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    Jack spent the whole day in the forest near Oakwood Town. This was how he spent every free moment he had, and today was a day like any other. As he wandered through the dusk under the green canopy of the mighty oak trees, he had no way of knowing that before this day was over, his life would change forever.  
 
    The forest was big and peaceful, and there was plenty of privacy. Jack knew his way around pretty well—after all, this had been where he’d spent most of his time for the last three months.  
 
    Today, he’d wandered further than usual from town, driven by an urge to see a new place. He’d found a deep pool where a babbling waterfall cut a narrow channel through a rock bank, then fell a few feet. Over the years, it had cut a wide, green pond in the softer rock.  
 
    The banks of the pool were green and soft with thick moss. It was a beautiful, peaceful place, and as soon as Jack saw it, he knew this was where he’d spend his day. He had thought of following the stream where it flowed away out of the pond and off down a steep hill, but he knew that the Shadow Tower lay in that direction, less than a mile away. That was an evil place, so the townsfolk said, and Jack had no desire to explore it on his own.  
 
    He had spent a dedicated day working on his mana pool. His technique was to stand very still, breathing deeply, concentrating his focus internally and holding awareness of the pool in his mind. At the same time, he tried to be aware of the natural world around him—the bubbling splash of the water, the chatter of the birds, and the mellow hissing of the wind in the tree canopy high above him.  
 
    Settling into this kind of deep focus built strength and capacity for his mana pool. It was also supposed to clarify the cloudy mana, but Jack had not seen any sign of that happening yet. He worked all day, stopping only once for a light meal when he saw the sun peeking through the trees directly above him. But for all his hard work, he saw frustratingly little progress.  
 
    Later, as the dusk deepened, Jack wandered through the forest back in the general direction of Oakwood Town. He was a young man, brown-haired and clean-shaven, dressed in good light armor of boiled leather. He had a surcoat of light chainmail, and a plain cloak wrapped around his shoulders. In one hand he held a long spear with a leaf-shaped blade that glinted when the sun caught at its edge.  
 
    The spear and armor were mainly just in case of wild animals—he didn’t expect any trouble from other people in these woods. The town of Oakwood and the forest around it was the territory of the mages’ guild, and no bandit would be foolish enough to try to set up camp within their sphere of influence.  
 
    Jack sighed. He had been walking with his head down and his shoulders hunched, a picture of dejection. There was no way he would fulfil his dream of becoming a mage’s apprentice unless he found a way to increase the size of his mana pool faster. Jack was no lord’s son, only the common orphan stepson of a village blacksmith named Robin. The nobility could get a favored candidate into the guild easily enough—all it took was a word in the right ear or a bag of coins in the right hand—but only for a commoner it was much, much harder. Only the most outstanding candidates got in that way.  
 
    Through diligent nagging of a local mage, Jack had even managed to get to the first level of the interview process, but the haughty mage who had examined him had laughed him out of the interview after looking at his mana pool.  
 
    “Boy,” he had scoffed, “you would need a mana pool a thousand times the size of that measly offering before we’d even consider you! Give it up. You’d be better getting an apprenticeship in town before you’re too old. This was a waste of my time!”  
 
    Jack sighed again as he reflected on that bitter memory. He had not given up, however, and the town mage had reluctantly given him the exercise to boost his mana pool.  
 
    Jack had diligently worked at it every spare moment since then, but the results had been less than dramatic. Every time he did the meditation he felt a small boost to his strength and potential, but he had to face the fact that it would take him a decade to double the size of his pool at this rate.  
 
    What else can I do? he asked himself. If this is the only way to increase my potential that I know of, then I’ll just have to pursue it. Perhaps in a year… 
 
    Something caught his attention, and he raised his head.  
 
    What’s that? he thought. It feels strange, like there’s something watching me. Jack shivered and tightened his grip on his spear.  
 
    He looked around, quickly surveying the area around where he stood. He had been wandering aimlessly, and now he found that he was not where he had expected to be. This was new.  
 
    A tangle of thorny undergrowth was barring his way. To his left, the ground sloped downward, and he figured that would be the way back to town. If he went downhill he would be sure to hit the track that led back to Oakwood. But on his right… 
 
    Jack turned, feeling strangely drawn. The tangle of thorn bushes bent round, blocking the way up to the right as well. “There’s nothing there,” he said out loud, but the tugging at his heart was undeniable. There was something there.  
 
    And it was calling to him.  
 
    Jack frowned, but he couldn’t resist the temptation. He stepped up to the bushes and peered through the thick tangle. Was there something there after all? Something square, a tall square block of some kind of black material…  
 
    He stared at it for a moment, trying to make sense of it. Then, suddenly, his eyes made sense of it for him. It was not a black block of something—it was a rectangular opening, half buried in fallen rock and drifts of leaves and with the tangled briars weaving back and forth across the entrance.  
 
    Then, as he watched, blue light suddenly began to glow steadily from the opening.  
 
    Jack stepped back, looking around the trees where he stood. There was something strange about them, too, he saw. It was the leaves. The leaves had turned purple, and veins of purple ran across the trunks as well. The leaves and the trunks glowed with a faint light.  
 
    “What in the world…?” Jack muttered. There was no question about it now—he would explore this further. Even if it hadn’t been for the powerful attraction that drew him toward the entrance, he would have explored. As it was, he felt as if something inside his belly was urging him on toward the mysterious blue-glowing entrance. He would have struggled to turn away even if he’d wanted to.  
 
    Even so, he found himself questioning this as he raised the razor-sharp blade of his spear and began to clear the brambles away from the entrance. What was this place anyway? There was definitely some kind of magic going on here, no doubt about that—look at the purple leaves on the trees and the mysterious blue glow from within the entrance—but was it magic that he wanted to get involved in?  
 
     Oh, sure, he thought, as his blade carved a clear path through the tangled growths, there’s no bandits out here, but who’s to say this couldn’t be the den of some renegade shaman or some magical creature? What if it’s some kind of ancient curse that I’ve accidentally disturbed here?  
 
    He used the shaft of the spear to shove aside the pile of brambles that he’d cut free. The purple on the grass around his feet glowed up clearly now, leading a straight path to the blue-glowing entrance. He could see it more clearly now, two cracked stone sides and a flight of worn steps leading down under the earth. Working slowly and carefully, he cleared aside the last of the brambles and stood back, looking at what he’d uncovered.  
 
    “Well,” he said quietly, “this may be some kind of trick, but whatever it is I’m going to take the chance. After all, what have I got to lose? My chances of getting into the mages’ guild are second to none, and my chances of building my mana pool up to an acceptable level this lifetime are pretty much zero as well. But this… now this looks pretty promising.”  
 
    Jack nodded and smiled slightly as he looked down the stairs. He could see a little bit of a tunnel stretching away, but nothing else. The blue light glowed steadily upward, illuminating his face as he gazed at it.  
 
    Gripping his spear a little tighter, Jack stepped forward. He put his foot on the top step, and some instinct made him look around. He scanned the whole area near him, but there was no sign of anyone and the pull to go down the steps was stronger than ever.  
 
    Nodding again, and taking a deep breath, Jack made his way down the stairs.  
 
    The steps were stone, but they were worn in the center as if they had been trodden on by countless feet for a hundred years. This place sure looked abandoned, but Jack guessed from the worn steps that at some point it had been known and regularly used.  
 
    There had been at least a decade of growth over the entrance, though, so it was some time since anyone had been here. In fact, it seemed more than possible to Jack that he was the first person to come down these steps for at least ten years, and maybe even much longer. 
 
