despite everything—the iron reek of blood, the tear in the sky—that
forced a laugh from Kaya. It died in her throat, though, when she saw
the first figures rising from the fiery lake far below them. With each beat
of their leathery wings, they rose higher into the air, bearing swords and

spears, halberds and hammers, the weight of the weapons and armor
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“Varragoth, Bloodsky Sire”, by Ilan Miller.
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dragging at them but not keeping them from their steady, dreadful prog-
ress. There must have been thousands of them, all headed for that hole in
the sky. Their invitation to pillage, to burn, to destroy not just one world
but all the worlds this plane had to offer. At their center, rising from a
ship with two vast masts of fire, was a demon that dwarfed all the oth-
ers. In one hand he dragged a great double-bladed axe; he seemed to
be beating his wings with manic fury, bowling past others in his need
for escape. She knew his name, even before Tyvar whispered it, dumb-
struck. She had heard it spoken enough times during her time with the

Omenseekers: Varragoth.

Kaya turned to Tyvar, who was still staring at the unholy flock rising

before them. “Tyvar, we have to go. This plane is about to go to pieces.”

He didn’t seem to hear her. “We need to stop them. We need to warn

whoever’s on the other side!”

“T'yvar,” she said, gently. “It’s over. You’re a great warrior, don’t get me
wrong, but the greatest warrior in history couldn’t change what’s about
to happen.” Already, she could see demons crossing into the gap, their
great wingbeats bringing them to new prey. “We tried. Now all we can do

is stay alive. Get to the next plane, try to do better—”

She tried to put a hand on his back, but he wrenched away from her.

“So this is what your kind does—disappear as soon as the world pitches
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a direction you don’t care for. Run as soon as things get hard. You and

that Tibalt aren’t so different in the end.”

The words hit her harder than she expected. By the time she’d start-
ed shaping together a reply—something about not being so hardheaded,
something about going to get yourself killed—Tyvar had already opened
an Omenpath. He turned to her. “If this is what it means to be a Planeswalk-

er, I want no part in it.”
With that, he stepped through the doorway.

The energy Kaya had been gathering to planeswalk still hung in the air
around her, a nameless pressure lacking a valve. She could still go. She

should still go. It was the smart choice. It was her code.

But she couldn’t help thinking about those voices in her head. How
she’d been hearing them, in one way or another, since long before she’d

met Tibalt or Tyvar.

Kaya swore, took a deep breath, and stepped in after him.
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EPISODE YV
The Battle for Kaldheim

THE HUMAN CLANS ATTEMPT TO DEFEND THEMSELVES
AGAINST HORDES OF DRAUGR, ELVEN ARMIES,
AND RAMPAGING GIANTS.

GOOD LUCK, HUMAN CLANS.

Far above the Feltmark, wheeling between the columns of smoke that
rose from the many chimneys of the Beskir Stronghold, a raven sailed
through the air. A raven, it is known, can cover a hundred miles in a day,
and this one had done just that. It had passed over the high ridges of the
Tusk mountains, seen the fire giants scaling the cliffsides while Tuskeri
braveswords rolled cut logs and boulders to knock them back to earth.
The raven, with one black and inscrutable eye, had watched the Skelle
gather in their marshes and swear oaths by blood, readying for war. It
had followed the coast for some time, where longships dotted the hori-
zon, the greatest fleet of the age riding the wind westward, to the one

place in Bretagard that all flock to in times of crisis.
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“Bretagard Stronghold”, by Jung Park.

The raven landed on a thatched roof in one of the inner courtyards, past
the thick walls that ringed the fortress. Below, among the rising sounds of
weapons pressed to grindstone, of mail brushing plate, two voices stood

out. The raven, as was its way, paused to listen.

“We’ve lost the eastern fold, and it’ll be the whole damn Aldergard soon,”
said the older one. His hair and beard were the color of fresh snow; ev-

erything else was weathered, leathery, rugged. On his back was a broad

shield made of a material that seemed to shimmer in the right light. “I've

never seen so many trolls in one place. And working together, too.”

The younger one laughed. “The Kannah are having trouble with a few
Hagi? One of mine brought down a demon yesterday. Now all the youth
are trying to claim the next.” From the side of this one’s head jutted an
odd, bony protrusion—Ilike a sabretooth had tried to bite into his skull

but lost their fang partway through.
“If it’s such a party, then what are you doing here?” grunted the older one.
The other shrugged. “A clan leader has certain obligations, you know.”

Two guards uncrossed their spears before the pair and pushed open a
set of heavy wooden doors, each one taking the full weight of the warrior

before they groaned open.

