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Zed crept through the snow-covered forest, shivering beneath his heavy cloak.


He moved quickly, cutting between the trees and following the footprints left by their leader. His friends trailed him in a staggered line, crunching noisily through the frost. Above them, the stars sparkled in a silent parade of their own.


They’d been hiking since sunup, and now, well after sundown, Zed was exhausted. His legs felt numb and ungainly, like he was walking on stilts. Ahead of him, their leader stopped midstride and raised a hand. Zed paused, huffing gratefully. His breath met the cold air as a plume of mist.


When a long moment passed and they still hadn’t moved, Zed finally thought to search the woods.


“What is it?” he whispered. “A Danger?”


He quashed a kernel of panic before it had chance to take root. Still, Zed reached inward to draw upon his mana, in case he needed it. Soon he felt it there—a sensation like dipping his fingertips just below the surface of a pool of water.


Zed’s actual fingers flickered with green pennants of flame. He was ready for anything.


But their leader turned instead, his eyes taking in the apprentices behind him.


And what a pair of eyes . . . So green and gemlike they practically glowed. The irises were huge, much larger and brighter than human eyes.


They belonged to an elf. And not just any elf: Callum was the leader of the rangers, Llethanyl’s elite exploration force. He was a wood elf, the most common of the three sects. His skin was smooth and pale, with a tinge of green emerging from the hairline, and his auburn hair glistened in the moonlight like a dewy flower. Callum’s ears were long and dagger thin; they made Zed’s own pointed ears look practically round.


There was a crunch of snow as Brock sidled up behind him, followed by Liza, Micah, and Jett. All five of them wore deep-blue traveling cloaks.


The cloaks were new, and the fur that lined them was warm and soft. It was the finest piece of clothing that Zed had ever owned. In the last six weeks the Sea of Stars had made many friends in Freestone, friends who were excited to outfit its heroic young apprentices in luxurious, tailor-made gifts. Saving a city had that effect, Zed supposed. Recently smiths had been falling over themselves to provide the guild with the steepest discount; even Zed’s mother had been given a tidy raise from her mistress.


“What’s going on?” Brock flashed Zed a questioning look. “Are we there yet?”


Zed shrugged. “I’m not sure,” he whispered. “Callum just—”


Behind them, Liza shushed for quiet.


“Keep moving!” Micah grunted impatiently. “It’s colder than Frond’s compliments out here.”


Jett snorted. “Like you’d know.”


“I know your mother’s a—”


“Shhhh!” Liza hissed again, the noise buzzing through the trees.


The five were on their apprentice journey, an overnight scouting mission the guild ran to test their newest members’ quest-worthiness. Any apprentices who passed would be able to join the guild on longer missions outside.


Zed knew they were headed toward some kind of shelter to bed down for the night. They had to be close now, with the sun so far beneath the trees. But he still didn’t see anything resembling a man-made structure. Just mounds and mounds of white fluff.


The darker it grew, the more nervous Zed became. Most Dangers hunted at night, and many in Freestone believed the horrors that had driven the elves from their home might follow them. Out in the quiet forest, it was hard not to imagine monsters lurking in every shadow.


The apprentice journey was usually made with a master adventurer as a chaperone, if not Guildmistress Frond herself. That Frond trusted Callum to lead her five young recruits said much about him, and about the bond that the human adventurers and elven rangers had formed over the years.


Zed only wished that the High Ranger wasn’t so quiet and brooding. He had a thousand questions for Callum, only several hundred of which he’d been able to ask before the elf finally called for silence.


Jett spotted their goal. “There,” he grunted. The dwarf hefted an iron maul in one hand, training it toward a particularly large snowbank.


Zed squinted at the pile that Jett was pointing to—and then suddenly he saw it. The snow parted over a tapered arch at the bottom of the mound. They weren’t huddled near a snowdrift. They were standing at a doorway.


The six crept forward, congregating around the partially buried door. Liza began shoveling snow with her shield, and soon all the apprentices joined in, digging away at the pile. Callum neither helped nor commented. The elf merely watched, those bright eyes glinting in the moonlight.


Once they had dug away the pile, they saw the door itself was covered by a thick layer of ice: hoarfrost that had hardened over time. Zed could just make out a handle and lock buried under all that ice. The door appeared to be made of solid metal.


Jett pointed to his shiny new hammer, an excited gleam in his eyes. He’d been itching to use it on the mission but hadn’t had a chance yet.


Micah and Liza both emphatically shook their heads no, their dark eyes and olive-skinned faces similarly grave. It was a rare moment of agreement between the twins.


Brock smirked, then raised his eyebrows at Zed. He wiggled his fingers toward the door.


“Right,” Zed whispered. “Everyone stand back.” He braced his feet and raised both palms toward the frozen doorway, linking his thumbs and closing his eyes. He could hear snow crunching as the other apprentices backed into a wide semicircle.


Zed glanced over his shoulder to make sure Callum was watching. The elf gave a little nod.


Silently, Zed called upon his mana.


The flames began as green ribbons snaking between his fingers, but soon they joined together and poured forth in a bright emerald torrent. In six weeks of training with Hexam, Zed had yet to match the power or precision from his first use of the spell—the blast that had destroyed the horrific monster threatening all of Freestone.


Still, anything caught within a six-foot cone in front of him would burn, and burn fast. The green flames seemed hungrier than normal fire . . . even other magical fire.