    The pulling feeling in his chest eased a bit as he walked down the worn steps, and he figured that was because he was doing what it wanted.  
 
    His rational mind still told him that it was a good idea to be on his guard, but his instinct was telling him strongly that this was a safe place, a place where he was welcome.  
 
    He forced himself to stay wary as he went down steps, then round the gently curving corridor. Blue light surrounded him as the corridor opened out into a wide space. Jack looked around in amazement.  
 
    What a place! he thought.  
 
    He was in a stone chamber with a dirt floor and a low ceiling. It was big, maybe fifty feet square, Jack guessed, and along the walls there were runes in a flowing and beautiful script that Jack didn’t recognize. These runes seemed to be the light source, but he could not tell what they were made of. He approached the nearest one.  
 
    He held out one hand and laid it on the rune. It was warm, and seemed to be made of crystal, inlaid into the stone of the wall. Jack shook his head, marveling at the wonders of the chamber. He turned away from the rune and looked around himself. 
 
    There was something in the center of the room. It looked like a stone plinth about waist high, the kind of thing that should have held a little statue. Jack looked at it curiously for a moment. Then, suddenly, the feeling of being drawn toward a goal flared up in his chest again and he walked forward toward the little plinth. 
 
    Jack was on his guard despite feeling sure that there was nothing else in the chamber with him. This kind of thing could be a trap. He was becoming sure that what he had found here was an abandoned dungeon, of the kind that adventurers went to for the purpose of killing monsters and collecting loot. It was well known that there were some dungeons in the forest, guarded and maintained by the mages’ guild, but this one seemed like it might have been forgotten about.  
 
    Still, Jack would be careful. He kept a firm grip on his spear and swept the chamber from side to side with his eyes as he approached. He walked slowly, resisting the urge to tear forward and examine the plinth. If this was a dungeon, then this little stone column might be a trap.  
 
    Nothing happened. Jack reached the plinth, then held his hand out to touch the dusty, empty flat surface of its top. As he did, there was a sudden vibration in the air around him. The runes on the walls glowed brightly, and in front of him, a foot above the top of the stone plinth, something appeared out of thin air.  
 
    It was a crystal.  
 
    “It’s so beautiful!” Jack said aloud as he gazed at it. The crystal sphere was as big as his hand, and it glowed with a rich, vibrant green light that seemed to come from deep within it. It rotated slowly in place, the green light shining out and illuminating the cave and Jack’s amazed face in its bright glow.  
 
    Jack did the only thing he could do. He reached out and touched it.  
 
    The surface of the crystal was cool and smooth, as slick as ice but not as cold. Jack ran the tip of a finger across it, then grew bolder. He grasped it in his fist and lifted it out of its place. To his surprise, it came away easily and he held it up in front of him, gazing at it.  
 
    There was a sudden hiss like air escaping from a bellows, and then Jack’s eyes locked onto the glowing crystal. He felt his soul reaching out toward it, connecting with it, drawing it into himself.  
 
    A glittering radiance shone out from it, and suddenly the very crystal itself began to disintegrate. At first it was as if bright green smoke was coming from the surface of the crystal, flowing through the air and into Jack’s chest.  
 
    The crystal became lighter in his hand, like a handful of sand running through his fingers. Too late to turn back, he understood what was happening. The crystal was a dungeon core, like the dungeon cores from the legends of the great adventurers, and he was absorbing it! He had not intended to at all, but it was happening!  
 
    A mixture of fear and excitement flooded through Jack as the green crystal disintegrated in his hand. His emotions were swamped in the feeling of power that flowed through his body suddenly, flashing through him like light into a dark room. All at once, he felt like he could do anything.  
 
    It was terrifying and amazing at the same time. His mind expanded into the world around him, and the possibilities were endless. His hands were like magic wands, and he felt like he could cast an endless variety of powerful spells all at once if he’d wanted.  
 
    The green light of the magical crystal flowed through him and found its way to his mana pool, right in the center of his belly. Awareness of the mana there flooded him, and he felt his pool expand and then become clear.  
 
    That was the most amazing feeling. All the time since Jack had been aware of his mana pool, it had been cloudy and the edges had been soft and unclear, despite all the efforts and work he’d put into improving and clarifying it. Now, he saw and felt the pool’s edges become hard and exact. At the same time, the mana in the pool shifted from cloudy to crystal clear. Pathways from his mana pool snaked out through his body to his hands, his feet, and his head.  
 
    The pool itself expanded, doubling in size in a moment.  
 
    Jack gasped in amazement. All that work, for all those hours and days, and he had only managed to grow his mana pool a little. Now he felt that his pool was strong enough even for the mages’ guild interviewers!  
 
    He grinned exultantly as he felt the mana pathways throughout his body settle and become solid and permanent. They stretched from his mana pool to his hands and feet, up to the top of his head, and throughout his body. Mana flowed in him, and he felt like it infused his very blood.  
 
    But the green light from the crystal dulled and weakened. Green smoke swirled around his hands and around his head, then faded. A powerful tingling sensation ran through Jack, and he shuddered briefly.  
 
    His hands were empty. The crystal was gone.  
 
    The incredible sensation of power faded, but Jack was left with the awareness of his clear, well-defined mana pool and the network of pathways throughout his body, and particularly the ones to his hands. He held his hands up in front of him, looking at the palms. He felt full of potential, yet at the same time he didn’t feel like he had anywhere to put the potential.  
 
    “No spells,” he said out loud. “I don’t have any spells that I can cast yet. Somehow, I have been granted an increase in mana and power by this dungeon, but I’ll need a mentor before I can make use of my magic properly.”  
 
    He caught his breath and looked around the chamber. For a moment, all was quiet—but suddenly the blue runes on the walls glowed brightly. A voice boomed out in Jack’s mind, so loud that he could hardly stay on his feet.  
 
    “Aetherborn,” it said, “aetherborn, you have fulfilled the prophecy! I felt your approach and I awoke for you. Now you have gained the power of the dungeons by absorbing my crystal, a feat that no man has achieved for a thousand years. Now, Aetherborn, you must take the power out into the world and fulfil your destiny. Go forth, and harness the power of dungeons!”  
 
    The voice vanished as suddenly as it had appeared, and Jack reeled for a moment before catching his balance and steadying himself. Aetherborn. He didn’t know what that meant, but he liked the sound of it. It sounded right. Whatever that voice had been, it gave him the confidence that he had done the right thing.  
 
    The sense of powerful presence that had filled the chamber for a moment was gone, and Jack felt sure that whatever had spoken to him would not speak again. The blue runes in the walls had dimmed.  
 
    Well, it had told him to go forth and harness his power. Perhaps he would need a mentor of some kind to learn magic properly, but could he not have a go by himself?  
 
    As an experiment, he reached out his right hand and flexed his mana pool. His hand was empty—his spear was still leaning against the wall where he had placed it—and as he focused on his hand, he was rewarded with a sensation of warmth in his right palm.  
 
    He withdrew the focus, feeling mana flow back into his pool.  
 
    Excitement coursed through him, and his heart beat faster.  
 
    Something had happened when he’d focused.  
 
    Carefully, he tried it again. Mana flowed from his mana pool up the pathway that led from his center to his hand as he concentrated.  
 
    Again, that sensation of warmth flowed to his palm and gathered there. It was as if he was holding his hand in a sunbeam—heat was focused right in the center of his palm.  
 
    Jack dared himself to push a little further.  
 
    He focused harder, and to his amazement and delight, he was rewarded with a glow of light in the center of his hand.  
 
    He kept control of his excitement, breathing in and out slowly and steadily like a runner catching his breath after a sprint.  
 