“Arni Brokenbrow, of the Tuskeri, and Fynn, the Fangbearer, of the
Kannah,” one of the guards barked. Inside, four figures were seated at the
table. Inga Rune-Eyes, leader of the Omenseekers, had already arrived,
and this fortress belonged to Sigrid, God-Favored. The other two—a dark-

skinned woman and an elf with red braids—were strangers.

Fynn, the older of the pair, grabbed the axe from his belt. “What in Ko-

ma’s breath is he doing here?”
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The guards, partway through closing the door, scrambled for their

weapons, but Sigrid held up a hand. “Inga?”

Rune-Eyes stood from her seat. “This is Tyvar, of Skemfar, and Kaya,
of—elsewhere. They are friends. And we are in need of all the friends we

can find right now.”

“No serpent-kissing elf can call himself my friend,” growled Fynn. “Least

of all their prince.”

“Fynn, the Fangbearer”, by Lie Setiawan.
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He hadn’t drawn his weapon yet, but he looked ready to. Tyvar hadn’t
even risen from his chair, though. “It isn’t just the humans that will die
if the elves go to war. But I suppose you’ll be the one to talk down my

brother, then, when he arrives at the head of an army.”
“I’ll talk him down. About six feet down.”

“Enough,” barked Sigrid, her voice a gavel. “I didn’t invite you into my
hold to insult my guests, Fynn. I invited you to discuss how our people

might live out the week.”

Grudgingly, Fynn dropped himself into one of the chairs surround-
ing the long table. Arni joined him. “So! I’'m assuming there’s some sort
of plan, and that it will require acts of stupendous daring and bravery?
I understand the odds are against us.” About this, he didn’t seem ter-

ribly concerned.

Sigrid smiled thinly. “Trolls, demons, giants—both frost and fire—ram-
paging through the realm. And now I hear reports of draugr, which means
the Dread Marn, Karfell’s dead army, has returned. Yes, I would say the

odds are against us. But we have weapons yet with which to fight.”
“Other than a mouthy elf?” muttered Fynn.

“Yeah,” said Kaya. From under the table, she lifted a sword that seemed

to be forged from glass; caught within the translucent blade were an ar-
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ray of blues and greens that seemed to ripple and glow before their eyes.

She set it on the table with a dull clink.
“Is that—" said Fynn.
“The Sword of the Realms,” said Sigrid evenly.
“Koll must have finally finished the bloody thing,” said Arni, whistling.

“He did,” said Sigrid. “But he took the secrets of how to wield it

to the grave.”

A moment of silence passed between them. Fynn was the first to break
it. “But without that knowledge, it’s nothing but a blade. A Tyrite-forged

one, aye, but no number of fine swords that can stop a Doomskar.”

“There is one, yet, who can wield it,” came a voice from the darkened
corner of the room where the light of the braziers didn’t quite reach. A
fifth figure stepped from the shadows—an old man, in a long, heavy trav-
eling cloak. There was a raven perched on his shoulder. “The god for

whom the sword was meant. Halvar, God of Battle.”

From his eyes spilled a faint glow—the same light frozen inside the

blade of the sword. Before Alrund, even Fynn was speechless.

“Halvar’s our man,” said Kaya. “But getting to him is going to

take some doing.”
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“Strategic Planning”, by Donato Giancola.

Arni, recovered from having met one of the gods of Kaldheim, kicked
his feet up on the table. “A perilous quest, then. Now we’re getting to

the good part.”

Halvar, Alrund had told them, wasn’t far from the Beskir fortress. He
was, after all, the god of battle, and battle was all around them now. As

the raven flies, he was quite close.
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I only wish the old man hadn’t meant it literally, thought Kaya, grab-

bing a fistful of black feathers and tightening her grip.

The bird that rode on Alrund’s shoulder was named Hakka; Kaya knew
that much. He hadn’t told them the names of the giant ravens that now
carried them through the sky, great tracts of grassland whipping away
with each beat of their vast black wings. Or maybe he had—admittedly,
Kaya hadn’t been able to focus much during introductions, her attention
inextricably drawn to those great glassy eyes. There was an intelligence in
them she couldn’t deny, and a curiosity. Not to mention that great curving
beak, which could probably snap her in two if it wanted. On one rode

Sigrid, Fynn, and Inga—on the other, Arni, Kaya, and Tyvar.
“Look!” she heard Tyvar shout over the rushing wind.

