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Makiva stood in the crowded market, gazing across a crush of people. She watched with eyes that were not her own. Thin, tawny fingers—Zed’s fingers—brushed the scepter that was sheathed at her side.


People.


She had known so many of them in her long lifetime. All sorts. She’d walked the royal courts of both human and elven capitals. She’d seen the dwarves of Dragnacht forge their rune-enchanted blades—a secret no outsider had ever beheld. She’d hunted wolves with the northern orcs and enjoyed a meal of fragrant cheeses in a halfling hillhouse. She’d even witnessed the Day of Dangers firsthand, and the many atrocities that people were capable of, after the illusion of civilization had been dispelled from their world.


Makiva had met some of the best and worst people that Terryn had to offer. She’d even taught a few.


She’d despised them all.


How long had she spent among these soft, comfortable cowards, crammed within their walls like maggots inside a—


“Mmmmm, delicious.”


Ahead of her, Brock took in an obnoxiously loud sniff of the air, interrupting her thoughts. “I love the scent of the market in the morning,” he said. “The freshly baked bread, the crisp sawdust… and it’s early, so there’s only a hint of garbage smell.” Brock turned to grin at his friend, and Makiva forced Zed’s lips into something resembling a smile. There were teeth, at least.


“Indeed,” she muttered blandly.


Once Brock had turned back around, the smile coiled into a sneer. Of all the people still clinging to this mudball of a world, Makiva especially despised Brock Dunderfel. She could barely get a minute away from the mouthy twerp anymore. No matter how cold she was to him, he seemed determined to repair the boys’ fractured friendship.


That, or he’d grown suspicious of Zed, and was keeping an eye on him. Makiva wasn’t sure which was more irksome.


“I still think you’d have had better luck at the smithy’s,” said Liza. “Frond prefers practical gifts to… whatever it is you’re hoping to find here.” She frowned at the tailors’ stands and the reams of colorful cloth that festooned the market’s garment rows.


“Well, you only have yourself to blame for practically buying the Smiths Guild out of stock,” Brock said. “How many throwing stars can one woman own before the king starts to worry?”


The three apprentices wandered the market with Lotte, so Brock could retrieve a last-minute birthday present for Alabasel Frond. The guildmistress turned a mere fifty years old that day, but the adventurers acted as if she’d climbed into a dragon’s maw and lived to gossip about the cavities.


Frond had said no celebration. She’d demanded it, in fact. But apparently it held some significance to the guild that their leader’s age was once again divisible by ten. Enough so that Lotte had disobeyed a direct order and planned a surprise party.


Now Lotte glanced down at Makiva. An expression of concern pursed her brow. “Zed, are you sure you don’t want a little silver for a gift? Honestly, I wouldn’t mind.”


Makiva shrugged, glancing away from the quartermaster and back toward the shoppers and merchants who buzzed about the square. “I’ve already finished my preparations,” she said in Zed’s high tenor.


It was almost true. Makiva had so many wonderful plans for Freestone: a garden of horrors that was just on the verge of flowering. Some had been years in the making, but Makiva was very patient.


As she watched the adventurers joke and chat, she brushed Zed’s fingers against the mythril chain that was wreathed around his neck. For the first time that morning, a true smile graced Zed’s lips.


These people had no idea what was coming for them.
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Zed watched his own back as it moved through the market, ambling unhurriedly behind his friends.


Watching was all he—the real Zed—could do anymore.


On a cool, dark morning shortly after his possession, he’d found himself abruptly ejected from his own body, as if Makiva had shouldered him out. He still remembered the shock of suddenly seeing himself rise from bed—the cold horror of his lips smiling and his arms stretching lazily upward, all without him. “Finally, a little elbow room,” Makiva had sighed with pleasure. It was the last time she’d acknowledged him.


He followed now as a strange sort of spirit—a smoky, invisible bystander, billowing just a few feet away. Though he moved through the crowd, eyes passed over him without notice. No one could see him.


Though not for lack of trying. Zed had spent the last several weeks trying desperately to break through to his friends. He’d screamed in their ears from morning bell till night, and made horrible, vulgar faces just inches from their noses. He’d tried pleading and cajoling and calling them names. Nothing had worked.


So far.


“Oh, what about these leather bracers?” Liza said, skipping to a nearby tanner’s stand. “Frond’s last pair were melted by a spitting multipede.”


“Not bad, but I’ve got something a bit… frillier in mind.” Brock’s eyes twinkled mischievously.


“Oh, no,” Liza breathed. “Brock, what did you do?”


“I wasn’t here,” said Lotte, rubbing her temples. “I had no part in this. Frond will be mad enough about the party.”


“Brock once bought his dad a silver-plated shoehorn,” Zed announced. “He wrote a note saying he should have ‘something nice to wedge his head from his own butt.’” Zed laughed at the memory. Occasionally it helped just to talk to his friends, to pretend like things were normal.


Though sometimes it made him feel worse. Zed’s laughter ebbed. “I wish you all could hear me,” he said with a sigh.


He knew the others had no sense that he was there. Maybe he was only torturing himself. But loneliness had been taking its toll.


“Brock, tell me this isn’t going to be another silver-plated shoehorn.”


Zed’s attention snapped to his body, where Makiva was smirking. She flicked his eyes to him—the briefest glance—then back toward Brock.


Brock laughed, slapping a hand on the imposter’s shoulder. “No prank is worth the punishment I got for that one. Though it was close.”


Zed glared as Makiva giggled in his voice, but she didn’t spare him another glance.


“Be careful what you wish for around her. She’ll use it against you every time.”


A second smoky figure stretched lazily into being. Soon a gaunt man with a tired face and pointed ears sat atop one of the booths. Like Zed, this spirit also wore a chain around his neck, but his edges were more frayed. Smoke curled slowly away from the boundaries of his form.