    As he concentrated, the magic swelled within him, and light suddenly shone out brightly from his hand. It was a clear, soft, white light, not like the light from a flame. He had never seen light like that before.  
 
    It was beautiful. It shone steadily out from his hand, accompanied by a sensation of pleasant heat.  
 
    “Magic,” he breathed.  
 
    “That’s right,” a voice said behind him. “Magic. Pretty impressive, but you’re going to need a bit of tuition if you want to take that further.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The speaker stood in the center of the cave. He was robed from head to toe in black, and he had a deep hood that cast a shadow over his whole face. Jack could see nothing of his features except for the glint of a smile. 
 
    Jack pushed his torch higher in the air, trying to cast light on the figure, but the mysterious stranger had a shadow around him that could not be banished by the flame. The torchlight lit up the ground around the stranger, but it did not reach the black cloak. The mysterious newcomer remained shrouded in shadow.  
 
    “Who are you?” Jack demanded, pleased to find that his voice was firm and steady, despite the fright the stranger had given him. “What do you want of me? Are you from the guild?”  
 
    “Who am I?” the stranger mused, sounding as if he found something funny in the question. “I am what you have been seeking, young one. I am the answer to your desires.”  
 
    “You know nothing about me,” Jack said harshly. He felt annoyed by the stranger’s calm amusement. “What do you know of what I seek, or what I want?” 
 
    The figure laughed softly. “Oh, come,” he said, “anyone with ears in the town of Oakwood could discover what young Jack sought. Last I checked, my ears are working just fine. You are looking for a mage to train you, are you not? You are looking for an apprenticeship, and an entry into the guild, but you have been rejected.”  
 
    Jack took a breath to speak, but the figure lifted two black-gloved hands and began to count off the points on his fingers as he listed everything he knew about Jack. “You are an orphan seeking a career as an adventurer. You have ambitions to learn magic, but nobody will train you because you are a low-born nobody. Your mana pool was deemed insufficient by the guildsman you spoke to and so you’ve been training by yourself in the woods for months now—an impressive effort.” 
 
    He leaned forward as if particularly eager, and Jack caught a glint that might have been eyes from within the hood. “And for some reason, you found this dungeon and she granted you her dungeon core. And you, all unknowing, absorbed it!”  
 
    The figure stepped forward suddenly, and Jack took a step back without intending to. The figure laughed again, more merrily this time, and then reached up and pushed back the deep hood. As he did, the shadow that shrouded him receded, and the blue light from the walls of the cave fell full on his face.  
 
    He was the strangest man Jack had ever seen. His skin was the deep, cherry red of the coals in a smith’s forge, but the red was broken by thick lines of deepest black that were scored across the skin like war paint. The red parts of the skin shone in the light of Jack’s torch, gleaming in a way that reminded Jack of the smooth surface of smoke-cured river salmon, but the black strips were blacker than ink, eating the light.  
 
    He had two small horns of yellow bone that curved from his brow, but they were short, only as long as a joint of Jack’s thumb.  
 
    But it was his eyes that were the strangest. They were deep yellow, with dark slits for pupils that were elongated like the eyes of a cat. The man blinked, and before his outer lids closed, Jack caught a glimpse of white inner eyelids that slid horizontally across the eye, like the lids of a hawk.  
 
    He had a curved nose and a strong chin, and his teeth gleamed unsettlingly white in the light of the cave, now that the magical shadow had lifted from him.  
 
    “My name is Lachlan Woe,” he said. “And I’m the closest thing to a mage of the guild that you’re going to get. So point that spear somewhere else and let’s talk. I’m keen to get to know you better.”  
 
    Lachlan Woe grinned, and the effect was startling with his cat’s eyes and his bright teeth.  
 
    But for all the man’s strange appearance and eerie look, Jack found himself smiling back at Lachlan. He lowered his spear then shifted it into his left hand. Then he stepped forward and put out his hand.  
 
    “Jack,” he said, introducing himself.  
 
    Lachlan glanced down at Jack’s extended hand for a moment, then looked up and met his eyes.  
 
    “I know,” he said with a grin, then gripped Jack’s hand firmly for a moment.  
 
    They faced each other. Jack felt strangely at ease in this strange man’s presence. “Lachlan Woe,” he said, after the silence had held for a minute. “That’s a strange name.” 
 
    “Well,” Lachlan said without hesitating, “I’m a strange man. But not as strange as you.”  
 
    “Me? What do you mean? What’s strange about me?”  
 
    Lachlan wagged a finger at him. “What’s strange about you? You just absorbed a dungeon core and didn’t die! And the dungeon presented you with the core in the first place. And you found this lost dungeon untrained and without spells. It seemed like the dungeon even awoke just to give you her core! That’s enough to make you strange in my opinion. How do you explain it?”  
 
    Jack laughed. “I, uh, I guess I can’t explain it. I was passing and I felt strongly drawn toward it. When I spotted the opening through the bushes, I made my way in. As for being given the core, I was just lucky, I suppose.”  
 
    He found that he was reluctant to mention the strange voice and the name it had called him: Aetherborn.  
 
    He wanted to know a little more about Lachlan Woe before he entrusted that knowledge to him.  
 
    The mage gave Jack a knowing look.  
 
    “No, no, that won’t do at all,” Lachlan said. He shook his head and scratched his chin. “There’s more to it than luck, that’s for certain. There’s some secret here, and perhaps you just don’t know it yet. It’s often the way with those destined for great things.”  
 
    “Destined…?” Jack thought the words were a strange echo of the mysterious voice that had spoken in his head after he’d absorbed the core.  
 
    Lachlan shook his head. “You don’t have any idea how strange what you just did was, do you?”  
 
    “Absorbed some kind of dungeon core, I guess, but is that really so unusual?”  
 
    “Unusual… I’d say that’s something of an understatement.” Lachlan glanced over his shoulder toward the entrance to the dungeon. “But listen, how about we continue this discussion somewhere more comfortable?”  
 
    Jack frowned at Lachlan. “That depends. What do you want from me?”  
 
    “As I said, I want you to be my apprentice, Jack,” Lachlan said. “I’m a mage, and I’m affiliated with the guild, though I’m not a full member. I can’t be, because of my… heritage. But I’m a mage, and I’m willing to take you on if you’re willing to be taught.” 
 
    Jack thought about it for a moment.  
 
    Lachlan Woe was not what he’d come to expect of guild mages, though he didn’t really have a great deal to go on. He’d imagined that mages would be heroic and noble, with bright clothes and bright magic.  
 
    But this sardonic, strange-looking man in front of him seemed, strangely enough, to be almost more magical and genuine than any of the ideas about mages that Jack had held in his mind in the past.  
 
    There was no trace of a lie in his voice or his manner. He wanted Jack to be a mage, to be his apprentice. It was the thing Jack had dreamed about for a long time now.  
 
    He had done it! And now that he had a fully-functioning mana pool and internal magical pathways, he would need someone to mentor him.  
 
    Jack made his decision.  
 
    He would take the first step on the journey he had always dreamed about.  
 
    “Well, Jack?” Lachlan Woe said softly. “Will you agree to this? Will you come with me and learn magic?”  
 
    Jack smiled and nodded. “I will,” he said.  
 
    Lachlan seemed delighted. He grinned broadly, and his eyes widened. The effect was a little unsettling since his teeth were so brightly gleaming and his eyes were so strange, but Jack found himself smiling back. The mage clapped his hands together.  
 