The first thing she saw was the tear in the world, a streak of icy white
cutting through the amber fields below. The perspective looked all wrong,
like someone had laid another plane flat across this one. Steam billowed
out as the air of that frozen place met the warmer air of Bretagard, and
from the edge of the opening thin, rotting figures dragged themselves
hand over hand into the human realm. Ahead of them, across a rolling
carpet of yellowing grass, stretched a thousand shambling forms. Draugr,
they had called them. A zombie by any other name. Towering above the
rank and file were a few massive figures covered in long, ropy hair—Tor-

ga trolls, Kaya recognized, though these ones looked like they had seen
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better days. Hard to tell from up here, but they had the same unsteady

gait as the foot troops. Undead too, then.

All of them—draugr and Torga, big and small—shuffled toward the
same thing: a thickly built wooden bridge, fording a broad white-water
river. On the far side, Kaya could make out a hamlet of little huts, cobbled
paths, a waterwheel. No people that she could make out, but that made
sense with what was on their doorstep. It seemed miraculously whole,

untouched. The solitary figure on the bridge had made sure of that.

From here, Halvar didn’t look like much. He didn’t radiate that spooky
god-light in the same way Alrund did; compared to the gash in the world
spilling blue, green, and purple light into the sky, he seemed hardly re-
markable. A miniscule figure, from this height, in dulled iron armor. Be-
fore him, on the near side of the bridge, was a mound of destroyed dra-

ugr nearly waist-high.

“We have to get to the bridge,” yelled Kaya, hoping Tyvar would hear
it and the giant bird they were on would somehow understand it. There
was no way to turn back the clock, to suck this undead army back into
their frozen world, but the Sword of the Realms was strapped across her
back; if they could reach Halvar, they could at least stop this from get-

ting any worse.
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But Tyvar’s eyes, as he turned to face her, locked on to something else. A
shadow passed over her, then—the bird’s glossy black feathers grew mar-

ginally darker as something moved between her and the sun above them.

“Watch out!” said Tyvar, right before the blow struck; a crunching sound,
an avian shriek, and suddenly Kaya was knocked from her perch and

into open air.

She saw the rest in individual moments, separate frames as she fell:

the raven, its wing bent into an unnatural position; Tyvar and Arni, arms

“Varragoth, Bloodsky Sire”, by Tyler Jacobson.
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wheeling around them as they started to fall, grabbing for handholds that
weren’t there; above them all, a massive horned figure with two leathery,

ragged wings, carrying a heavy-looking, long-handled axe.

It was closer than she had seen him before; even falling down, down,
away from the demon, she could make out the tangle of bruise-colored
flesh that hung in the shape of a wild beard; she could see thousands of
years of imprisonment boiling out of those crazy eyes. Varragoth swung
again, driving his axe into the raven’s side, and then Kaya was turning

over and over, the wind deafening in her ears, falling, falling.

Think.
Think, think, think/

She looked down, squinting against the wind—below her, the river
crashed and surged. Hitting water after a fall from this height wouldn’t
be much better than hitting stone. She could survive the fall, though—her
ability to slip in and out of mortal flesh would make sure of that. Could
Tyvar? She didn’t know. She couldn’t count on it. Kaya straightened her
body and fanned out her arms and legs to slow her fall. She tried to focus
on the sky around her rather than the ground rapidly rising below. Arni,
it turned out, was close to her, maybe five feet off and bellowing some

insane war whoop as he tumbled toward death. Tyvar was maybe twen-
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ty feet out, all that grace and balance useless as he spun through the air,

totally out of control.

She grabbed hold of Arni, swinging one arm through the strap keep-
ing his broadsword across his back. “Straighten your body and push back

your arms!” she screamed over the roaring wind.

He did so, and she followed suit; immediately they were falling faster,
angling toward Tyvar. Below, the grass was no longer vague yellow shad-
ing but waving stalks; she could make out the blocky steel blades of the
draugr, their armor still rimed with frost. They were almost to the river.

She couldn’t miss—it had to be now.

They collided with Tyvar about five seconds before they hit the surface.
Another second to summon up the energy she needed; one more to turn
all three of them insubstantial. The last three seconds were just enough

moments to sparc.

Darkness and cold swallowed them—it wasn’t just the chill of the wa-
ter rushing all around them, either. The cold filled her, was her. No hot
rush of blood through veins, no air in her lungs, no steady heartbeat re-
minding her with each thrum that she was alive. For those few seconds,

Kaya knew what it was to be dead, and to linger on—a ghost, a spirit.

With effort, she pulled them all back to corporeal form, and at once,

they were tumbling and turning in the current. Kaya had no idea which
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way was up, no clue where to swim. All she could do was cling to Arni
and Tyvar, keeping them one big, drowning unit. She opened her eyes;
all around her was rushing water. At the edge of her vision, in the great-
er darkness of the broad river, she thought she saw something move—a

sleek, nimble body in the waves.