This was Foster Pendleton, also known as the Traitor of Freestone. He was the most famous elf-blooded man in history, and the warlock who had ended the world.


“Not now, Foster,” Zed muttered. “I’m trying to contact my friends. I’m pretty sure I saw Brock’s ear twitch in my direction this time.”


Foster was a victim of Makiva’s, too, though he hadn’t yet offered up any details about how he’d fallen into the witch’s power. Or about his role in the Day of Dangers.


Then again, Zed hadn’t asked. It wasn’t that he didn’t have questions for the warlock—Zed had many of them, history books full—but a part of him was scared of what the answers would be.


The other spirit merely rolled his eyes. “As much as I admire your demented determination,” he said, “they’re never going to respond. Only Makiva can see or hear us. Give it a rest. You’re exhausting to watch.”


“Well, you’re welcome to leave,” Zed responded with a glare. “I’ll call you if I need a depressing grump.”


“If only I could,” Foster said. “But, like you, I’m still tethered to the chain.”


The warlock exploded into a curl of smoke, then twisted through the air, re-forming beside Brock. He peered down at the boy. “Hey Brock,” he said. “Liza’s way out of your league and your punch lines are adequate at best.” Then he turned to Zed, shrugging. “See? If that didn’t give him goose bumps, I don’t know what will.”


Foster dissolved again, re-forming several feet away atop the stall of an oblivious haberdasher. He pretended to dust off his eternally undusty sleeves. “Though it was kind of fun. Perhaps you’re onto something, after all.”


“Please,” Zed hissed. Foster glanced up from his cuff, his smile faltering at Zed’s expression. “She’s taken everything from me.… I have to keep trying.”


The warlock sighed and shook his head. “Not everything, Zed. Not by a long shot. When this is over, she’ll have taken things from you that you didn’t even realize you had to lose.” The spirit extended his arms, and that was when Zed realized where they’d


arrived.


Surrounding them was the fountain square. The stage where Zed had undertaken his Guildculling loomed nearby, though today it was bare of flags and frippery. The square’s fountain stood at the center of the space, the four Champions of Freestone still watching over the city, immortalized as statues.


Foster’s gaze moved between the figures, his lips pressed tightly together. Then he settled on the fifth plinth, the empty one that represented Foster himself. His image was forever unwelcome in Freestone.


“Better not to hope,” Foster said softly, “than to have those hopes turned against you.”


For a moment, the warlock’s edges became indistinct as he stared at the plinth. His features swam, the smoke churning. Then, with an irritated grunt, he snapped back into focus.


“Oh, Brock, no . . .” Liza’s voice cut through the noise of the crowd. She began to laugh, a high belly laugh that filled Zed simultaneously with delight and despair.


Brock stood before a tailor’s stall, holding a lacy white apron on which the words World’s Best Guildmistress had been sewn in a loopy script. Both i’s in Guildmistress were dotted with hearts.


Liza nearly fell over, she was laughing so hard. Even Lotte was working to contain a smile. Only Makiva, watching from within Zed’s body, seemed immune to the joke. She glanced distractedly around the square. Zed watched his own eyes as they searched through the crowd.


They alighted on something, Makiva’s gaze focusing.


“It cost a small fortune to have it made in time,” said Brock, “but I think you’ll agree that Frond is worth it.”


“I don’t know whether I want to be there when she sees it,” said Lotte, “or if I want to be very far away.”


Zed followed Makiva’s glance to a tall, thin man who was standing in the center of the square. He was dressed in the distinctive robes of a magus—a ranking member of the Mages Guild—though his robes were crimson colored, instead of the usual blue. The mage’s hood was pulled up so that it concealed most of his head, but his face was clearly visible. He looked dazed, his eyes far away.


“Help,” the man said softly. Mildly. “Please help.”


No one in the crowd appeared to hear him. Shoppers passed distractedly.


“Help,” the man said again. “Please, I… seem to have made a terrible mistake. I just wanted—” He tilted, nearly falling into a woman who was carrying a bushel of wheat. She shrieked as she scrambled out of his way.


The cry caught the attention of the others. Zed watched Brock as he glanced toward the man, and saw his friend’s eyes brighten with recognition.


“Master… Curse?” Brock muttered under his breath.


The mage was stumbling now, tilting back and forth as he moved. His eyes grew vaguer, his pupils rolling slackly. A ropy line of drool fell from his mouth, dribbling onto his robes.


“Oh dear,” the man said. “Oh, no. Help. I just wanted… I just wished to expand my mind.”


A low hum began buzzing in the air, so soft that Zed could barely hear it. All around him, shoppers and merchants placed their hands to their ears. Some rubbed at their temples, their faces screwed up in pain.


Zed glanced to Foster. “What’s happening?”


The other spirit’s face was grave. “Something very bad.”


Lotte touched a finger to her face, just under her nose. It came away bloody. “What in the—?”


The mage’s hood slipped, falling to his shoulders. Which was when Zed saw the thing that was clinging to his skull.


It was unlike any creature he’d ever encountered, natural or Danger. Thick tentacles coiled around the magus’s head, each pulsing with its own serpentine movements, as if they were separate beings. But the limbs connected at a gelatinous mantle, which clutched his skull like the palm of a large fleshy hand.


Two wide, glassy eyes stared out into the crowd from that mantle, bright with unfathomable intelligence.


The magus’s mouth lolled open. “Hel—”


The market exploded with noise. The buzzing sound sharpened, filling the air like a scream. Shoppers grabbed their heads, their faces wild with pain. Those unlucky enough to be closest to the magus fell immediately to the cobbles. Their eyes rolled up so that only the whites showed. Blood dribbled from their noses.