    “I’m pleased! If you’d refused, I’d probably have had to kill you, and that would have been a pity!” Lachlan saw the horrified look on Jack’s face. “I’m only joking, Jack! Don’t worry! I’d perhaps just have to cast a spell on you to make you forget you’d ever seen me here. Or maybe killed you. Anyway, none of that matters now, because you’re my apprentice. Come along with me!”  
 
    Jack thought that the strange man seemed keen to move away from the uncomfortable topic of killing, and he was pleased to play along. Whether this mage was completely joking or not, the idea of fighting him was not appealing. The mage seemed powerful and capable, and Jack guessed that he would offer some serious resistance. A fight with a mage was the last thing Jack wanted to get into just now.  
 
    With a last glance back into the cave with its strange magical blue lighting, Jack followed Lachlan Woe back out into the dimness of the woods.  
 
    Night had fallen, and the woods were very dark, with only a bit of light from the moon filtering down through the tree canopy. Lachlan sniffed the air and looked about himself.  
 
    “Let’s not waste time,” he said. “We’ve a mile or two to walk, and it’s slow going through a forest at night. Also, I’d like to get away from this spot before anyone else decides to show an interest in this dungeon. It’s certainly going to attract attention, and I’d rather not be here when explorers come along to check it out. Also, I think it would be best if it were not known that I’d taken an apprentice—not yet, anyway.”  
 
    “Why is that?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Well,” Lachlan said as they started off through the trees, “a couple of reasons. For a start, not everyone in the world is friendly with the mages’ guild. The less that’s known about who’s in the guild and who’s not, the better. Also, not everyone in the guild is friendly to me. Like I said, I’m not a full guild member, but I have most of the privileges of one, and there are some mages in the guild who don’t like that. They would be interested to know I’d taken an apprentice. On principle, I’d like to be the one who is in control of when people find that out. There are other reasons, too. Don’t forget that you’ve absorbed a dungeon core, and that’s an immensely powerful thing to have happened. I want us to take our time and explore that power carefully, so you can reach your full potential. Others might not be so keen on the idea.”  
 
    They had walked a good way into the trees now, and the mouth of the dungeon and the purple leaves of the trees around it were out of sight. The trees around them were less affected by the magical influence of the dungeon here, and though there was still a purplish tinge to the leaves, they were of a more normal size, and the purple light was less intense.  
 
    The moon was rising fast, shining a pale white light down through the leaves and turning the shadows all to inky black.  
 
    “In fact,” Lachlan said, stopping and turning to face Jack, “let that be my first lesson to you, as master to apprentice. The lesson of discretion, of secrecy. Be aware, Jack. The more power you gain, the greater the responsibility you hold, and the greater your significance in the world becomes. Not everyone will be happy about that. And there is something unusual about you. You absorbed the dungeon core, and I’ve never heard of that outside of legends. That means you’re special, and it makes sense for you to be careful of yourself—and careful who you share knowledge with.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “I understand,” he said, simply. “I will do as you say.”  
 
    Lachlan looked at him consideringly for a moment, then smiled. “Good. Good! Spoken like a true prodigy. Now then, let’s get moving. We've still got a good way to go before we get home.”  
 
    Jack did as Lachlan asked, stepping out briskly alongside the mage. Lachlan looked at him approvingly. “You’re clearly a young man who knows how to listen to instructions.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Jack said with a shrug. “My stepfather always taught me to listen to those with more experience than I. We lived well enough in my village, but it can be a harsh environment. The mountains are not abundant in resources, and the weather can come in fast and can be deadly. In a situation like that, the ability of a team to follow orders and act fast can be the difference between life and death.”  
 
    “That’s a good lesson to learn young,” Lachlan mused. “Mage apprentices are usually drawn from the aristocracy—the sons and daughters of dukes and noblemen. They are often full of pride and have high opinions of themselves, and they have difficulty submitting to authority. That’s one reason I’ve not taken on an apprentice for so long. I could never find one who fitted with my… character.”  
 
    There seemed little Jack could say to that, so he said nothing. He followed the strange mage through the dimness of the woods. The moon was approaching the full and it sent a bright white light down, dappling through the broad leaves of the oak trees.  
 
    Jack’s footsteps were quiet in the deep moss of the forest floor, and Lachlan’s footsteps were almost entirely silent. Jack sniffed the air then breathed deeply. The silent forest was full of a wonderful rich, green smell, and he smiled as he walked, feeling very happy about the recent turn of his fortunes.  
 
    “So,” Lachlan said, after they’d walked in companionable silence for a while, “when I came to the cave, you were experimenting with a bit of magic.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Jack agreed. “I’d found that by focusing on my mana pool and moving some mana along the pathways to my hands, I could generate a light in the palm of my hand.”  
 
    Lachlan asked about the mana pool. Though Lachlan tried to keep his voice casual, Jack could tell that there was restrained excitement there. He suspected that the awareness of a mana pool and mana pathways was unusual in someone as young as he was.  
 
    As simply and as clearly as he could, he explained how he had cultivated his mana pool through a meditation exercise that he had learned from the mage in Oakwood Town. Then he explained how when he’d absorbed the dungeon core, he’d felt the mana pool become clear and hard-edged, where it had been cloudy and fuzzy before.  
 
    “Fascinating,” Lachlan said, before confirming Jack’s suspicions. “I won’t hide from you that this is very unusual. Normally it takes many years of sustained and guided training to build a mana pool as you have, and the process of clarification happens slowly through continued meditation and practice. There’s a mystery here that we don’t have the answer to, but you are definitely a special case when it comes to magical ability.”  
 
    “Thanks, I guess,” Jack said, feeling a bit unsure about that.  
 
    “Show me this magic while we walk,” Lachlan said abruptly.  
 
    “Uh, okay,” Jack answered. “I’ll try.”  
 
    He shifted his spear over to his left hand to leave his right hand empty. Then, focusing his attention on his mana pool, he let awareness of it expand throughout his mind. He could feel it as he did. Mana was there in the pool, but it was also able to travel throughout his body if he willed it. Putting more effort in, he drew his focus to a point and then felt his way along the mana pathway from his pool to his right hand.  
 
    “Jack,” Lachlan’s soft voice interrupted Jack’s concentration, and he snapped back to awareness of his surroundings. He had stopped, and they were standing among the trees.  
 
    Jack blinked. “What? Did I do something wrong?”  
 
    “You stopped walking. Did you mean to do that?”  
 
    Jack thought about it for a moment. “No, actually, I didn’t. I wasn’t even aware that I had stopped walking. Weird!”  
 
    Lachlan nodded. “Come on,” he said, jerking his head in the direction they’d been walking before they stopped. “Let’s work on that first.”  
 
    They started walking again. 
 
    “To be a mage,” Lachlan explained, “you will have to learn to keep your awareness split between tasks. The magical awareness of your pool, your pathways, and the magic you’re using can all be very distracting from the outside world, but to function as a magic user, you have to be able to do all these things simultaneously. In battle, for example, a mage cannot give up awareness of the world around him every time he wants to cast a new spell. And there are many other magics, subtler ones like the ones that allow a mage to influence the thoughts and feelings of others. A mage using that kind of magic needs to be able to keep up a conversation, eat, walk, even dance or play at dice or cards while using the magic. Let’s start by getting you to split your awareness between the world around you and the magic inside you. Don’t worry, we’ll start simple. I’m sure you’ll be able to do it.”  
 
    As they walked, Lachlan guided Jack through an exercise. First, he had Jack just become aware of the world around him in detail. He told Jack to breathe deeply and be aware of the scents of the wood, to listen to the stirring of the leaves around him. Then he told him to be aware of the feeling of his own body, the sensations of his feet inside his boots, of the feeling of the spear in his hand, and the weight of the pack on his back.  
 