Arni was the one that caught the branch along the bank; with Kaya’s
help, they hauled Tyvar out of the water. He was still gasping for air,

clutching his arms as if freezing. It was lucky, she guessed, that the drau-

“Grim Draugr”, by Grzegorz Rutkowski.
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gr on all sides seemed too surprised to take a swing at them before she’d

found her footing again.

Kaya dodged the first blow, parried the second. She knocked away
a sword swing meant for Tyvar, took the draugr’s arm off at the elbow.

“Get up, kid!”

They were slow, but there was no end to them, and on all sides, they
were beginning to realize there were enemies in their midst. Kaya split
a white, frost-bitten skull with one of her hand-axes and tugged it free
barely in time to knock aside a spear thrust. She stepped backward, near-
ly tripped—and immediately Arni was there in front of her, hacking off
limbs with great wheeling sweeps from his broadsword. Does that guy get

turned ethereal every day? Kaya thought, bewildered.

Arni thrust his blade into a draugr’s ribcage, held it out at arm’s length
while it clawed uselessly at him, and turned back to her. Sure enough, he
was grinning. “You two go on ahead. I'll keep this lot busy. Least I could

do, after you broke my fall with that spooky magic of yours.”

One warrior against all these draugr; those odds weren’t great. Then

again, be seems like a man who likes to gamble.

Kaya pulled Tyvar to his feet, and together, they ran through the gap
Arni had carved out. In the distance she could see the bridge—almost

close enough to touch, with nothing but an army of undead between them.
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She could rush ahead if she started phasing, but she had been immaterial
for a long time during their “landing” and didn’t know how much more

her body could take. There was Tyvar to consider, too.

Atleast the draugr in this section of the field seemed less dense. Together
they ran, pausing only briefly to shatter a ribcage or lop off a frozen limb,
the Sword of the Realms jostling the whole time in its sheath against
Kaya’s back. Behind them, in the distance, she could see standards of
the human clans as they clashed with the edges of the draugr horde, but
there hadn’t been time to marshal more than a few raiding parties, and

more draugr spilled out of that rift with each passing minute.

Over the dead-choked fields rose a sound Kaya had never heard be-
fore. A few changes of pitch and tone, and it might have been the call of
some vast night bird, the howl of a dire wolf; it had that wild and eerie

quality to it as it carried across the plains, and Tyvar froze.
“That is no draugr horn,” he said, breathless.

It sounded again, and Kaya followed it to the gentle curve of a hill some
ways off. A line of figures had begun to form—most carried shields of
bronze, stained with the green patina of age. Some carried spears, some
swords. Kaya only needed to see how Tyvar looked at them to know who

they were: the elves of Skemfar, marching to war.
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“Harald, King of Skemfar”, by Collin Estrada.

“Tyvar, we don’t have time for this. We have to move,” said Kaya, but

Tyvar seemed rooted to the spot.

“Kaya, the humans aren’t the only victims of Tibalt’s treachery,” he said,
turning to her. “I can’t let my people fight and perish for his lie. My broth-

er stands at the head of that army—I know I can make him see reason.”

For all Tyvar’s bravado, he had a good heart in there. “Alright, kid. Get

moving, then.”
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“Will you be okay?”

Kaya grinned, tried to look confident. “I made my professional reputa-

tion killing the undead. I'll be fine.”
He nodded. With that, he tore off.

It wasn’t a lie she’d told him, exactly—Dbut this would have been much
easier if the draugr were undead of the more spectral variety. Kaya pushed
forward, hacking through when she needed to, running when she didn’t.
The sounds of metal clashing against metal were all around her now, as
well as the distant screams of men and women, and she found her heart
beating louder and louder in her ears. Everything seemed to be happen-

ing slower than usual, each breath feeling like an hour, a year.