Zed opened his eyes to see that the ice was quickly boiling away. His friends’ faces looked eerie, lit by the otherworldly glow. He quashed his mana with practiced care, lest it eat through the door entirely. The flames guttered out from his hands, revealing a steaming metal archway barely six feet tall.


Zed grinned, pleased with his work. After weeks of mishaps, this had been his finest spell-casting yet.


He glanced back again at Callum . . . and was dismayed to find that the elf had already turned away. Callum scraped at the ground, bringing a fistful of frozen earth to his nose. He sniffed it, his eyes narrowing as he sifted the particles between his fingers.


Brock moved forward, gingerly touching the iron padlock that was fastened to the door. Apparently satisfied it wouldn’t broil his palm, he lifted it in one hand and peered into the keyhole. Then he produced a pick and torsion wrench with a quick flourish, as if he’d plucked them from the keyhole instead of his sleeve.


He curtsied theatrically to Liza, who snorted. Brock had been practicing that trick for weeks.


As Brock set to work picking the lock, Zed repressed a wave of almost delirious hunger. The strain of marching all these hours without a true meal suddenly tugged at his belly. Once inside, hopefully they could stop to eat something beyond travel oats and crumbs of cheese.


“Hey look,” said Jett. “A raccoon.”


Zed glanced up, following Jett’s finger to where a squat catlike creature watched them curiously from the trees. Its reflective eyes shone behind a mask of black fur. Zed had learned the names of so many strange animals in the past several weeks—animals that lived only beyond the wall. Sometimes it was hard to remember which were natural and which were Dangers.


“Aren’t you cold, little guy?” Jett called up.


The raccoon blinked, but was otherwise still. Zed didn’t know much about such creatures, but this didn’t look like a particularly healthy specimen. Its ribs jutted out, visible beneath patchy fur. A dark, unsettling wound had been clawed across its side.


In the moonlight, its shining eyes almost seemed to glow. They were a sickly shade of purple.


“Apprentices.” Callum’s voice was controlled, but there was an urgency behind it that sent all five of them jumping. “Inside. Now.”


A low click followed. As he watched Brock unhook the lock from the door handle, Zed realized his jaw was clenched tight.


Liza pushed the door open, taking the lead. The hinges turned with a metallic shriek that echoed through the forest. Micah hissed and rolled his eyes, but Liza wasn’t around to see it. She’d already disappeared into the doorway.


The rest of them filed quickly inside, one after another, into the dark.
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“What is this place?” Zed whispered, once the door had been closed and latched behind them. Now that they were out of the woods, his shoulders slowly relaxed.


The entrance opened to a wide staircase, which descended into the earth. Zed had no sense of how deep it went. He couldn’t see farther down than a handful of steps.


The walls of the structure were made of carved stone, and surprisingly well-preserved. The air here was chilly—which was actually an improvement from outside.


“This is Halfling’s Hollow, a wayshelter maintained by both the rangers and your guild.” Callum’s lilting accent drifted musically through the dark. Zed had yet to meet an elf who didn’t have a lovely voice. “It’s one of several that mark the path between Llethanyl and Freestone. Each is stocked with weapons and supplies. My people had to bypass this shelter on our way to Freestone. It hasn’t been visited in six years. Reaching here was your first goal.”


“Is it safe?” Jett asked. “The door was locked and frozen over. That means there are no Dangers here, right?”


The elf laughed, and the sound was as bitter as it was beautiful. Zed could have sworn that Callum’s echoes actually harmonized with his own voice. “Dangers have a way of breaching even the tightest seals,” their guardian said. “There are no safe places in Terryn, dwarfson. As you all know from experience.”


Zed glanced nervously down the staircase. “Who has the lamp?”


Micah snorted. “Who needs the lamp?”


Suddenly the air came alive with a gush of warm amber light. The radiance cascaded slowly over the walls, like waves of rippling honey. Zed turned to see Micah’s left hand was raised, its outline glowing as if it had been sketched from pure light.


“Don’t drain your anima,” Liza scolded, though there wasn’t much force behind the warning. Micah could keep this up for hours. The boy was annoyingly adept at the healers’ arts—but, oh, did they all know it. Zed wondered if the Golden Way Temple had any idea what they’d lost when they let Mother Brenner turn their novice out onto the streets.


Callum watched Micah’s glowing hand for a moment, then his eyes fell to the stairs. “Your mission is to gather what supplies you can and bring them back to Freestone. Lead the way, children.”


Liza shuffled to the fore. Recently she’d graduated from leathers to chain-mail armor, wearing a hauberk commissioned from the Smiths Guild as a birthday gift from her father. (Micah had received a pair of socks.)


Zed truly had no idea how Liza could stand under all that metal, let alone march for hours. She might look like an average girl her age, but the noble’s daughter was a force of nature.


Liza descended the stairs slowly, sword out and shield high. Micah and Brock followed just behind, with Zed and Jett behind them.


“How’s your leg?” Zed whispered to the dwarf.


“Less sore than yours, I’m guessing,” Jett cracked.


Zed grinned. “I think you’re probably right.”


Jett’s left leg had been lost to a monster attack, during their very first night as apprentice adventurers. Beginning below his knee was a silvery prosthetic, a gift from the elven rangers. It was forged from a metal called mythril. “Elven steel,” Jett had knowingly dubbed it. “Very impressive stuff.


“Though not as impressive as dwarven steel,” he’d added.


The elves used mythril for all their prosthetics. It was springier than most metals, and tougher than wood. Jett’s new leg ended in a long, elegantly bladed foot. With training, he had learned first to walk without a cane, and then even to run. Though he’d never been especially fond of running.