    “You are able to feel your feet holding up your weight, but also hear the breeze in the leaves and see the way ahead, are you not?” he asked.  
 
    “Well, yes,” Jack said. “Of course.”  
 
    “Of course you are,” Lachlan replied. “Because you’ve practiced it. Magic is like that—a sense you can use, a thing you can feel, while doing other things. Start by just bringing your awareness to your mana pool, but don’t try to do anything else for now.”  
 
    This time, Jack managed to do it while maintaining his awareness of the world around him. It took a bit of effort at first, but after a few tries, he was able to hold awareness of his pool while walking. Lachlan had him hold that awareness steady, then got him to describe out loud the things he could see, or hear, or feel.  
 
    Once Jack felt confident with that, Lachlan instructed him to extend his magical awareness to his internal magical pathways.  
 
    At first, Jack found his steps slowing and his awareness of the world fading, but they took it slowly. Again, with a little practice, he found that he could do it.  
 
    “It’s more tiring than I’d expected,” Jack said.  
 
    Sweat beaded on his brow, and his mind was starting to feel foggy, the way he sometimes felt if he was trying to concentrate but had not had enough sleep the night before.  
 
    “It will be, at first,” Lachlan said. “This new magic, it’s like a part of you that you’re learning to use in a new way. Tell me, Jack, can you read and write?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jack said, “my stepfather was always very insistent on learning that.”  
 
    “A wise man. And do you write with your left or your right hand? I’m guessing you use your right hand, from the way you hold your spear?”  
 
    “Yes…”   
 
    “Have you ever tried to write with your left hand instead of your right?”  
 
    Jack was taken off-guard by the question. He thought for a moment, then laughed. “Well, yes, I guess I have. It never went well!”  
 
    “But it was not impossible, was it? And if you’d practiced, you’d have gotten better?”  
 
    “Well, yes… It would have taken a lot of practice but I guess so…” 
 
    “That’s what we’re doing here. Everyone has magic in them, Jack, but in most people, it’s weak and only used in small ways, without the person really knowing that they’re doing it. You’re learning to use something you’ve always had, but you’re doing it in a new way. Try to push some mana through the pathway now.”  
 
    With a great deal of effort, Jack continued placing one foot steadily in front of the other, while also making sure he didn’t walk into any trees, and managed to draw some mana from the pool and along the pathway to his hand.  
 
    Warmth flared there, as before, and he grinned.  
 
    “Careful,” Lachlan said as Jack stumbled over a tree root, “keep your focus.”  
 
    Jack felt as if he were trying to carry a glass full to the brim up a winding flight of stairs. So long as he stayed relaxed and kept everything in balance, he could do it, but the slightest wavering would cause him to lose part of it.  
 
    He breathed deep, and then made the effort to push the mana to his hand again. This time, he was rewarded with a glowing light in his palm as well as the sensation of heat.  
 
    “Excellent!” Lachlan cried, clapping his hands. “Look at that! You’re doing it! Now count backward from ten!”  
 
    “What?!” Jack spluttered. The light wavered.  
 
    “Come on,” Lachlan said, “you can do it, keep walking.”  
 
    Jack drew in a long deep breath and began to count backward from ten, while holding his awareness of the world and not walking into any trees. When he got to the end, he withdrew the mana back into his pool and then stopped, leaning over and placing his hands on his knees as if he had just sprinted.  
 
    “Haha!” Lachlan whooped, and Jack looked up to see the strange red and black mage capering about him like a lunatic. Lachlan leaped into the air, clapped his hands, and danced a circle around Jack before coming to a stop in front of him. 
 
    “Have you any idea,” Lachlan said breathlessly to Jack, “how long it takes for most apprentices to successfully pull that off? Weeks, three weeks of daily practice at least! And you just did it on the first attempt!”  
 
    “Weeks?” Jack asked, disbelievingly.  
 
    “Yes!” Lachlan said. “It’s unheard of for a student to master that level of split focus so quickly! Ah, but this justifies what I’ve been saying for years—we in the guild limit ourselves by only taking apprentices from the high-born. You, young Jack, you will be the proof of it, an orphaned blacksmith’s lad from the mountains, mastering the basic focus exercise in under an hour!”  
 
    He rubbed his hands in glee, then, seeing that Jack was exhausted, he reached into a fold of his robes and pulled out a little glass bottle full of a blue liquid that glowed faintly in the dimness of the night.  
 
    He handed this to Jack. “Take a drink of this potion,” he said. “It’ll give you the boost you need to get you back to the tower.”  
 
    Jack unstopped the bottle and sniffed. It smelled good, like honey and wildflowers. “What is this stuff?” he asked as he raised the bottle to his lips and took a mouthful.  
 
    “It’s just an energy booster potion. A special mixture that I created myself.”  
 
    The liquid felt both cool and hot at the same time, and it tasted as sweet as it smelled. Jack felt the effect of it move through him immediately. It started as a warm boost in his stomach, but then spread out through his chest and down his arms to his hands and feet. He felt energized and warm, and the exhaustion that had been affecting him a moment before was gone.  
 
    He straightened up as he corked it and handed it back to Lachlan, who took it in one gloved hand and hid it away inside his black robes again.  
 
    “That’s good stuff!” Jack said, wiping his lips. “If you sold that down at the tavern in town, you could make some serious money.”  
 
    Lachlan chuckled. “That would not be wise,” he said. “Even mages can get an unhealthy taste for such things, and regular folks like those in the town would be very vulnerable to becoming addicted to such things. Potions are extremely useful, but they should always be handled with care.”  
 
    “Will you teach me how to make potions, Lachlan?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Of course!” Lachlan said, slapping his apprentice on the back. “It’s all part of the trade, and I’ll be teaching you everything there is to know about it eventually. But, first things first. Let’s get ourselves home. I can smell rain on the air.”  
 
    Jack looked at the strange mage at his side. “Where exactly is home for you, Lachlan?” he asked. They had been walking for a while now, and there seemed no sign of the forest ending, or even becoming less dense, but Jack knew enough of the forest to know the general direction they were headed. He felt that they were coming uncomfortably close to the Shadow Tower.  
 
    Even as Jack asked the question, the two of them passed into a clearing.  
 
    Without answering, Lachlan led Jack up a slight slope, and then they were looking down into a small, narrow valley that opened out below them, with the forest surrounding it on every side.  
 
    The valley looked about half a mile long. It was overgrown with brambles and low, stunted thorn trees, and a dark stream snaked down the middle of it.  
 
    Beside the river there was a stone-flagged road, all overgrown with grasses and brambles, the stones cracked and shifted by many years of unchecked growth.  
 
    At the far end of the valley there was a tower. It was a circular drum tower made of black stone, with dark, barred windows below the battlements at the top, and piles of broken masonry around the base. Ivy had taken over one side of the tower, and twisted thorn trees clustered around the base of the tower and grew out of the cracks between the bricks.  
 
    “The Shadow Tower!” Jack exclaimed. “I know where we are now! I’ve been here once before—one of the apprentices in the stables showed me. It’s haunted, Lachlan, and no one dares go near it! You’re not telling me that is where you live?”  
 
    Lachlan threw his head back and laughed. “The Shadow Tower, that’s right. Don’t worry, Jack, all is not as it seems. Trust me, lad. Come on down, and you’ll understand the true nature of the Shadow Tower.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain spat as they walked down into the overgrown valley. Jack shivered as the cold droplets hit his cheeks. It was cold. Jack looked up and saw that the moon was setting and the gray light of dawn was just beginning to brighten the world around them. More time had passed than he’d realized since his entry into the mysterious forgotten dungeon.   
 