An earth-trembling footstep shook her from her trance, freezing her
where she stood. Between Kaya and her path to the bridge stood one
of the Torga trolls she had seen from the air. This close, she could smell
the almost sweet scent of rot and see where patches of once mossy fur
had gone brittle white or fallen out altogether. Something had opened a
great gash in the creature’s flank—she could see three slab-like ribs clear
as day, a sickly blue light emanating from somewhere deep inside the
troll. Its eyes were clouded, dead, but they seemed to fix on her nonethe-
less. It exhaled sharply, a gout of white mist hissing from between two

blackened tusks.
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Just as it began to move toward her, there was a splashing sound to
Kaya’s left. She saw, hanging in the air, the most unlikely thing: a dolphin.
Oddly majestic, almost pristine in the middle of all the chaos and carnage.
It was arcing through the air toward her, gray skin wet and sleek—it must
have jumped from the whitewater rapids next to her, Kaya realized. Seam-
lessly, that shining skin billowed back into the shape of a cloak, and the
creature landed on now human legs; the cloak settled on slender, brown
shoulders. In front of Kaya and the troll stood a middle-aged woman with
wild, unbound hair. She said nothing, only raised her hands. As her eyes

glowed with shifting, multicolored light, Kaya realized she was looking

at one of the gods of Kaldheim.

“Cosima, God of the Voyage”, by Andy Brase.
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Behind her, a wall of water rose from the river, white and thrashing
like an animal. It swept over the undead Torga and a handful of drau-
gr. The wave carried all of them off as it rolled down the field, one more

combatant in the mad battle across Bretagard.

“Who are you supposed to be?” said Kaya, dumbstruck. She tasted

salt in the air.

The woman in front of her brushed her hair out of her face. Her eyes

had gone back to a dark, earthy color. “You were on my ship not long

ago. How did it treat you?”
Cosima. Goddess of the sea. “Oh. Uh, our acquaintance was brief.”

“She is a flighty one,” said Cosima thoughtfully. From under her cloak,

she drew a long, curved sword. “Now then. Alrund did not send me to visit.”

Kaya merely nodded. Badass sea goddess. Okay. “We have to get

to Halvar.”
“Lead the way,” said Cosima.

More draugr had assembled before them; these fell before the pair like
wheat to the scythe. They were close now; not a hundred feet off, she
could see Halvar at the head of the bridge, knocking draugr about with

swings of his shield-arm, pitching them into the white river below. She

was almost there.
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She didn’t register the shadow passing over her until it smothered her
in darkness; suddenly something pulled sharply at Kaya’s leather armor,
yanking her to the side just in time to avoid the ugly iron axe biting into

the dirt where she’d stood moments ago.

Cosima, having dragged her out of harm’s way, was now pulling her
up to stand. Between the pair and the bridge—ten, twelve feet tall, fronds
of gray flesh curling and waving from his arms, his chest, his face, grin-
ning a hideous frozen grin, was Varragoth. He beat his wings once, then

settled on the ground.
“He didn’t have wings last time,” muttered Cosima.

“That blade. I know what you carry,” he hissed, his voice rust and blood.

“I swear on the endless lives I have taken that you will not trap me again

in that desolate—”

The first axe, thrown, hit him on the brow, clipping one horn, causing
boiling, tarry blood to bubble around where it had stuck. The second axe,
this one in Kaya’s hand, drove into his knee. Varragoth howled in pain
and grabbed at her, but Kaya danced out of his grasp. She even managed
to snatch her hand-axe from his forehead as he bent over. “I know you’re
some kind of scary story people tell their kids, but I'm not from around

here,” Kaya said, once she was a safe distance away.
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Varragoth bellowed in frustration and lunged toward her, a single beat
of those huge wings driving him half the distance. She’d landed two clean

hits, but neither seemed to slow him down much.

Kaya ducked below a scything axe blow, feeling the wind of it whip
across her face. Then Cosima was there, swinging her blade in great curv-
ing arcs, carving through Varragoth’s iron armor like water. If the wounds

bothered the demon, he showed no sign.

Behind him, more dark, winged shapes descended from the sky, land-
ing between them and the bridge. She tried to ignore the deep weariness

in her limbs, shifting her grip on the hand-axes. There was no time to

worry about whatever was on the other side of Varragoth. If she couldn’t

get through him, nothing else mattered.

She and Cosima moved forward together; the sea goddess went low,
and Kaya went high. Cosima caught the blunt side of the demonic great-
axe on a backswing, sending her flying backward, but Kaya chopped into
his shoulder. He didn’t fall or falter; instead, he grabbed her around one
leg. If she hadn’t phased—a considerable effort, now, even on a smaller
part of her body—he would have beaten her against the ground, break-

ing her spine and more besides.

She tumbled free, coming up just in time to dodge another blow of the

axe. How long could she keep this up? Behind him, through the crowds
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of draugr, more horned, hulking forms advanced. It’s not too late, said a

little voice inside herself. You could always leave.

Kaya set her weight into a balanced stance and took a deep breath.

Yeah, she could. But that didn’t mean she would.

The first of Varragoth’s demons stepped out of the crowd, shoving drau-
gr aside. There were two more behind him, and who knew how many be-
yond that. She bent her knees, prepared again to leap forward—and was

interrupted by the familiar sound of a horn blowing, much closer this time.