Zed glanced back to his friends, who were similarly affected. Brock pulled at his hair, howling, while Lotte thrashed and fell back into a tent tarp.


Liza sank to her knees, screwing her eyes closed. She tried to reach for her sword, but her hand was trembling so badly she couldn’t unsheathe it.


“I’ve seen this before!” Foster called over the hum. “It’s a type of Danger called a mindtooth! It consumes its victims’ brains, using them for psychic energy!”


Zed rushed to Brock’s side. His friend’s eyes were frantic. All around the square, more people were seizing and collapsing. The very air seemed to vibrate. It was all Zed could do to hear anything through the noise.


“Why isn’t it affecting us like them?” Zed shouted to Foster.


“We aren’t really here!” Foster called back. “We’re both trapped in the chain!”


Zed glanced at his body as Makiva also took a knee. The imposter placed “Zed’s” hands to his temples, but his mouth was smiling, and his eyes gleamed with stormy satisfaction. Small waxy stoppers had been plugged into his ears. Makiva had… protected herself?


“Makiva!” Zed yelled. “She did this somehow!”


“Wow, what a bright kid you are! No wonder the Mages Guild wanted you!”


A shadow fell across the cobbles as a single shape rose slowly off the ground. Zed turned to see that Liza had risen unsteadily to her feet. Clutched in her hand was the Solution, the mysterious green sword she’d won that winter from a sect of elven druids.


Liza took a shaky step toward the magus.


Foster arched an eyebrow, still standing by the fountain. “Your friend has some spunk!” he called. “But she’ll never make it! The shrill of a mindtooth is overwhelming. Everyone in this square will be dead by the next bell! Except Makiva, of course!”


Dead by the next bell . . .


Zed surged forward as a cloud of smoke, then re-formed beside Liza. “Liza!” he shouted right in her ear. “Keep going! You can do it!”


Liza gritted her teeth. She took another step forward.


Zed glanced to the magus, a good ten feet away. He was still standing, but his body hung limply—a coat dangling from a peg. The mindtooth’s grip had expanded; its tentacles now covered most of the man’s head. Those awful eyes continued to stare outward, wide and emotionless.


Liza took two more clumsy steps, then nearly pitched over. Zed followed just beside her. He tried to put his hand on her shoulder, to help steady her, but it dissolved on contact, puffing into a brume of vapor. It re-formed only after he’d pulled away.


Liza shrieked. Blood dripped from her nose and veins pulsed in her temples.


“Liza, don’t you dare give up!” Zed shouted. “You are the strongest person I know! Take another step! Take it now!”


She did. Her foot lurched forward, and the rest of Liza followed slowly behind.


“Another!”


She took another.


“And another!”


“I can’t!” Liza screamed.


From the hat stand, Foster leaned forward in surprise. “Wait, did she . . . ?”


“You can, Liza, and by Fie you will!” Zed boomed. “Take. Another. Step. NOW!”


With a warrior’s bellow Liza surged onward, making three long strides toward the mindtooth and raising her sword.


Zed gasped as the waves of pressure emanating from the Danger appeared to break over the blade, just like ripples of parting water. One more grueling step, and Liza stood within a foot of the creature. She held her sword high, a lantern guiding her through the dark.


“I can’t believe it . . .” Foster said with earnest wonder. “Keep going, muscular little girl! Keep going!”


The wide eyes of the mindtooth rolled toward Liza, spinning loosely in their sockets. Suddenly a tentacle snapped free from the magus’s head, shooting toward her raised blade. It slithered around the sword and tried to pry it from Liza’s hand.


The girl held firm, bracing her boots into the cobblestones.


Another tentacle shot out, then a third. They pulled together, nearly tugging Liza off her feet.


“Liza, you’ve got it!” Zed shouted from beside her. “Now do what you do best!”


“I… protect… my… city!” Liza howled and pulled at her blade. The mindtooth’s eyes spun wildly as it scrabbled to cling to the mage’s head, but too many of its tentacles were wrapped around the sword. She tore the Danger away from the magus with a ferocious scream.


The buzzing noise cut off suddenly, and every person in the square seemed to slump as one, the tension leaving their bodies.


Every person except Liza. The girl raised her sword over her head and brought the mindtooth down hard against the cobbles—once, twice, three times—each with a viscous, wet plop.


“Shining Lux, she did it!” Foster hooted, billowing just beside Zed. “Your friend slew a mindtooth! Wow!”


All around them, people were beginning to cry and scream. Zed saw that many were rising with dazed expressions, but some—too many—stayed collapsed against the stones.


The body of the magus lay limp in the center of the square, totally still.


Zed rushed to find Brock, but his friend was already standing, helping Lotte to her feet. The quartermaster’s face was pale as ash.


Only Zed’s own face was calm. Serene, even.


Zed watched as Makiva rose and discreetly removed her earplugs. His own brown eyes were sparkling with amusement. She glanced right at Zed—at the real Zed—and winked.


“That doesn’t seem good,” Foster muttered.


“No,” Zed croaked. Dread gripped his throat. It felt just like a burning chain. “No, I think things are about to get much worse.”


















[image: image]







Brock’s ears were still ringing when the healers arrived. They flooded urgently into the market, white robes billowing like flags of surrender.


They were too late, though. Brock had counted thirteen dead. No amount of healing would help them.


He’d done what he could in the moments after the attack, following Liza’s lead and moving about the square to pull the survivors to their feet. Some of them had been bleeding and dazed, others crying, and Brock had been helpless to comfort them—either because they’d been left momentarily deaf by the attack or because his words were so entirely inadequate.


“Everything’s okay,” he’d tried. And, “You’ll be fine.” None of it rang true.