“If I’m honest,” Jett said more seriously, “it tingles. I can still feel it there . . . literally an itch I can’t scratch. And the stump aches like Fie.”


“Micah can help with that,” Zed whispered. “Once we settle in.”


Jett rolled his eyes. “So it’s a choice between a pain in the leg and a pain in the butt.”


As they descended, Micah’s light parted the curtains of darkness, revealing a second door, this one made of wood.


The door was ajar.


Zed glanced back at Callum, standing just behind him. The elf narrowed his eyes and raised his hand, hissing a short warning. The group stopped immediately.


Callum slid forward, gliding easily between the apprentices until he knelt at the open doorway.


He peered inside.


In the silence, Zed felt a single bead of sweat trailing down his back.


“You humans are sloppy,” the elf said finally. He stood and pushed the door open, revealing a spare but clean barracks. “I’ll have to remind Frond to shut the inner door next time.”


A chorus of relieved sighs filled the stairway. Zed and the others entered the shelter. Cots had been stacked up into neat rows, enough for a dozen travelers. There was a wooden table in the center of the room, standing over a moldy brown rug—the room’s only decoration.


There were also weapon racks and stands for armor, each of them bearing equipment, and a half-dozen chests containing Fey knew what.


“How are we supposed to carry all this?” Micah groused.


“Dutifully,” Callum said, glancing back at the stairway. “I would also advise quietly. But that can wait until morning. You’ll bed here for the night.” The ranger adjusted his gloves, tugging on the buckles. “If you children can survive without me for a moment, I’ll be stepping outside.”


“Now?” Zed protested. “But it’s dark out. Shouldn’t we at least eat first?”


Callum shook his head, but his face softened. “You may eat without me. Magic is hungry work, I’ve heard.”


“Callum,” Liza said. “Is everything all right?”


The High Ranger frowned. “I’m just taking a look around.” He unhooked his bow from his back. “I’ll return soon. If I don’t, do not come looking for me. Wait until daybreak, then head immediately for Freestone.”


“Be careful,” Liza said.


Callum nodded once, then slipped out the door and up the stairs.


Micah, Jett, and Brock each threw themselves into the lower-stacked cots, while Liza set to work lighting a single dirty lantern with smudged glass panes that was hanging from the wall.


“Everything hurts,” Brock moaned. “This has got to earn us a day off from drills, right?”


“I’m pretty sure the Dolt doesn’t do days off,” Micah said, using his private name for Lotte, their quartermaster and drill instructor.


“Lotte might,” Jett said. The young dwarf had rested his hammer against the cot and was massaging his residual limb, just above the prosthetic’s socket. “Frond? Definitely not. Unless one of you wants to volunteer to get bitten by the next monster.”


“Let’s not tempt fate.” Lantern lit, Liza was now on the other side of the room, peering at the equipment. “Some of this stuff looks elven,” she said. “Zed, there’s a big wand over here. Or it might be a small staff. There’s a crystal on top, anyway.”


“Really?” Zed asked excitedly. He was tugging his boots off near the door. “I wonder if it’s a scepter. They have a focus embedded on top to channel magic.”


But Liza was already making her way down the line. “This armor looks serviceable, but we have better stuff at the guildhall.”


Then she reached the chests. There were six in all. Five were the same size and make: simple wooden trunks with iron supports. The sixth looked slightly wonky. The proportions were all wrong, and it leaned almost at a tilt, as if the cooper who’d constructed it had been hitting the dwarven ale.


Liza knelt down, reaching out to open the first chest.


And then Zed saw the sixth chest, the strange chest, open its own lid. The inner walls of the chest transformed, its smooth wood exploding into hundreds of curling points. The interior bottom, upholstered in scarlet fabric, swelled into a fleshy, viscous blister. In the span of a moment, the chest was filled by rows of jagged teeth, leading down to an enormous dripping tongue.


“Liza!” Zed screamed.


The girl turned just as the tongue lashed out, gripping her arm like a frog snagging a fly. Liza yelped as she was jerked toward the monstrous trunk. She tried to wrestle her hand out of the tongue’s grip, but it held taut, dragging her across the floor to those awful teeth.


Zed rushed forward, his hands raised, summoning up his mana as quickly as he could.


“Don’t! You’ll burn her!” Brock’s voice brought him up short. He was right—Liza was too close to the chest. She’d be caught within the flames.


The other three boys were fumbling for their weapons, but they were too slow and too far away to help. The Danger jerked its meaty tongue one more time and Liza was yanked from her feet. Her arm fell into the gaping mouth of the chest.


It snapped shut. Liza screamed as all those teeth closed down upon her arm.


Brock appeared behind the Danger as if from nowhere. He raised his two pointed daggers high above his head, then stabbed them into the lid of the transformed chest. It let out a series of distressed croaks and its body sagged, the boxy shape melting away. The monster was looking more like a giant frog by the moment.


“Aim for the tongue!” Liza shouted. “And don’t stab my hand!”


“So many rules,” Brock complained. “How am I supposed to remember them all?” He yanked the blades from the Danger’s head and viscous, vivid yellow fluid oozed out of the twin wounds.


The chest’s mouth drooped open as it croaked unhappily. Liza used the opportunity to jerk her arm from its maw, kicking her feet out and bracing each against the rims of the trunk. Her chain mail had protected her from the worst of the creature’s bite, but healing would be needed soon.