“Warbhorn Blast”, by Bryan Sola.
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They crashed into the draugr and the demons both, from the east, where
the rising sun shone on their armor and shields, making the ancient, tar-
nished brass seem—for a moment—new again. Elves, she realized. A line
of pike-bearers set their hafts against the ground, forming a wall between

Kaya and the demons. They were helping her.
“Need a hand?” came a voice from behind her.

Tyvar sat on what looked to Kaya like some sort of reindeer, festooned
in the same greenish brass armor as the rest of the elves. Next to him
rode another elf—taller and more slender, with the same red hair but a

severity to his features she had never seen on Tyvar.

“Kaya, allow me to introduce Harald, King of the elves of Skemfar,
uniter of the tribes of Wood and Shadow. Also, my older brother,” said

Tyvar, grinning.
“Your Majesty, I am very pleased to meet you.”

Before he could speak, there was a metallic crunching sound and a
scream. Varragoth had charged the line, crushing one elven pike-bearer
entirely underfoot and cutting another cleanly in half with that massive
axe. Several pikes were buried in the gaps of his armor; he didn’t seem
to mind. Emboldened, the other demons were advancing now, crossing

blades and hammering at shields with terrible strength.
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Tyvar spurred his reindeer into motion, gracefully dismounting behind
the elves holding back the demonic onslaught. He put his hands on the
backs of their armor, and Kaya watched the plating seem to grow, con-
touring to perfectly fit their bodies, doubling over itself to grow thicker.
One demon feinted past the shield, raking his sword across an elf’s rein-
forced breastplate, but the blow only threw up a shower of sparks as it

skittered off. Good friend to have, thought Kaya.

More elves poured in from behind Harald, filling in the gaps in the line.

Kaya allowed herself a moment to breathe.
“So,” she said to the elf king. “Your brother is—”

“A fool,” said Harald in a clipped, short tone. “And a braggard. But not a

liar. He prevented me from making a mistake, here. I am thankful for that.”
“I'm pretty thankful myself.”

“He says you must get to the bridge.” Harald extended a hand down to

her. “I can bring you.”
“What about Tyvar?”

They glanced back to the battle, where the elves clashed with demons
and draugr; Tyvar, his arms now gleaming that ancient brass color, danced
around a furious Varragoth. He actually managed to leap over one long,

sweeping strike to crack the demon across the jaw with one metallic fist.
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“I’'m certain he’s having the time of his life. Now come,” said Harald.

He pulled her onto the reindeer. It immediately bounded forward; she

had to grab hold of the elf king’s waist just to keep herself mounted.

The creature moved through the chaos of battle with the grace and
nerve of any trained warhorse. Sometimes draugr not engaged with the
elven army would lean over to take a swing at them; Kaya knocked away
the stiff attempts with her hand-axe. Off to the side, a demon with a
gnarled black bow drew back its string—but before he could fire, Harald
waved a hand and the bow sprouted flowers and vines that grew rapidly

around the surprised demon’s arms and up toward his throat.

Before she knew it, they were there. Aside from the pile of draugr
corpses arrayed in a fan around, and covering, the entrance, the bridge
would have fit in anywhere; it looked utterly normal amid the total pan-
demonium around them. On the first few wooden planks, looking as tired
as she felt, was a man in simple, stripped-down armor, carrying a wooden
shield ringed with steel. He looked up at them as the reindeer clopped

closer. “You’re not here to try and cross this bridge too, are you?”
“No. You’re Halvar?” asked Kaya.

“Aye. That’s me. I recognize the king of Skemfar, there. Who does

that make you?”
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“I'm Kaya. I've got something that I think belongs to you.”

She pulled the sword from its wrappings across her back; in the strange
light of the Doomskar, it seemed to shimmer all the stronger. Kaya tossed
him the sword, which turned end over end through the air, finally land-

ing in his palm as if it had always belonged there.

“The sword Koll was forging before—before he fell.” He shook his head.

“I never thought it would be an elf returning it to me.”

“And I never thought I'd be helping one of the usurper gods,” snapped

Harald. “But it seems you’re the only one who can set this mess right.”
Halvar nodded. “Yes. With this sword, I think I can. But I’'ll need time.”
“We can give you that,” said Kaya.

“Hold the bridge until I can separate the realms once more.”

“What is so important about this accursed bridge?” said Harald. “What,

precisely, is on the other side?”

“People,” said Halvar simply. Then he sat, cross-legged, the sword

across his lap.