He sat now on the cold cobbled ground, wedged between Zed and Liza, where Lotte had told them to stay put while she scouted the area. He clenched the apron in his hands to keep from fidgeting. Frond’s frilly gift, immaculate white a short time ago, was stained red with blood from his nose. Bitterly, he thought how much better it actually suited her now.


“We really can’t have nice things,” he whispered to himself.


He was only dimly aware of the healers as they went about their work, his eyes lingering as one young monk knelt beside Master Curse, confirming the man was dead before draping a shroud over his face.


Brock had met Curse only a few times, and he held a very low opinion of the wizard. Curse had been loathsome—pompous and rude, short-tempered, and utterly without compassion. But all Brock could think of now was the fear in the man’s eyes when he’d stumbled into the square, the quaver of his voice as he’d begged for help. Curse had died afraid. Terrified.


Nobody deserved that.


“Did you know him?” asked the monk, and Brock startled on realizing the healer was addressing him.


“Uh, no,” Brock said, embarrassed to have been caught staring. But the lie came easily enough. Curse wasn’t even the wizard’s real name, but the alias he’d gone by as a member of the Lady Gray’s court of Shadows. For a brief time, Brock had been an apprentice in that court. Now it seemed he’d gotten out just in time.


The monk moved on to the next body, and Zed looked at Brock sideways. “Sure you didn’t recognize him?” he asked. “You were staring like you expected him to get up and run around.”


Brock sighed wearily. “Now that you mention it, in my own personal experience, about nine out of ten dead bodies do get up and run around. Thanks for the timely reminder.”


Zed barked out a short laugh, slapping Brock on the shoulder. It felt mildly inappropriate, given the circumstances, but Zed’s sense of humor had gotten darker lately. At least he was laughing again.


Knights were filing into the square now, two or three at a time. Brock watched them, musing that they were even more useless than the healers. Swords drawn and shields raised, they arrived ready for a fight that was long over.


Liza had wanted to be a knight, Brock remembered. She’d petitioned them for a chance to prove herself. But the so-called Stone Sons hadn’t been keen on adding any daughters to their ranks.


Lucky for Brock.


“Hey,” he said, pushing his shoulder into hers. “You were amazing just then. You know that?”


“Not good enough,” Liza said solemnly, her eyes on the crowd. Brock knew her well enough to understand that she wasn’t counting the lives she’d saved, but the lives she hadn’t.


“Anyway, I appreciate you helping me out,” he said. “I figure you just need to save me once or twice more, and then we’ll be even.”


She rolled her eyes in an exaggerated show of irritation, but she also grinned at him. “I thought you were supposed to be good at math.”


He grinned back.


“By Fie’s running rivers of filth,” growled a voice from behind them. “I should have known I’d find Frond’s apprentices in the thick of this mess.”


Liza leaped to her feet, and Brock and Zed rose more slowly, turning to meet the disapproving glare of Ser Brent, guildmaster of the Stone Sons. Brent had never been especially warm toward Brock or his friends, but since the adventurers had flouted the king’s authority to help the elves of Llethanyl, he and his men had been markedly colder toward the entire guild. “Well?” he said. “What in Fie happened here, and how do you always manage to be at the epicenter of my very worst bad days?”


“What in Fie happened is that we were all almost killed,” Lotte chided as she strode toward them. “A Danger was here—inside the walls—and if not for Liza Guerra, everyone in this square would be dead.”


Ser Brent’s expression softened at the sight of her. “I didn’t realize you—Are you okay, Charlotte? Were you hurt?” He stepped forward, looking as if he might embrace her.


“I’m fine,” she said, putting up a hand to discourage him from coming any closer. “Considering.”


Brock turned toward Zed, his eyes wide with curiosity. Charlotte? he mouthed.


Zed smirked and shrugged.


Brent spoke low and soft. “Your mother is going to have a heart attack when she hears about this.”


“Still reporting back to my mother, are you?”


Brent flinched a little bit, and Brock was astonished by the sight. The guildmaster of the knights exuded confidence—the sort of bullheaded, ironclad confidence that men of power wore like suits of armor. Brock had seen little evidence of a chink in Ser Brent’s, but Lotte clearly knew better.


He remembered Lotte was from a wealthy family, perhaps even a noble one. She hadn’t joined the adventurers until adulthood; she would have left behind lifelong friends when she enlisted. Evidently the stodgy commander of the knights numbered among those former friends.


“You don’t fool me, Charlotte,” said Brent, his voice low enough that Brock had to lean forward to listen in. “No one thought your little tantrum would last this long, but you’ve made your point. It’s time to come home.”


“I’m where I need to be,” said Lotte. She didn’t bother keeping her voice down. “I know that because I can think for myself. Not that you or your tin soldiers would understand what that’s like.”


Brock whistled low in appreciation. Ser Brent threw an irritated glare his way but said nothing more.


“Here’s the thing that did this,” Lotte said, all business, and Ser Brent seemed content to focus on the matter at hand. He joined her at the hacked-up remains of the monster that Liza had pulled from Curse’s head.


Zed inched forward to remain within earshot, and Brock grinned to see his friend’s newfound boldness. He’d been about to do the same thing, and he and Liza crept up behind him.


“It certainly does appear to be a Danger,” Brent said. “Which raises all sorts of uncomfortable questions.” He looked around furtively, then lowered his voice. “What if this has something to do with Mother Brenner?”


“Brenner?” Lotte echoed. “How could it?”


“It’s too big a coincidence not to be connected,” Brent answered. “Two hundred years without a breach, and then two within the span of months?”


Brock’s stomach twisted. He’d been there when Mother Brenner, beloved mistress of the healers, revealed she’d been infected by a Danger.


She’d “revealed” it by sprouting tentacles and trying to murder Brock and his friends.