The monster’s tongue held fast, though, dripping not just with saliva, but the yellow muck. Zed rushed to Liza’s side, joined by Micah, and they each grabbed her entangled arm to help pull against the creature’s grip. Micah’s glowing hand bounced around as they strained, casting a shadow play of the struggle across the shelter’s walls.


Brock moved quickly, stabbing down on the tongue with both daggers. The monster’s gloomy croaking turned immediately into a blood-curdling shriek, and the deformed chest began to lurch from side to side. As its grip slackened, Liza grabbed up more of the tongue, wrapping the cord around her arm like a coil of slimy rope. Sweat dripped down her face as she locked her legs, holding the seesawing chest in place.


“Any time now would be great!” Liza shouted.


That was when Zed saw Jett—his giant hammer already raised high. The dwarf let out a bellow that echoed off the stone walls as he plunged the maul down upon the Danger’s head.


The shrieking abruptly cut off, punctuated by a loud, wet crunch. The walls, equipment, and all five apprentices were splattered by a torrent of yellow muck.


There was a moment of quiet, broken only by Zed’s and the others’ labored breaths.


Then the wooden door flew open, and Callum burst into the room. Three quails hung from a loop of rope in his hand. The elf’s eyes widened as he took in the scene.


“We should probably wash up before dinner,” Brock huffed.
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Freestone’s walls rose high above the tree line the next evening, as Zed and the other apprentices trudged home. Zed didn’t think he’d ever seen a sweeter sight in his life. Each of the apprentices carried a giant pack of equipment, and they’d taken turns dragging a makeshift sled bearing the recovered armor. Jett pulled it now, having insisted on doing his share.


Zed heard the gate horns blare, announcing their arrival. His grip tightened on the scepter in his hands. He intended to keep that particular trophy; not even Hexam could pry the magic implement from him.


The portcullis creaked open before they’d even made it through the wards, and Zed saw several figures standing within the archway.


Alabasel Frond loomed at the front, her arms crossed. Her scarred face was as still and serious as ever.


Behind the guildmistress, Lotte and Hexam looked a bit more taken aback. Zed realized he and the others must have made an interesting sight. The five apprentices were all covered in dried yellow crust, their once-beautiful blue cloaks now stained and grimy.


Only one of the younger guild members accompanied the three master adventurers to greet them. Jayna stood beside Hexam, nervously wringing her hands. The young wizard had passed her own apprentice journey the previous year, so she hadn’t been allowed to accompany her friends on their trip.


A day before they left, Jayna had come about as close to Frond as Zed had ever seen her willingly go, intending to ask for special permission to join the expedition. The girl had summoned up her courage, sought Frond out in the guildhall, and approached her slowly, one step at a time. Then, just as Jayna was five feet away, Frond turned around.


Jayna had quickly scurried down a side hall.


Now, as the adventurers passed beyond the invisible boundary of the city’s magic wards, Frond stepped forward to meet the party.


“How did my apprentices do, High Ranger?” she called to Callum. “Are any of them fit for questing?”


Callum quickly bypassed the five young adventurers, who were all showing the strain of their long trudge through the woods. He alone was clean of any yellow goo.


“You’ve trained a fine group of apprentices,” Callum said, waving a hand to Zed and the others. “I would recommend all five as quest-worthy. But, Frond—”


Jayna squealed happily, interrupting the ranger. She dashed forward to hug Liza. The two girls clasped hands and danced around in a circle. With the rangers having crowded into the Adventurers Guild hall, private quarters were a thing of the past. The apprentices had all been paired with roommates—Jayna with Liza, and Brock with Jett—while Zed had been stuck with Micah even before the elves arrived.


Since moving in together, Jayna and Liza had become almost inseparable friends. Zed watched them for a moment, the sting of jealousy threatening to spoil his own excitement. He glanced at Brock, who was shucking off his heavy pack. It fell to the ground with a metallic rattle.


Once, Zed and Brock would have celebrated their accomplishment together. But things had changed in the last several weeks. Zed and his once-best friend had drifted. Now Brock’s gaze passed briskly over Zed as he turned toward the city gate.


“It looks like you ran into a bit of trouble,” Frond said, eyeing the apprentices.


“A Danger had infested the wayshelter,” Callum said. “A shapechanger. I failed to spot it hidden among the equipment. Frond, we must—”


“Did you know there are monsters that can disguise themselves as chests?” Brock said. “Because that’s just really not fair.”


“But everyone’s unhurt?” Lotte said, approaching the group. Her long blond curls had been tied back into a ponytail. The quartermaster lifted Brock’s pack from the ground like it weighed nothing at all.


“Liza was bitten, but the healer tended to it,” Callum said. “But Frond, we have more urgent matters to speak of. The Lich—” Callum cut himself off. His eyes flicked to the apprentices, then up toward the knights standing over the gate. He stepped closer to Frond before continuing in hushed tones.


Frond’s eyes widened.


The Lich.


Nearly two months ago, an army of undead Dangers had risen from Llethanyl’s own crypts, led by the mysterious conqueror. Zed didn’t know much about him, except that he was once a high-ranking minister who’d defiled the elves’ sacred traditions.


Because the undead had risen from within the city, Llethanyl found itself caught off guard by the attack. The elves fought back, of course, but those who fell to the horde all rose again, adding to the Lich’s vile army.


In the end, all the survivors could do was flee. The elves lost their home, and Zed lost all hope of ever visiting his father’s birthplace.