    The overgrown brambles and twisted thorn trees looked strange and eerie in the valley, and the tall pine trees that clustered around the top of the valley cast gloomy, ominous shadows.  
 
    Jack looked around and for the first time, he felt a little doubt. But Lachlan Woe seemed cheerful, chatting quietly about how he’d lived in this tower for several years now, and how, when they got inside, Jack would understand more about the place and its appearance.  
 
    I’ve trusted him this far, Jack thought, and he’s already taught me some new things about magic. I’m not going to let this creepy ruined tower scare me off now. 
 
    He squared his shoulders and stood up straight, looking out over the valley as he walked in.  
 
    Lachlan led Jack down a treacherous path of broken stones to the road that ran up the middle of the valley to the creepy tower. Jack had to be careful not to trip on the road’s broken flagstones. Ferns and small trees grew up between the flagstones, and mosses and lichens made them slippery to walk on. It must have once been a well-made and well-used road, because it was broad and the flagstones were wide and of good quality. What had happened here to cause the tower and the road to be abandoned? 
 
    The river ran beside the path. It came down from the deep tangled woods behind the tower and flowed away down the valley, flowing alongside the road in a deep bed. The water was thick and silty, and it seemed deep. Trees overhung it, and thick growths of ivy dripped from the trees and trailed in the slow-moving water.  
 
    Raindrops stirred the dark brown surface of the river, and Jack’s feet squelched in some mud where a flagstone was missing.  
 
    Lachlan seemed to sense Jack’s disappointment at the unglamorous setting. He turned his head to look over his shoulder at Jack. There was a twinkle of amusement in his eye.  
 
    “Don’t look so disheartened,” he said, smiling his knowing smile. “As I keep telling you, there’s more to this than meets the eye. Trust me. In a moment, you’ll see!”  
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    They approached the entrance to the tower, and Jack looked up. The black tumbledown stone loomed up above him, blocking out the pale light of the early dawn. The door was a yawning black space with an oversized spider web across one corner. Jack shivered. It looked like a den of ghosts, not a welcoming home.  
 
    But then Lachlan raised his fingers to his lips and whistled. The note was loud, and startled a flock of ragged crows from the crumbling tower top. There was a shimmering, like a heat haze, over the door to the tower.  
 
    As Lachlan’s whistle echoed round the desolate valley, the shimmering passed over the door of the tower. When it passed, Jack blinked in surprise and then passed a hand over his eyes.  
 
    “How… how can that be?” he gasped.  
 
    “I told you there’s more to this than meets the eye!” Lachlan said with a mischievous chuckle.  
 
    Where the empty doorway had gaped, there was now a real door. It stood slightly open, and it was no longer ruined. The stone doorway was well-made, the edges clean and sharply cut. Above it was a beautiful coat of arms showing a dragon in flight.  
 
    The door itself was heavy timber dotted with gleaming iron studs. The wood glowed as if it were freshly oiled, and the whole doorway gleamed as if the sun was shining on it, despite the fact that the light all around was still gray and rainy.  
 
    Jack examined the ground around the doorway. Here, too, everything had changed.  
 
    A yard of neatly raked gravel path led up to the doorway, and on either side of that was carefully mowed grass of a vibrant, healthy green. The effect seemed to extend about a yard in every direction from the doorway.  
 
    When Jack looked up and around, he saw the forbidding tower, gloomy in the gray dawn, but the doorway itself and the space around it had been transformed.  
 
    “That’s amazing, Lachlan!” he said, and his mentor smiled proudly.  
 
    “I do like it,” Lachlan said. “Glamors are one of my favorite kinds of magic.”  
 
    “Glamors…” Jack said, looking around the gloomy valley. “So all this… this is not real?”  
 
    Lachlan shrugged. “Oh, it’s real enough. But so is the other version, the version that’s kept secret for you and me.” He grinned. “Come on. I don’t get to show this to people very often.”  
 
    Lachlan was obviously pleased with the illusion and proud of his tower. Jack smiled at the idea that such an obviously powerful mage could be so excited about showing off his illusion to his pupil. Jack had expected that a mage would be haughty and aloof, and would not get excited about things like this. It just showed again that Lachlan was different from Jack’s idea of what mage would be.  
 
    Jack followed Lachlan inside the tower, passing through the beautiful doorway into a luxuriously furnished hallway. Jack stood in the doorway, his mouth open in amazement. The floor was covered in a thick carpet of deep forest green, and the walls had dark wood panels, with the stone of the structure showing through here and there, creating a tasteful contrast.  
 
    Pictures hung on the walls. Jack had never seen anything like them before. They were huge paintings, some as tall as Jack himself. They depicted battle scenes, mostly, but every picture seemed to feature Lachlan himself in some heroic pose. In one, he stood over a vanquished monster that looked like a cross between a dragon and a scorpion. In another, he leaned over a desk of papers and glass potion bottles, a steaming test tube in one hand.  
 
    There were tapestries in the hallway too, red and green and gold. Some of them seemed to be just landscapes or hunting scenes, but there were several that showed monsters—huge lizards, lumbering trolls, and in one a graceful dragon. Again, every tapestry had an image of Lachlan somewhere in the picture.  
 
    Jack closed his mouth and drew a breath to speak. As he did, he stepped into the hallway, his boots sinking into the plush green carpet.  
 
    A sudden voice interrupted him. It was high-pitched and strange-sounding. “Wipe your feet! Wipe your feet, please, young fellow! And that goes for you, too, master Lachlan, or must I put a sign up again? You know how well that went when I tried it before!”  
 
    Jack looked around in surprise and saw the most unexpected figure imaginable. The newcomer was small, about half Jack’s height. He was bald, with dark green skin, almost the same color as the carpet. His strange yellow eyes were unnaturally large and seemed to pop out of his head like a frog’s. A pointed chin, pointed nose, and long, pointed ears finished the little creature’s monstrous look.  
 
    It was a goblin, there was no doubt about it. A goblin dressed like a butler.  
 
    The little green fellow was wearing a suit of black clothes and gleaming black leather slippers. He had a white shirt and a collar of cream lace at his throat. His clothes were spotless and flawlessly pressed, and they made Jack feel suddenly ashamed of his rustic leather and chainmail.  
 
    But… a goblin? As a butler? 
 
    “Sorry! Sorry!” It was Lachlan speaking now. He had walked into the hallway but now hurried back toward the doorway and carefully wiped his feet on a huge mat by the door, while the goblin stood with crossed arms, watching carefully. Jack, stunned by this new development, followed Lachlan’s example.  
 
    “That’s better, that’s better,” the goblin said, nodding and eyeing their boots. “I just cleaned this carpet.”  
 
    Jack looked at Lachlan. Lachlan smiled and looked at the goblin. “Jack, this is my good friend Ivan, who keeps things livable around here, as you can see.”  
 
    The goblin butler bowed to Jack.  
 
    “Ivan, this is Jack,” Lachlan continued. “He’s an adventurer who is going to be staying with us for a while. I want you to do everything you can to make him comfortable.”  
 
    Ivan the goblin looked Jack up and down with a bright eye. “An adventurer, eh?” he said, and his nose twitched as if he was sniffing for an elusive scent. “And a mage, too, or my nose is lying.”  
 
    “Ivan can smell magic,” Lachlan explained to Jack, before turning to the goblin. “That’s right, there’s magic in him. I’m going to be teaching him how to harness his powers. I’ll put him in the tower top bedroom, I think.”  
 