Lotte shook her head grimly. “What happened to Brenner was tragic, but it was an accident, and we stopped her before the infection could spread. The mages examined everyone in Freestone—they assured us that the threat had passed.”


“Oh, no,” Zed said. “The mages . . .”


The adults turned at the sound of his voice. Brent squinted. “What about the mages?”


Zed swallowed, then raised a timid finger to point at Curse’s body. “The Danger was attached to that man’s head and… well, he’s dressed like a magus, isn’t he?”


Brent crouched beside the body and pulled back the shroud, then muttered a string of curses.


“You recognize him?” Lotte asked.


Brent replaced the shroud and stood. “His name was Phylo. He was a magus, all right, and one of the archmagus’s favorites. But he always made my skin crawl, if I’m honest. Who knows what he got up to in that tower of theirs?”


Brock’s eyes drifted intown. Silverglow Tower was far in the distance, but it was visible from the market. It was visible from all over Freestone, in fact, stretching as it did higher even than the great wall ringing the city. For as common a sight as it was, however, precious few had ever been inside it. Mages were a rare breed, and secretive.


“Phylo,” Lotte echoed. “And… was Phylo one of the wizards who screened people for infection?”


Brent sighed, a harsh huff of resignation and annoyance. “I need to report to the king. Right now. Don’t you or any of your people touch that… that thing.”


“Hexam will want to—” Lotte began.


“Not until I’ve cleared it with the king,” Brent insisted.


The knight turned to go, but Lotte stopped him, putting a tentative hand on his arm. “Castor,” she said. Brock had almost forgotten the knight had a first name, so rarely did anybody use it. “Castor, tread carefully here. Don’t jump to any conclusions.”


“I never do,” Brent replied. “Not about a person’s guilt.” He gave her a grim little smile. “And not about their innocence, either.”
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Brock hadn’t set foot in the merchants’ guildhall in weeks.


It was a strange thing to have been away for so long, now that he thought about it. He’d been coming to the hall regularly his entire life, initially because his parents did their work here; his mother was a bookkeeper, and his father, as a high-ranking manager, even kept an office upstairs. Just a year ago, Brock had been a constant presence within the hall, doing his studies and running errands and shadowing his father’s assistants in a sort of pre-apprenticeship, all in preparation for a future that wasn’t meant to be.


Then, of course, there was the stretch of time he’d been working as a spy for the organization that kept its own headquarters in the gloomy warrens beneath the merchants’ grand building. That arrangement had ended rather badly, and Brock had feared the repercussions with the dread of a condemned man waiting for the blade above his head to fall. As time passed with no word from the Lady Gray, however, Brock had begun to think he was truly free of her. For several glorious weeks, all he’d had to fear were the obvious dangers—monsters lurking in the woods, Lotte’s ruthless training, the gobs of gummy spit Frond left in her wake.


Brock had been happy, he realized now. Funny how that was easier to recognize in hindsight.


The hall was quiet and cold. Only servants were present, dusting and sweeping, replacing the fruit set in gilded bowls about the room, and tending to the thousand candles that lit the building’s interior. The merchants themselves would all be seeing to business elsewhere this time of day. Several of them would have been at the market; some might number among the dead, though Brock hadn’t recognized them if so. He shook that depressing thought away, focusing on what was ahead of him.


Brock strode to a particular candle in a particular alcove, pinching out the flame with his finger and thumb. Then, he waited.


He waited an unusually long time, and resorted to tapping his foot. Finally a servant took notice and crossed the room to relight the candle.


“The light offends my eyes,” Brock told him.


“Indeed?” said the servant, a man with thin hair the same shade of gray as his uniform. He tipped a lit candle to the dark, smoldering wick. “Perhaps the young messere should return to his own guildhall? I’m certain it’s kept quite dim, to suit its occupants.”


Brock bristled at the insult.


“Oh, I get it,” Brock said. “They changed the password, did they?”


The man appeared utterly uninterested. “I’m sure I don’t know—”


“‘My eyes offend the light’” Brock tried. “‘Where there’s light there’s Shadows’? Hmm. ‘Freestone rules and Llethanyl duels’”


The servant ignored him, moving on to his next task. As soon as he’d turned his back, Brock blew out every candle within his reach. Take that.


He didn’t need to be escorted, anyway. He knew the way to the Lady’s subterranean chamber. It was where he’d met Master Curse—or Phylo. The magus had been in the Lady’s employ, putting his arcane insights to use in the forbidden study of Dangers. Brock had even provided the raw material for his research, smuggling otherworldly plants and animals from outside the wall. Pieces of them, anyway.


The others naturally assumed that an investigation into Phylo began and ended with his duties for the Silverglows. Brock knew better. If anyone had any real knowledge of what Phylo had been up to, it would be the Lady Gray.


Brock hurried through the kitchens, ignoring the protests and pointed looks of the servants and cooks he passed. With a satisfying flourish, he produced his lockpicking tools from within his sleeve without even breaking his stride, the picks appearing in his hands as if by magic.


Brock would take misdirection and sleight of hand over real magic any day.


He was good with the tools, and it took him only a brief moment of tinkering before he heard the click of the lock giving way. He pulled the door open, ready to bound down the stairs before anyone could stop him.


On the other side of the door, however, was a pantry.


“Young Messere Dunderfel, are you peckish?”


Brock whirled at the sound of the voice, slimy and smug. Standing in the center of the room, dressed immaculately and leaning upon a cane, was Lord Quilby, guildmaster of the merchants. “There’s no need to raid my larder,” he said, smiling like a cat. “My people would be happy to make you a sandwich.”


“Funny, I just lost my appetite,” Brock said coldly. He scanned the room for the Lady Gray, who had a talent for sneaking up on him. “Where’s your sidekick?”