Hexam and Lotte joined the other two adults, the four of them speaking and gesturing animatedly.


“What’s going on?” whispered Jayna. “What did you all see out there?”


“I . . . I don’t know,” Liza faltered. “Callum said it was nothing.”


“Grown-ups lie,” Micah said with a big stretch. “Or hadn’t you figured that out yet, sis?”


Finally, Frond held up a hand. She turned and marched through the gates without another look at the apprentices. Callum grimaced, then followed closely at her heels.


Hexam glanced back at the others with a long sigh before departing. Zed noticed the wizard eyeing the scepter in his hands, and he clutched it closer to his chest.


“Leave the gear here,” Lotte said as she returned to the apprentices. “I’ll have Syd and Fife fetch it back to the guildhall.”


“Lotte,” Jett started, but the quartermaster just shook her head. She suddenly looked very tired.


“Later,” she said. “A meal’s been set, with plenty of ambrosia. I’d hurry, though—those scuds are more than happy to start a celebration without the guests of honor.” Lotte smiled wearily over the apprentices, even Micah. There was enough pride in her eyes for both herself and Frond. “I’m sorry, kids. I’m sure this wasn’t the congratulations you were hoping for. But, truly, well done.”


Zed felt his ears flush. He turned to Brock with a grin. “At least we’ll have a head start on Fife. You coming?”


“Mh,” Brock grunted in reply. “Save a plate for me. I need to run into town.” The boy unclasped his stained cloak, letting it fall to the ground, but he left his travel leathers on.


“Really?” Zed asked. “Right now? Where are you going?”


“Just a quick errand,” Brock said. “I’ll be back before last bell . . . or not too long after.”


Zed frowned. “What should I tell the others if they ask about you?” he said. “Which animal cowl do you want to wear at the party?”


But Brock was already slipping away. Zed lost sight of his friend before he’d even cleared the gate.
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Freestone had changed since the elves had come.


Brock had spent nearly his entire life within the confines of the city’s walls, and in that time he’d walked every street and alleyway, visited every plaza and market stall. He knew the best shortcuts, knew which benches enjoyed the most sunlight on an autumn afternoon. Above all, he had the great statues of the Champions of Freestone thoroughly committed to memory. These he could see with his eyes closed: the paladin’s grim face glaring from within his helm; the enchantress’s ornate staff raised high; the priestess with her arms outstretched; and the assassin, Dox, staring impassively ahead, his unblinking eyes forever upon the city he and his companions had saved so long ago.


Brock wondered what Dox would think of that city now.


Traveling intown, away from the wall, Brock skirted the large area that had once been the marketplace. Where craftsmen and merchants had once practiced their arts beneath a sea of brightly colored canvas, now there was a shantytown. Those same colorful tents had been repurposed to provide meager shelter to the thousands of elves who had survived the journey from the faraway city of Llethanyl.


The population of Freestone had exploded overnight. Not surprisingly, that had caused some problems.


Brock’s eyes flitted among the elves, but he was really counting the human knights—the Stone Sons—among them. The Sons had always been responsible for keeping the peace in Freestone, but usually that amounted to standing guard outside important buildings, pacing the top of the wall, and breaking up the occasional tavern brawl. Brock had never seen so many of them stationed in the same area before the elves moved in.


There was no law keeping the elves within their shantytown. But the sheer number of armed men surely sent a message that this was where the elves belonged. And from what Brock had seen, they found little welcome elsewhere in Freestone. Their language, lyrical and strange, drew suspicious and even hostile looks when spoken in mixed company. Their alien features and manner of dress had become favorite subjects of mockery for Freestone’s bards. Worst of all was the popular idea that the elves were somehow to blame for their own misery. As if their unfamiliar customs and talent for magic made Llethanyl’s fall inevitable. As if that made it any less of a tragedy.


Brock sighed sadly and moved on.


Near the very center of town, just before the drawbridge that led to Castle Freestone, was a park—one of the city’s few natural spaces. Ringing that park was a series of buildings, each large and very old and of an architectural style that spoke of a more affluent time, when stone and wood were less precious and could be molded in whimsical flourishes. Brock loved these buildings for their strangeness. Each time he visited, he attempted to find some small detail he’d missed before: some pattern or carving he’d previously overlooked.


The largest among them was the guildhall of the merchants. Brock had been coming here since childhood, and the building fairly towered in his memory. With its tall marble columns and oversize doors, it towered over him still.


The story went that Dox the Assassin had founded the Merchants Guild on the day after the Day of Dangers. His best friend and adventuring partner, Foster, had been the warlock responsible for tearing open the gateways between worlds, allowing monsters to pass over in such numbers they consumed all of Terryn. It had fallen to Dox to execute his friend, and in doing so, Dox had saved the world—or what was left of it.


Brock had always believed that Dox’s establishment of the Merchants Guild was in some ways the more impressive achievement. The merchants oversaw everything. They ensured there was always enough food to eat, enough fresh water to drink, enough ore and timber for construction and repairs. There were lean seasons when everyone had to do without some luxury or other, but for the last two hundred years, the guild had provided. They had it down to a science. Or they used to, before the elves had come.


This night, however, all appeared to be business as usual within the guildhall. There was a banquet under way; three hundred candles lit the voluminous central room from a dozen chandeliers and four times as many sconces. Musicians played, servants circulated, and a lavish spread of food acted as the centerpiece for a lively gathering. Brock, in stained leathers still wet with snowmelt and his own sweat, looked severely out of place. He ducked quickly into a washroom, where the servants he’d befriended let him keep a spare set of clothes in their supply closet.