Kaya slid off the back of the reindeer. The draugr, it seemed, had final-
ly reacted to the elven army at their flanks and were pushing back. They

had greater numbers, and the difference only grew as more poured forth

120

from the great rift in the world. In the distance, she could see the ban-
ners of the Tuskeri, the Beskir, the Omenseekers, the Kannah—but they
were far from where she stood. Halvar, on the bridge, had gone deep in-
side himself. His eyes were closed, and the sword began to glow from

somewhere within.

The closest draugr had formed into ranks, marching toward Kaya and
Harald at a steady pace. Towering over the draugr, she could see more
undead trolls lurching in their direction, the flesh of one’s head peeled
all the way back to reveal a bare, ice-encrusted skull. Above them all, de-

mons pulled themselves aloft on leathery wingbeats.

“This is folly,” muttered Harald, taking a tighter grip on the reins as his

reindeer shuffled back and forth, sensing danger.

“Yeah,” said Kaya, pulling the axes Tyvar had given her from her belt.
“Probably.” She wasn’t going anywhere, though.

She was watching the demons rise on those black wings—that’s why
she saw it. A roiling, stretching pattern across the sky, like the very air
was wearing thin. It began to tear, spilling that divine light—another rift
in the world, like the one the draugr still spilled out of. There was some-
thing different about this one, though. Where the sky was held taut, she
could make out something, pressing into the back of the developing rift

like a hand against cloth. With a sound like thunder, it tore open.
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“Koma’s Coil Token”, by Simon Dominic.

The thing that emerged from the rift had features she recognized—flat
nostrils, a coiled body, arcing fangs laced with venom—but at this scale,
they appeared alien and strange. It wasn’t simply massive, it was conti-
nental. Not just a snake, but the snake; anything else a pale imitation, a
lesser copy. It looked big enough to coil around any of the branches of

the World Tree. Which it probably does, Kaya thought.

“By the Einir,” whispered Harald, next to her. “Koma. The Cosmos

Serpent.”
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Even gravity seemed to fear that thing—it moved through the air al-
most inquisitively, casting a shadow across half the battlefield as it glided
overhead. Kaya saw it snap a hulking demon out of the air as if it were
a mosquito. All the chaos of battle slowed and quieted as everyone—un-

dead, elf, and human—seemed to hold their breath while it passed.

As the serpent reached the rift into Karfell, it paused. Those great gap-
ing nostrils flared once, then twice. With terrifying and sudden speed, it
plunged into the tear in the world, crushing dozens of nearby draugr with
an incidental sweep of its tail. Endless tracts of serpent seemed to slide

into the icy rift before it was finally gone.

Kaya’s relief was so great she almost didn’t notice the other beings
spilling out of the rift Koma had just torn open. Angels, it looked like,
with great feathered wings of white and black and brown and red, armed
and armored, many of them roaring with sudden and startling fury. Not
angels, she realized after a moment—Valkyries. Inga had told her about
them. Arbiters of judgement, guardians of the heroic souls forever fight-
ing and feasting in Starnheim. They slammed into the demons from above,
feathered wings tangling with leather membrane as they tumbled out of

the air together or rebounded off clashing steel.

Only one figure among them wasn’t winged; they dangled, in fact, from
the arm of a Valkyrie, who was carrying them down close toward Kaya.

Just before they reached the ground—maybe ten feet up—the wingless
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“Starnheim Unleashed”, by Johannes Voss.

one let go. The air around them seemed to harden, then, condensing into
solid, reflective shards of—something. With a juggler’s speed, they grabbed
and threw three of them. Each one sunk into the chest of a massive, un-
dead Torga. The trolls didn’t just go down, though—they shattered, as if

they’d been glass under a hammer.
“Neat trick,” said Kaya. “Who are you?”

The stranger whirled on Kaya, another mirror-like shard in their hand.

Kaya put her hands up on instinct; she’d seen what those could do.
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“Who are you?” said the stranger. They didn’t notice the draugr behind
them, hefting a chipped and ancient-looking greatsword. “Behind you!”

Kaya shifted the grip on her axe and threw.

The stranger twitched their head away from the arcing weapon—in the
right direction, thankfully. The axe slammed into the draugr’s skeletal face,

knocking it to the ground. After a moment, they both let out a breath.
“I'm Kaya,” she said. “You got a name?”
“Niko. Niko Aris.”

That didn’t sound like the name of a Kaldheimr. “Great. We’ll handle

the rest of the introductions later.”