“Do you mean your father?” Quilby asked. “He has become quite indispensable to me of late, it’s true—”


“You know who I mean. Where is the Lady Gray?” Brock demanded.


Quilby scowled. “You’re no fun anymore, Brock, you know that?” He licked his lips. “Give us the room, please,” he said loudly, and without a moment’s hesitation the kitchen staff hurried out into the main hall. Quilby spoke again as soon as the last of them had crossed the threshold. “As I understand it, you and the Lady parted ways. With her, you’re either in or you’re out, Messere Dunderfel, and that’s a decision you don’t get to revisit.”


“A member of her court is dead,” Brock said. “The magus.” He studied Quilby’s face, and he saw surprise there—all the more genuine for how muted it was. Quilby wouldn’t like to be caught unaware, but this was apparently news to him. He let the ensuing silence linger.


“How?” Quilby drawled at last.


“A Danger. Some kind of—of parasite, attached to him. He came to the market—to your market, and the thing tried to crawl inside all of our heads. It screamed in our brains—twelve other people died before Liza could stop it.”


Quilby blinked furiously. “A tragedy, to be sure. The guild will do whatever it can for the families—”


“She had him messing with these things, Quilby. She had him researching Dangers right under our feet, and now—”


“I didn’t have anything to do with that,” Quilby said. He’d gone pale in the face. “I never—” He stopped to compose himself. At length, he continued, “Understand: she does not answer to me. I don’t find her, not ever; she finds me. Whatever she’s done, it has nothing to do with me.”


Brock scoffed. “You’re worried about getting into trouble? That’s where your mind goes?” He shook his head. “Quilby, we can worry about blame later. Right now we need to find out what Curse was up to, whether there are any more of those things—where did it even come from? I never brought them anything remotely dangerous, certainly not a living Danger. This is exactly what I was worried about when she had me doing her dirty work, and—”


Brock came up short as a horrifying idea dawned on him. He didn’t want to believe it, but it made too much sense to ignore.


“Quilby… does the Lady Gray have someone else inside the Adventurers Guild?” His voice was flat, his mouth suddenly dry. “Does she have someone who could have brought this thing through the wards for her?”


“I don’t know,” Quilby said. At Brock’s look, he insisted, “I don’t! But if she let you go… if she didn’t fight to keep you . . .” He licked his lips again. “Yes. Yes, she almost certainly has someone else.”


Brock cursed under his breath. Someone else under the Lady’s thumb, an adventurer, forced to break the city’s most sacrosanct laws at her whims. Someone he knew. And today that person had made a terrible, tragic, fatal mistake.


Unless, of course… unless they’d done it on purpose.
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“She heard me!” Zed gushed. He was so excited that his whole smoky body churned like a billowing chimney. “Liza actually heard me!”


In his agitation, Zed lost his substance for a moment, melting into a pillar of vapor. Then he re-formed facing the opposite direction.


Toward Foster.


“You saw it, didn’t you?” Zed pressed. “She definitely responded.”


The warlock shrugged. They’d trailed Liza, Lotte, and the imposter Zed back to the guildhall, where Lotte immediately disappeared inside, barking at any guildmembers milling around to head to the market and assist the knights with crowd control. Last Zed heard, she was storming away, shouting for Hexam.


News of an attack had already made its way to outtown. During the tense journey back, many townsfolk had rushed past them in the opposite direction, either to help or gawk. Others whispered among themselves, giving the adventurers a wide berth as they moved.


The fact that all three had been stained with blood might have contributed to the commotion.


“It’s hard to say,” Foster muttered noncommittally. “She might have heard you, but it’s not like she’s been thanking you for the emotional support since then.”


In fact, Liza looked miserable. Her usually olive skin was ashen, and her dark eyes were red rimmed. She and the imposter Zed stumbled into the common room, disheveled and bloody, where they interrupted the other apprentices putting the finishing touches on the decorations for Frond’s party.


Jayna and Jett rushed to Liza’s side, sitting her down in the nearest chair. Micah, seeing the states they were in, hurried to the imposter to check for injuries, but Makiva waved him off with a scowl.


“What is with him these days?” Micah grumbled as the false Zed headed off to the barracks to clean up. Rather than follow Makiva, Zed lingered with his friends. As long as he didn’t stray too far from the chain, he could move freely around the guildhall.


“What’s with him is a hundred-year-old witch,” Zed muttered. Micah frowned. He scrunched his nose and turned curiously toward Zed. Zed perked up… until he realized Liza was removing her sweaty boots just behind him.


“Do they know what it was?” Jett asked, once Liza had recounted the attack through gritted teeth. “What kind of Danger, I mean?” The dwarf sat heavily on a bench, drumming his fingers absently along his mythril leg. Magic sigils flared with each touch, before slowly fading away.


Jayna kept the shield spell inside charged with mana, and Jett had gotten quite good at triggering it quickly. In the past few weeks, they’d been spending more time together, planning further applications for the young wizard’s enchanting. The Adventurers Guild didn’t own a forge, but Jett still had access to his parents’ smithy; he and Jayna could disappear there for hours experimenting.


Zed decided to try breaking through again. He billowed to Liza’s side, right by her ear, just like in the market. “A mindtooth!” he shouted. “The monster was called a mindtooth!”


Liza shook her head. “We’re not sure,” she said hoarsely. “Lotte went to ask Hexam, I think. Where’s Frond?”


“Syd, Fife, and Nirav were keeping her busy,” Fel answered from her perch on the ladder. She’d been hanging blue and silver streamers from the chandelier for the intended birthday party, but now half of them dangled limp and unfinished, like lank strands of hair.