Face scrubbed clean, in a shirt and tunic smelling of lavender, Brock was less self-conscious upon his return to the grand hall. Whether or not he belonged here, he at least looked the part. He hadn’t gone two steps before a servant lowered a plate of pastries before him.


His mouth watered. He took a sticky cake from the tray and brought it immediately to his mouth. It was so sweet it made his cheeks tingle. He finished it in two more bites, then licked his fingers unabashedly.


“Wow,” he said to himself. “I thought we were supposed to be rationing.”


“Well, elves don’t eat cake, do they?” said a woman at his elbow.


“Not if they can’t pay for it, they don’t,” a man answered, and they both chuckled.


Brock screwed up his face. Suddenly the treat seemed to have a bitter aftertaste.


He strode through the grand hall with renewed purpose. In a corner of the room, he approached a wall-mounted candelabra and, after licking his finger and thumb once more, he pinched out one of the flames.


It was only a matter of seconds before a servant appeared. “Allow me to relight that, Messere,” he said.


“The light offends my eyes,” Brock said. It was the secret phrase the servant was expecting, and when the man nodded and stepped away, Brock knew to follow.


As they walked along the edge of the great hall, Brock scanned the crowd for his father. He knew just where to look. These past few weeks, the elder Dunderfel had been the constant companion of Borace Quilby, guildmaster of the merchants.


Quilby stood in the very center of the room, ruddy-faced and jovial, sloshing wine from his cup as he regaled those around him with some story. Brock’s father stood at his elbow and laughed on cue, his status with Quilby obviously undamaged by Brock’s own troubled dealings with the man.


Brock was genuinely surprised to see who else stood at Quilby’s side. Ser Brent, guildmaster of the knights, tugged at the collar of his formal white tunic and attempted a smile as Quilby droned on. The false smile didn’t suit him. Ser Brent was handsome and bold, and he tended to be the focus of any room he was in. Now, though, standing among Quilby’s bootlickers, he looked as comfortable as a kitten in a basket of kobolds.


Brock was deeply curious. In his experience, good things rarely resulted when the town’s guildmasters got together. But it wasn’t as if he could elbow his way into that conversation. Quilby hadn’t so much as spared Brock a glance since last season’s failed attempt to oust Alabasel Frond from the Adventurers Guild. That didn’t usually bother Brock, though; he knew, now, who was really in charge here.


The servant led him out of the hall, through the kitchens, and to a nondescript wooden door, which he unbolted with a key and threw open. Brock stepped within, and the servant did not follow, instead shutting and latching the door.


Brock descended a spiral staircase and walked through a long low-ceilinged corridor lined with torches. The stone walls grew damp as he traveled beneath Castle Freestone’s moat and into a space that had once been the castle’s dungeon.


Freestone had no use for a dungeon now. Since the Day of Dangers, the city could spare no resources keeping criminals alive. Executions and exile had long been the norm.


And so the dungeon currently served a very different purpose. It was now the home of the Merchants Guild’s Shadow, the heart of Freestone’s black market—where everything had a price, and a heavy cost besides.


Before stepping through the final archway, Brock drew up his hood and pulled from his pocket a slender domino mask, a simple black figure eight, which he stuck to his face with practiced skill. As masks went, it didn’t do much to conceal his identity. But it was a necessary formality—one of the few rules of the Lady Gray’s court.


Brock emerged into a larger subterranean space, lit not by flame but by the incandescent orbs favored by mages. The room was carved of the same cold stone as the corridor outside, but here it had been softened by rugs and tapestries and piles of soft pillows for sitting; burning incense masked the smell of damp. Chimes softly tinkled in a pleasant arrangement from an ensorcelled cherrywood music box.


Scattered about the room were a half-dozen men and women. All of them wore masks. And though none of the murmured conversations missed a beat, Brock could feel every set of eyes registering his arrival. The large man tending bar at the far end of the space lifted a broad hand in greeting, and Brock set out across the room. He passed a woman in an elegant dress whose green-sequined mask shone with reflected light. “Apprentice,” she said, inclining her head.


“Mistress Venom,” he said, nodding in return. “Master Knife.” He nodded to the man beside her, whose own ornate mask was shaped from steel.


“Apprentice,” Master Knife replied.


The man at the bar greeted Brock more warmly. He smiled, reaching across the countertop to slap at Brock’s shoulder. “Good to see you, lad,” he said in a gravelly voice.


“Hey there, Gramit,” Brock said.


Gramit was a rarity among the Shadows. Like everyone else, he had a title. He was known as the Facilitator, and he had a hand in everything the guild did. But he insisted on being called by name. He wore the simple domino mask of an apprentice, which did nothing to disguise his features. His bald scalp was lumpy, as was his once-broken nose, and his pale face bore a smattering of pockmarked scars. He reminded Brock of a bleached potato.


“And what have you brought us today?”


“Wealth that loses value in the telling,” Brock said, and Gramit chuckled. It was a well-worn routine by now, and Brock enjoyed the comfortable banter and Gramit’s easy laughter. Everyone else in the Lady Gray’s circle was too serious by far.


“She’s expecting you,” Gramit said, waving him toward a door on the far side of the bar.


Brock nodded wearily. “Of course she is.”


If he didn’t know to look for her upon entering her office, he might have missed her completely. A plain-looking woman of indeterminate age who favored the dull gray tones of the Servants Guild, the Lady had a preternatural talent for fading into the background.