    The goblin bobbed his head in acknowledgement and hurried off. “I’ll see to it straightaway, sir,” he said.  
 
    Lachlan smiled as he took Jack up through the main hallway. “I guess you think it’s a bit unusual to have a goblin as a butler,” he said. “There’s a story there, but it’s a story for another time. Ivan has been with me for many years, and to be honest, I don’t know what I’d do without him! But you can trust him completely, that’s all you need to know. Come on, I’ll give you the tour.”  
 
    Lachlan took Jack up through the tower. The building was divided into three floors, and seemed to have lots of other smaller wings coming off in various other directions. Jack saw an enchanting room with a wide table and weapons in racks. The table and the weapons all glowed with magic.  
 
    Lachlan showed him a library chamber, where stacks of books were lying on the floors and on the tables, and piled on shelves that stretched up to the ceiling. There was a big fireplace with a cozy blaze crackling, and a comfortable chair drawn up beside it.  
 
    There were bedrooms, storerooms, cupboards, bathrooms, large and small studies, and luxurious sitting rooms. The tower seemed to have a strange way with space—there seemed to be more rooms than there was space for, and every time Jack turned, it seemed there was some new room or some unseen corridor stretching away to reveal new wonders.  
 
    “Not all the placements of the rooms are fixed,” Lachlan said, almost in answer to Jack’s thought, “but your room is on the top floor, and this central staircase should always lead up through the tower to it.”  
 
    They climbed the stairs and reached the top floor. Here, the hallways were bare wooden boards covered with rugs, and though it was all still pleasantly furnished, it was not as over-the-top as downstairs had been. Jack breathed a sigh of relief at that. The rest of the tower had seemed almost like a king’s palace, and this humble floor was more like he was used to. He yawned suddenly and raised a hand to cover his mouth.  
 
    “Tired, eh?” Lachlan said, twisting a smile at him. “And it’s not surprising.”  
 
    The mage reached out and opened a red door to the right of the stairs. “This is your room now,” he said. “Remember the red door. Just… be careful of the other doors. Whatever you do, don’t just go exploring and opening doors. The tower has a life of its own and if you go wandering by yourself, I can’t guarantee your safety. This red door won’t change, so just be alert when you’re coming up to bed.”  
 
    Jack looked at the door. It was plain enough, but the handle was gold with a green gem in the middle, and about eye-height there was a little golden plate that said Jack in fine letters on it.  
 
    He looked around the corridor, wondering about Lachlan’s words. The tower had a life of its own, that was plain.  
 
    Another door nearby caught his eye. It was dark brown and had a golden plate with a name just like Jack’s door did. Jack leaned toward it a little and caught the name. “Melinda,” he read out loud. “Who is that? Does someone else stay up on this floor?”  
 
    Lachlan gazed at the door with interest. “I have no idea who or what that’s about,” he said calmly. “Melinda. Interesting. Don’t open it! Honestly, just trust me on that. Don’t open any door but yours, and probably best just keep your interest to yourself, too, all right?”  
 
    Jack smiled, seeing that there were many, many doors on this corridor, many of them with little golden name plates on them. Weird light shone from underneath some of them. From one not that far away, there was a trickle of pinkish purple smoke. Another one—thankfully a good bit further down the corridor—seemed to be occupied by something very large and angry. Thumping and snorting came from behind that door.  
 
    “Very well, Lachlan,” Jack said. “I won’t go wandering.”  
 
    “Good, good,” Lachlan said, sounding distracted. “Now, go get some rest. I have some things to do. When you wake, come downstairs to the main hallway and shout for Ivan. He’ll see about getting you something to eat, and he’ll be able to find me as well.”  
 
    Jack thanked Lachlan and headed into his new room. In the doorway, he stopped and looked back. The strange, red-and-black mage was standing in front of the mysterious door. He held a scrap of paper in his hand and scribbled the name on it. Then he turned and made his way down the stairs muttering, “Melinda. How strange. I wonder…”  
 
    Shaking his head and smiling at the strangeness of it all, Jack stepped into his new room and closed the door. All was quiet. 
 
    It was a cozy, comfortable space, not luxurious, but nothing as humble as the hayloft he’d been sleeping in back in the town. There was a generously sized mattress that seemed to be stuffed with pleasant-smelling herbs as well as with good, dry straw, and the blankets on the bed were good, soft, well-used wool.  
 
    The room was warmed by a fireplace with a small fire burning in it. A stack of logs lay beside it. Next to the fireplace was a bucket with water for washing, a kettle to heat water, and a towel folded neatly on the hearth. A small table and a single chair stood by the shuttered window, and on the table rested a silver jug and a thick, blue drinking glass. Next to these was a candle in a holder, burning steadily.  
 
    Jack went to the fireplace and added a couple more logs to the little fire, then filled the kettle and swung it over the fire on its little hook. Then he went to the table and poured some water into the glass and drank. The water didn’t taste of anything special, but it gave him a strange feeling. There was something more to it than just water, and Jack wondered if it had a few drops of one of Lachlan’s magic potions added.  
 
    He was thirsty after his night’s adventures, and the water was refreshing, so he drank his glass off and poured a second one as he moved around the room. The shutters were latched, but the latch could not be moved, and there was no gap between the shutters that he could look out from.  
 
    In one corner, Jack found a wooden chest with iron bands reinforcing each corner. It had a lock, but the key was in the lock. Jack turned this and heard a satisfying click as the lock opened. The lid creaked on its old hinges as Jack pushed it up and peered inside.  
 
    There wasn’t much there. Jack took out what there was. He found some clothes, a supply of candles, and a few more blankets for the bed. That was it.  
 
    Or so he thought. As he lifted the clothes up and shook them out to get a better look at them, a golden ring dropped from the folds and clinked as it bounced inside the chest. Jack snatched it up and looked at it.  
 
    Just a plain gold ring, he thought, but I wonder if Lachlan meant it to be here? Nothing in this tower is quite what it seems, and a ring found in a mage’s tower might be no ordinary ring.  
 
    He looked at it closely but there was no sign of anything special about it. All the same, he resisted the temptation to put it on. Instead, he laid it on the table beside the candleholder and turned his attention to the clothes.  
 
    Jack held them up and was not surprised to find that they looked as if they would fit him well. He was glad to shed his rusty chainmail and leathers, for they were heavy and a bit constricting. As he took off his chainmail and his boots, he heard the water in the kettle bubbling.  
 
    Half an hour later, Jack was washed and dressed in his new clothes. His outfit was made of heavy linen and soft wool. The pants and shirt were both dark green, and there was a good cloak with a deep hood and secure pockets. There was even a new set of leather boots, and they fitted him perfectly.  
 
    Before he’d washed and got changed, Jack had felt as if he could sleep for a week, but he felt refreshed now that he was washed and dressed in new clothes. So instead of going straight to bed, he went and sat in the chair by the table and thought about magic. It was easy, now that he was just sitting in his chair, to slip into the awareness of his mana pool and his internal pathways and channel a bit of mana to his right hand.  
 
    He felt the familiar sensation of warmth in his palm, then pushed a little more mana to the spell and watched in satisfaction as the light began to glow there. It increased in brightness for a moment, then became stable.  
 
    It’s about as bright as that candle flame, he thought, though the light itself is very different. Much whiter than the yellow candlelight.  
 
    Jack experimented with trying to push more mana to it, or withdraw mana from it. When he withdrew his mana, the light dimmed and then went out, but when he increased the flow of mana to it, nothing really happened. It felt like trying to pour water into an already-full cup. Mana flowed out of his pool to the spell but it didn’t make any difference to the spell.  
 