“They’re still outside the wall,” she added. “Fife made up a story about seeing a strange Danger in the woods near the city. He called it a ‘sen-twar.’ He said it had the upper body of a human, but four legs from a horse.” The young night elf gave a baffled smile. “Have you ever heard such a ridiculous lie? So, the horse’s head is half a human? It doesn’t even make sense.”


“I’d take Fife’s sort of nonsense over that thing in the market any day,” Liza muttered. Jayna placed her hand on the girl’s back, reaching right through Zed’s misty torso.


Zed sighed. “You still can’t hear me . . .” he said. “But why? Why did it work earlier?”


Across the room, Foster was floating with his arms crossed. “You do realize they can’t hear your questions, either, correct?”


“I was talking to myself,” Zed grumbled.


“A charming habit for a charming young man.” Foster cleared his ghostly throat. “Well… listen. I hesitate to tell you this, because I don’t want to get you all riled up for no reason. But there is something you haven’t tried yet. And it could be connected.”


Zed’s eyes goggled, glancing back at the warlock. Seeing he’d gotten Zed’s attention, Foster chuckled. “So much for managing your expectations.” Then, slowly, his shape softened and melted away. The mist cascaded to the floor and re-formed into a small, smoky animal with burning green eyes. A fox.


“Recognize me?”


Zed billowed closer, looking down at the creature. “It’s the fox from my dreams,” he said. “I forgot all about that. That was… you? You were trying to warn me about Makiva.”


The fox bared its teeth in a canine grin. “Exactly,” Foster said. “It’s easier to connect with a person when their mind is… soft. Such as when they’re dreaming, or having their psyche shredded by an otherworldly parasite. And by easier, I mean possible at all.”


Zed’s thoughts whirred. Of course! The answer had been literally staring him in the face all these weeks. Somehow Foster had reached him while he was sleeping. What was to stop Zed from doing the same with his friends? He glanced back to the others, all murmuring together. “I could visit their dreams, too? The way you did for me? Talk to them there?”


“If it were that easy, believe me, I would have shouted my innocence into my friends’ ears every night until they died of old age. Well, all right, I did. They branded me a traitor anyway.”


Zed tilted his head. “But you still tried to warn me. I thought you said it was pointless to hope.”


“You’ve proved me right, haven’t you?” the fox muttered. Though Zed thought he detected a hint of bashfulness in Foster’s echoed voice. “Anyway, it was easier with you. We’re connected by the chain. Sometimes it was all I could do to keep out of your frenzied little head.”


Foster surged across the room, landing on the stairway that led up to Frond’s quarters. Micah stood nearby, uncharacteristically somber, watching the exit to the barracks with a frown.


Zed just gazed at the fox for a moment. “I never thanked you,” he said. “For trying to warn me.”


The fox lifted its paw and gave it a dignified lick, pluming the mist. “Oh, don’t get mushy on me now, Zed. We’ll be spending a lot of time together and I don’t want it to be awkward.”


“Still… I appreciate it. And I’m sorry your friends never heard you.”


“It wasn’t their fault,” Foster said. “Nor was it yours. Dreams are bizarre and confusing. It’s hard enough to remember them, much less comb them for portents and warnings. Even if you spend all night jabbering at your friends, Zed, only a few flickers might make it through.”


“I’ve still got to try,” Zed declared. “It’s my best chance.” He grinned at Foster the fox. “One more question, though,” he said. “Why a fox? Why didn’t you appear to me in your own shape?”


The warlock caught himself midlick. He paused his grooming, lowered his paw, and slowly retracted his tongue. “This form is special to me,” he said defensively. “But beyond that, it’s also smaller and easier to maintain. You’ve only been Makiva’s prisoner for a short time, but these ethereal bodies—such as they are—don’t last forever. Without a true body to return to, they eventually… well, fade away.”


Zed’s smile fell as this news sank in. “You mean . . . ?”


“I mean eventually I’m going to disappear. As will you. If whatever Makiva has planned doesn’t end us first, of course.”


“How do you know this?” Zed asked.


“Because I’m not her first victim. Not by far. Centuries ago, when she trapped me like this, there were two other witches who showed me the ropes, just as I’m doing for you. They weren’t nearly as charismatic as I am, lucky you, but they were fine enough people, and comforted me when . . .” The fox exhaled dismally. Then, with an eddy of smoke, Foster himself sat where the fox had been, back in his elf-blooded shape.


“Well, they were fine people,” he continued. “But slowly they began to grow quiet and sleepy. They seemed to have trouble holding their shapes together. Then one day they revealed the truth to me; they were leaking away, just as every victim of Makiva’s eventually did. We’d hypothesized that these ghostly bodies are actually our mana, or what’s left after she’s burned through it. That’s why she collects us. Give us a seed of power and we’ll cultivate it for her, until there’s enough that she can harvest.”


Zed watched the warlock for a long beat, the grave voices of his friends filling the silence between him and Foster. “What happened to them?” he asked finally. “The two witches.”


Foster shook his head. “Eventually, they just disappeared. First Ranella, then Tala. I waited for days, hoping they might find their ways back. Then weeks. Before I knew it, years had passed.”


For maybe the first time since Makiva had trapped him, Zed considered how long Foster had been alone like this. Perhaps even worse, he’d had companions but lost them—had watched them fade to nothing. Zed pitied the warlock.


“Foster,” he started. “I—”


“Well, Guildmistress Frond, here we are!” Fife’s voice rang out, cutting through the conversations both real and ghostly. “Back at the guildhall! All of us! With Frond hurryingaheadveryquickly!” No sooner had he finished than the door to the common room burst open, Frond stomping inside.


She took one look at the space—the half-finished decorations, the battered apprentice and empty hall—and came to an abrupt stop.