“Hello, apprentice,” she said. “I hear the journey was a success.”


“Right,” Brock answered. “We did such a swell job of almost dying that we get to almost die more often now. And farther from home!” He shook his fists mockingly. “Yay.”


The Lady smiled without a trace of amusement. “I was only making conversation.”


“You can blackmail me into spying for you. Into stealing for you.” He closed the door behind him. “Pleasant conversation wasn’t part of the deal.”


Without invitation, Brock stomped across the room to the far wall, where he removed a false panel to reveal a map. It was an old map, drafted before the time of Dangers, and therefore priceless . . . and also largely useless. It showed a hundred sites that simply did not exist anymore.


“To business, then,” the Lady said, utterly unbothered. “The Smiths Guild recently received a shipment of ore that didn’t come from the quarry district. Anything suspicious there?”


“No,” Brock said, dipping a quill into ink. “That was us. Lotte needed time at their forge to help the rangers with weapons upkeep. Frond authorized a trade.”


“Very good,” said the Lady. She made a note in her ledgers, and Brock made a face.


He loathed the woman for good reason. She knew, somehow, that Zed had flirted with magic that went beyond what was considered safe and appropriate. Their first day as apprentice adventurers, he’d used a staff to draw not on the plane of Fey as the Mages Guild did, but on the dark plane of Fie. And it hadn’t stopped there; Brock knew that Zed kept a book on fiendish magic, and if Brock knew that, chances were good that the Lady Gray did as well. She seemed to have eyes and ears everywhere. And she had threatened to go public with what she knew about Zed if Brock refused to serve as her man inside the Adventurers Guild.


So far, however, her actual goals were hard to argue with. Someone, purposely or not, had brought into Freestone a monstrous parasite that had destroyed Mother Brenner. As the only individuals who ever left the safety of the wards, it was all but impossible to suspect anyone but the adventurers. And indeed, upon investigating the matter, the Lady Gray had determined that someone within the guild had been selling goods from outside the wall—everything from wildflowers to monster viscera had made its way to Freestone’s black market.


That supply had entirely dried up, however. The person responsible had disappeared. Not that the Lady had given up looking.


“You will mark the spot on the map? Where the ore came from, I mean.”


Brock clenched his teeth. “Of course.” He paused to consider the map before raising the quill to it. He hated marking up an artifact from before the Day of Dangers, but this was the job. At least he could do it carefully, and as neatly as possible.


The Lady tapped her ledger, a record of unapproved transactions—goods coming into or out of another guild’s inventory without the Merchants Guild’s authorization. While the anonymous smuggler had apparently retired, the adventurers themselves still bartered directly with people outside the guild—under Frond’s supervision. It was how she kept the guild free from Quilby’s meddling. But it also made it difficult for the Lady to know whether an unapproved transaction was an example of Frond’s prudent, mostly legal dealings . . . or evidence that the smuggler was back in business. “The weavers recently received a large quantity of unidentified fabrics.”


“Also us,” Brock said. “We needed winter cloaks.” He sighed heavily, remembering the current sorry state of those garments. “They were really nice cloaks.”


He marked the path he had walked with his guildmates, noting as accurately as he could the location of the shelter they’d visited, as well as a grove of trees whose straw-like leaves had been full and green as if it were summer.


“Everything on my ledger is accounted for, then,” she said. “Whoever our smuggler is, they’ve gone to ground.”


“I think I’ve solved the mystery,” Brock deadpanned. He pulled several small envelopes from his pocket. “These days, I’m the smuggler.”


The Lady smiled silkily. “Ah, yes, but you’re my smuggler. It’s very different.”


“Just so no one gets hurt,” Brock said, and he handed over the envelopes. “There wasn’t much alive out there, but I brought you some seeds. Everything’s labeled. There’s elfgrass, which is edible once it sprouts. A few brimstone berry pits.”


“Not much, considering the length of the journey,” the woman said, sorting through the envelopes.


Brock held his breath. She’d said it casually, lightly, but the threat was implicit. If he didn’t keep her happy, if she thought he was shirking his end of their bargain, then she’d have no reason to keep Zed’s secret. And with so much hostility being directed at the elves, it felt more important than ever that Brock quash any rumors that could hurt Zed.


“I’m trying,” he said with forced calm. “We had a ranger with us the whole time, breathing down our necks. Plus, you know, the constant threat of death.” He remembered how even Callum’s unflappable demeanor had strained at the sighting of the raccoon. “Purple eyes,” he said. “Shining purple eyes on an animal—a natural animal that looks sick, maybe. Have you ever heard of that?”


She tutted. “Doesn’t sound particularly fearsome.”


“The ranger seemed spooked by it,” Brock said. “Then, when we got back, he and Frond had some kind of intense talk. Maybe Hexam’s Danger handbook has—”


The Lady held out her hand in a gesture that brought him up short. At his confused look, she pointed to her ear.


Brock heard it, then. Distant and muted but unmistakable. It was the sound of bells tolling.


Bells rang for many purposes in Freestone. They marked the time. They signaled the start of festival days, and they rang uninterrupted for the better part of a day on the rare occasions when a royal was born.


But the series of low, monotonous notes that rang out now meant one thing only: Someone in Freestone had died.


[image: image]


Brock emerged into the guildhall in time to see Ser Brent beating a hasty retreat from the banquet. He followed, frowning as he noticed the chatter and laughter of the party had already resumed. As if the bells, and what they symbolized, were no more than a momentary nuisance, a fussing babe to be talked over.