Kaya turned back toward the mass of draugr and demons. Something
was surging through the crowd toward them, knocking corpse-like sol-
diers into the air as it barreled their way. Varragoth—who else?—crashed
free of the ranks of draugr, looking more like a wild beast than a demon
jarl now. The iron armor he’d been wearing was warped, gouged, and bro-
ken; somewhere along the way he’d lost his axe. He was bleeding from
a dozen different wounds now, but he was still upright. Clinging to his

back, red hair darkened with blood and eyes unfocused, was Tyvar.

Harald hissed a word; snakes sprung from the ground, their scales

stitched with the same runic lettering she’d seen over Tyvar’s own mag-
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“Shard Token”, by Aaron Miller.

ic. They wrapped round Varragoth’s legs, binding him—until he ripped
them apart bare-handed. Niko threw a mirrored shard toward the demon,
but he caught it on one of the iron plates still affixed to his arm, and it

bounced off harmlessly.

As Varragoth stalked forward, Kaya saw Tyvar jab that brass blade of
his into the demon’s wing. He roared with pain and fury, reaching back
to grab Tyvar—and taking his eyes, for a moment, off the rest of them.

Which was just the opportunity Kaya needed.
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Yeah, she was trying to do the hero thing now. But Kaya had spent a

long, long time as an assassin.

The motion was fluid, easy, almost effortless; it required no phasing or
magic powers. Kaya slipped in, past Varragoth’s free arm, and swung an
axe clean through his throat. The demon stumbled forward, both hands
going to the mess of tarry blood suddenly spilling from his neck. He took

one more step, reaching out a claw—and collapsed.

Kaya didn’t even have time to exhale. Behind them came a sudden
rushing sound, like water; above, the sky rippled with a wave of color,
the same divine greens and purples and blues that surrounded the gods.
She watched it sweep over the great rift on the battlefield—the one dra-
ugr were still pouring out of. Slowly, like a healing wound, the rift began

to shrink and close.

Kaya didn’t know if the draugr were mindless undead, but they were
at the very least slow-witted; they didn’t notice their reinforcements cut
off. Across the field, she saw the demons who weren’t engaged with the
Valkyries take flight, panic finally overcoming their bloodlust. She turned
to find Halvar standing, the Sword of the Realms pointing straight up into
the air. Light poured from it in a dazzling, kaleidoscopic rush. Behind
him, something caught her eye: motion, in one of the windows of the vil-

lage across the bridge. There, the moony, wide-eyed face of a child stared,
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“Halvar, God of Battle”, by Lie Setiawan.

open-mouthed, as the god of battle sealed up the holes in the world. Yeab,

thought Kaya. This one will make a pretty good saga.

“By the end,” Tyvar was saying, as they crossed the now-quiet battle-
field, made muddy from the tramping of countless boots, “I personally slew
close to a hundred draugr, and three demons. It is my guess, though, that
they will be telling tales of you for a long time. The woman who killed

Varragoth—Slayer of the Bloodsky Sire. Why, I can almost hear it now!”
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“Well, you make sure they get the details right,” said Kaya. Everything hurt,

every inch of her felt exhausted, but she still could not hold back a smirk.

“Actually,” said Tyvar, pausing where he stood. “I'm not sure I'll be

around to correct them.”
Kaya raised an eyebrow. “Going somewhere?”
“I'd like to see what there is to see, out in your Multiverse.”
“Oh? I thought you weren’t interested in planeswalking.”

Tyvar shrugged. “I rushed to judgement. And you’ve taught me its val-
ue. Had you not been here, I don’t know what would have happened to
our worlds. Chaos and destruction, I imagine, on an even greater scale.
Perhaps there’s a plane—a people—out there who need my help. As Kald-

heim needed yours.”

“What about being remembered? You’re leaving all that glory on the

table,” said Kaya.

“Oh, I’'m not worried about that anymore. I don’t believe the people here
will ever forget about what you did here,” he said. That could still take
her aback—that damned earnestness of his. He was guileless, this kid, an

open book. But he saved me. More than once. She figured he’d be okay.

“Well,” she said. “Maybe I'll see you out there.”
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“You will,” said Tyvar, confident as ever. “And next time, it’s my deeds

that will go down in the sagas.”

They came to a kind of crossroads—what had once been a crossroads,
anyway. Now it was littered with the detritus of war: swords and spears,
axes and helmets, the dead everywhere. Draugr, yes, but humans and

elves, too. A moment of silence held in the air.

At the crossroads waited Inga Rune-Eyes, along with the other lead-
ers of the clans of Bretagard—Arni, Sigrid, Fynn. By the Kannah lead-
er stood that lanky stranger, the one who’d fallen from the sky. Niko,
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