“HAPPY BIRTHDAAA—” Fife appeared behind her, his smile and voice both dropping as he caught sight of the room. Behind him followed Syd, Fife’s best friend and a fellow journey-rank adventurer, along with Nirav.


Nirav was an older apprentice. Until several weeks ago, he’d also been a statue that decorated the common room. Formerly a squire of the Knights Guild, he was drafted into the adventurers years ago, then was petrified by a basilisk while outside the walls. He’d been cured only recently, thanks to a gift from the elves.


Nirav glanced to Jayna from behind Frond, his expression confused. Jayna grimaced and shook her head.


“Surprise!” called Micah from the stairway. “Everything’s bad again.”
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Zed watched as Alabasel Frond lifted a piece of blissberry cake to her mouth and took a luxurious, spongy bite.


She was sitting in her quarters, silently eating her birthday cake while Hexam and Lotte argued in front of her desk. Behind her, the guild’s flag—now sprinkled with six stars instead of five—hung like a window to another world.


“Our first step,” said Hexam, “should be to find where the Danger actually came from. Mindteeth live in dark, subterranean caverns, especially ones with access to water. Send patrols to investigate all the caves within three miles. There could be more of those things out there. Champions forbid that a colony of them gets the chance to amass into a brain-jaw.”


“Ooh, brain-jaws,” said Foster. “Nasty things, those. Zahira once told us of a little hamlet in the east whose town wizard accidentally summoned one straight from Astra. All the villagers became mindless slaves, of course, but then they began luring unsuspecting travelers to—”


“Quiet,” puffed Zed. “I can’t hear.” The two were eavesdropping from the windowsill, having followed the guildmistress and master adventurers up to their closed-door meeting. Despite the frustrations of being invisible, Zed had thrilled at the chance to listen in on a private conference of the guild’s leaders. He felt like a daring spy in a story of courtly intrigue.


Brock would love this, Zed thought with a pang. His friend had always liked the spy stories best.


Lotte was shaking her head, her arms crossed. “We need to make inquiries within the city,” she said. “That thing was already inside the wards. Despite my reservations, I think Ser Brent was right: This could be Mother Brenner all over again. Let’s find out how it got here, and how many more might be inside. I say we begin with the Silverglows.”


“Oh, for Fie’s sake, we aren’t knights,” Hexam grumbled. “We can’t just waltz into the hall of a High Guild and expect them to cooperate. Our purview is outside.”


“Our purview is monsters,” Lotte countered patiently. “Frond was the only person who saw something was going on with Brenner, and it was our guild who stopped the Lich and saved Llethanyl. We should be proactive. Go to the king and explain that we’re the best equipped to handle an investigation. Plus, the victim, Phylo, was a magus in the—”


“Phylo?” Hexam’s timorous voice brought Lotte up short. It was the soft trembling of a clothesline, just before a storm rolled in.


Frond swallowed a half-chewed bite of cake. Then she licked her dirty thumb, still smeared with blissberry drizzle. “You knew him?”


Hexam nodded slowly. “Phylo… was the mage I told you about. The one responsible for my expulsion from the Mages Guild. He discovered my books on the theory of fiendish magic and reported me to Archmagus Grima.”


Lotte frowned from Hexam to Frond and back again. “Hold on a moment. I’ve never heard this. Hexam, you were expelled for witchcraft?”


“No,” Frond said firmly, “he was not. He was expelled for reading.”


“I was already considered an… eccentric within the guild,” Hexam explained. “I argued that all magic was inherently dangerous, and all of it merited study. Without an understanding of the magic of Fie—along with the other lost arts, like necromancy, druidry, or psionics—how could we hope to combat them? Archmagus Dinesh, Grima’s predecessor, tolerated my ideas. But then he died, and Grima was appointed on a platform of stamping out dark magic.” The wizard sighed. “I made a perfect example. All she needed was a reason. And Phylo, my rival since apprenticehood, was happy to give her one.”


“Their loss was our gain,” Frond said, surprisingly gently.


Hexam flashed her a grateful look, but then his worried gaze returned to Lotte.


“‘The Sea of Stars exists to take on the risks that others can’t or won’t,’” he muttered. “That’s what Frond told the king… as he considered whether to formally charge me as a warlock. In the end, he permitted me to join the Adventurers Guild, but instructed me to keep my studies well out of sight from then on. He said Frond wouldn’t be able to save me a second time.” Hexam grimaced at the memory. “I’d appreciate it if you kept this between us.”


Lotte nodded, her skeptical gaze softening. “Of course,” she said. “None of this leaves this room.”


Foster snorted, glancing Zed’s way. But Zed’s eyes were wide as he watched the three master adventurers.


Hexam had nearly been tried as a warlock? The news sucked all the fun out of their snooping, bringing Zed back to his own crisis. Even if he managed to warn his friends about Makiva, what would they do when they realized he was possessed by a hostile witch? What would happen to him? Zed was beginning to feel like he shouldn’t be here anymore. Fie knew what Makiva was doing with his body right this very moment.


Without a word, he floated up from his spot by the window, heading toward the door.


“Where are you going?” called Foster. “This is just getting good!”


But Zed was only inches away when three loud raps sounded against the other side. Hexam and Lotte snapped around, startled. Frond narrowed her eyes, her mouth still spotted with crumbs.


“This is a private meeting,” she barked. “What is it?”


The door creaked open, and Zed found himself face-to-face with… himself. Though they were inches apart, Makiva ignored him completely, peering instead toward Frond with Zed’s own big brown eyes.


“Sorry!” the imposter chirped. “I wouldn’t have interrupted, but the castle seneschal just arrived with a summons. King Freestone wants us to meet him for a council—Frond and the rest of us who were at the market.” The false Zed gulped, the very picture of anxiety. “He says we’re to head to Silverglow Tower.”
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