A small regiment of knights joined Ser Brent as he descended the guildhall’s steps, and Brock stifled the impulse to eavesdrop as he passed them. It was none of his business, and his bed was calling. He set out down Freestone’s cobbled lanes, quiet at this hour until the racket of the Stone Sons’ armor sounded at his back. He stepped aside to let them pass, initially annoyed that they should be going in the same direction—and then worried.


It had been different only two months ago. But these days, nearly everyone he cared about lived outtown.


Brock ran after the knights, keeping just far enough back not to be noticed. He became increasingly concerned as the houses grew smaller and more cramped, the windows grimier. They were definitely approaching the poorer district the adventurers called home.


But then the group made a sharp turn at the edge of outtown, and Brock followed around the corner—finally stopping cold as he realized where they were headed.


The knights didn’t even slow down as they vaulted up the steps to the temple of the Golden Way.


Brock shuddered at the sight. Weapons were forbidden from the healers’ temple, a rule that dated back to the guild’s very founding, when Mother Aedra had decreed that matters of war, money, and politics were unwelcome in a place of healing. For two hundred years, that statement had gone unchallenged, and so the sight now of some dozen armed knights rushing the guildhall made Brock uneasy. Not least because he had been uncomfortable around the healers since their previous leader, Mother Brenner, was revealed to have used their temple as her feeding ground. Did Ser Brent’s actions now have anything to do with that?


Curiosity won out over prudence and exhaustion, and Brock slipped inside.


The monks, nuns, and novices who called this place home kept few possessions, and so the temple’s interior stood in marked contrast to the luxuries of the Merchants Guild—but for one major exception. Beyond the dimly lit entryway, ringing the large room that served as the heart of the temple, were five windows of intricately colored glass. Four of those windows depicted Freestone’s Champions in action, while the fifth showed a plague of fangs and baleful eyes—Foster’s own likeness having long been banned. Together the images told the story of the Day of Dangers in glittering polygons of blue and yellow and red.


Beneath those colorful scenes, the room was white: white stone walls, white tile floors, and row upon row of white fabric, strung up like curtains to provide some privacy to the healers’ patients. There had to be dozens of them packed into this single room—Brock had never seen the space so crowded. The curtains rippled, parting here and there, and the curious faces of the sick and the elderly peered out. Brock saw a nun step briskly and silently through a side door, head down as if she were afraid to make eye contact with the knights.


The Stone Sons stood at attention in a tight cluster, halfway down the central aisle formed by the hanging fabric. Ser Brent stood just beyond the rest, looming before two women who blocked his way. They were elves, Brock realized, both with bright ocher eyes. One of them, auburn haired and brown skinned, had her shoulders thrown back in defiance. The other, with fair skin flushing pink and a green tint to her long blond hair, was curled into herself, gripping her elbows and biting her lip.


“It’s time,” Ser Brent said. “I’ve come for the child.”


“We have no child,” said the auburn-haired woman. She wore a simple blouse, frayed at the edges and covered with multicolored patches. Brock thought it might look like a bird’s view of the elven refugee camp with its mismatched tents.


The second woman uttered a small sob and hugged herself tighter.


“I’m sorry,” said Brent. “But you must step aside. It is the law.”


Brock’s palms itched. He found himself poised on the balls of his feet. But he stayed put and bit his tongue. Whatever was going on, his few glimpses of Ser Brent over the years had given him the impression of a stern but fair man—the sort of person who’d be dreadfully dull at one of his parents’ dinner parties, but no villain.


It was hard, though, not to feel a kinship with the elven woman, who looked the armed man in the face and said, “Your laws are nothing to us. They are as the mewling of a kitten committed to parchment. They are a candle flame in the bright sun of our honored traditions.”


Brent sighed. “It’s those ‘honored traditions’ that got you all into this mess, as I understand it. And I’ll be thrice cursed before it happens here.” There was a tense moment of silence before the knight continued. “Your son is dead. I am here for the body. If I must, I will take it by force.”


“Hold!” cried a voice, and a man clad all in white entered from the side door through which the silent nun had retreated. “Ah, Ser Brent, hold just a moment, if you would.”


Father Pollux, the new guildmaster of the Golden Way, wove a path through the maze of billowing fabric. Brock knew the man was an accomplished healer—he’d seen that firsthand when Pollux had helped save Jett’s life only weeks before. But Brock had a hard time imagining Pollux equal to his new responsibilities as the head of one of Freestone’s High Guilds. While his predecessor had emitted a sense of capable, confident purpose, Pollux . . . did not.


“Ser Brent, ah, how do you do?” Pollux said, finally drawing up to the other man. He stepped between him and the elven women. Brent was a head taller and looked flawless in the formal tunic he’d worn for the merchants’ banquet, while Pollux gulped for air, wiped sweat from his brow, and attempted to straighten his robes.


“I know you’re new to this, Father, but you’re really not encouraged to interject in matters of Freestone’s security.”


“Right,” Pollux said. “Each guild minds its own business. You’re right.”


“Then, if you’d please—”


“By the way, how was Quilby’s fund-raiser tonight?” Pollux asked with feigned innocence. “Did he raise the money you need for all your shiny new weapons?”


New weapons? thought Brock. Was that why Brent was rubbing elbows with Quilby?


Was Quilby throwing a fund-raiser for weapons when elves were hungry and freezing on their own city streets?
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