    He found that he could cause the spell to happen in his left hand as well, and experimented a little with conjuring the spell in each hand. Then he tried to pass the spell from his left hand to his right hand, but that didn’t work. The glow seemed fixed in the palm where it had originally been conjured.  
 
    So, I can create this light and maintain it, he thought, and Lachlan seemed so impressed when I did it earlier. But I have to confess it feels a little bit lame. Is this all I can do as a mage? 
 
    He had to remind himself that it was only his first day. After all, how much magic did you have yesterday? 
 
    “I guess it is pretty cool,” he said out loud, holding up the globe of light on his palm. He was pleased that he was able to effortlessly maintain awareness of his mana pool, his pathways, his spell, and the room around him now. After all, I am just sitting down. Let’s try to make it a bit more challenging.  
 
    As an experiment, he stood up from the chair and walked carefully across the room to the wall, holding the spell in his right hand. Then he walked to the wooden chest, then to the fire, then back to the chest. Grinning, he stood on one leg and balanced there, sticking his other leg out in front of him. That was a bit more challenging!  
 
    Jack wobbled and almost fell, and the light in his hand dimmed suddenly, like a guttering candle. Instead of letting it go out, he kept control of all the threads of his awareness and brought it all back together.  
 
    “Nice,” he muttered, as he found his balance again on one foot, and saw the magic light in his palm stabilize. He felt proud of managing to hold that together.  
 
    Jack held the light up in front of him, and suddenly something caught his attention.  
 
    “What the…?” he exclaimed aloud, and dropped his other foot to the floor. There was something inside the globe of light.  
 
    With a sudden rush of excitement, Jack brought the light up close to his face and looked inside it… or rather, he looked through it.  
 
    “It’s not inside the light,” he said to himself. “It’s in the room, on the other side of the light!”  
 
    He looked away, over the top of the globe, then back, looking at the room through its radiance. There was no doubt about it. When Jack looked through the light, there was something in the room that he couldn’t normally see.  
 
    It was a line, a gleaming silver line, not much thicker than the shaft of Jack’s spear. It looked flexible, like a rope, and it ran from Jack’s chest out into the room. He held the light close to himself and peered through it, seeing where it came out of his body, right between his ribs just above the solar plexus.  
 
    When he reached a hand to the spot, he felt nothing, and when he looked normally, he could see nothing, but when he looked through the globe of light, he could see it snaking away from his chest into the room.  
 
    “What in the world does it mean?” Jack wondered out loud.  
 
    The silver line moved slightly as he looked at it. Raising the light, Jack examined it further. To his surprise, he saw that it led from him, around the room, and over to the wooden chest.  
 
    He took a few steps toward the chest, then a few more. The silver line was steady, going around the room to the bottom corner of the strong wooden chest. Jack looked through the light where the line ended. There was some kind of space there, a gap in the floorboards… 
 
    Jack held the light away from himself, holding it up to illuminate the area, but looking at the gap in the boards with his normal eyes. There was something in there.  
 
    Leaning forward, Jack caught a flicker of movement. Something darted out of the hole. It was a little lizard, no bigger than Jack’s finger, but it was a bright electric blue color with vivid stripes of yellow and orange on its back. It gleamed in the light from Jack’s spell.  
 
    As his eyes fell on it, something that Jack had never felt before took over his willpower.  
 
    He opened his left hand and held it toward the lizard. There was a sudden sharp smell like burning meat, and the little lizard was being drawn toward Jack.  
 
    His chest tingled as if there was something tugging on his soul, and in that moment, the lizard disintegrated into a million tiny blue and yellow particles. It was a puff of blue and yellow dust, hanging above the boards.  
 
    Jack gasped as the dust flowed through the air toward him and vanished straight into his chest.  
 
    A deep feeling of satisfaction flowed through Jack’s body and mind. It was like stretching, drinking water, eating food, and breathing deep all rolled into one.  
 
    At the same time, though it was similar to all of those feelings, it was different.  
 
    It was new, in a way he could not put his finger on. He’d never felt that feeling before, that was for sure.  
 
    “Woah, what happened?” Jack said out loud.  
 
    He was horrified suddenly that he’d accidentally killed the creature by magic. He had always loved lizards, and this little guy hadn’t done him any harm. But almost before that thought had formed, there was a shimmering light in front of him, and Jack felt something flow out of him.  
 
    This time, it didn’t flow from his chest, but from his mana pool and out through his left hand.  
 
    He lost control of the light spell in his right hand, and it flickered out as the new spontaneous magic flowed from his left.  
 
    On the top of the wooden chest, something was appearing.  
 
    It was the lizard! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mana manifested as light as it flowed from Jack’s hand to the lizard that had appeared on the top of the wooden chest. At first, the creature seemed to be exactly the same as it had been before he had disintegrated and absorbed it. Then, as the power flowed from Jack to the creature, the shape of the lizard changed.  
 
    It had been blue and yellow before. But as the power flowed to it, the lizard grew in size and its scales shifted and changed from blue and yellow to a vivid, striking shade of bright red.  
 
    The creature’s front feet were gripping the edge of the wooden chest, its talons extended and digging into the wood of the chest’s side. The feet became wider and stretched longer. The talons extended and went from a dull black sheen to a striking silver.  
 
    Along each of the lizard’s sides, triple rows of small, white horns appeared. They were short, the largest no more than two inches long, and they were curved so the points of the horns faced away toward the lizard’s tail.  
 
    And what a tail! The small version of the lizard had been equipped with a short, thick tail that tapered away to a narrow point, but the new version had a tail that whipped around like a living thing. At the end of the tail was a blade-shaped piece of hard hide, much the same shape and size as the blade of Jack’s spear. Unlike the spear, however, the tip of the lizard’s tail was flexible. Like the spear, it looked razor sharp and deadly.  
 
    As the transformation slowed and the new lizard was revealed in all its glory, Jack raised his hand and summoned the light again. The corner here where the chest sat was as far from the candles as it was possible to be, and so the shadows in the room were deepest here.  
 
    He raised the light and let its illumination fall on the fantastic creature. The lizard gazed up at him from its two huge, intelligent yellow eyes. It was the size of a small dog. It had a solid-looking head, with a short face, a big mouth, and a solid, thick neck. As the creature looked at Jack, it ran a long red tongue around its mouth, and Jack caught a glimpse of teeth. The lizard suddenly stretched and shook like a dog, and then yawned massively.  
 
    “Woah,” Jack said aloud, taking a step back. The lizard had teeth like an army of spearmen ready to charge. If it decided to go for an enemy, he would not have bet much on the enemy’s chances.  
 
    As if reading his thoughts, the lizard sat down heavily and began to scratch and preen at its scales, haughtily ignoring Jack. It used its claws and teeth to work its way along the ridges of horns on either side, polishing them and scratching at the underside of its rows of gleaming bright red scales.  
 
    It seems not to be bothered by my presence at all, Jack thought.  
 
    He watched it for a good while. Eventually, it grew tired of cleaning itself and stood back up, giving itself a good shake again. Then it looked straight at Jack for a moment. He felt no hostility at all from the lizard, and he smiled.  
 
    “Hey, buddy,” he said, reaching for the creature’s nose.  
 
    The lizard made a friendly noise halfway between a bird’s chirrup and a dog’s whine, then leaned forward and butted its head against his hand. Jack scratched the small scales between its eyes, then scratched it around under the chin and the sides of its neck. The lizard growled contentedly, then turned around on the chest a few times and flopped down. It curled up on a ball with its tail wrapped around itself and promptly went to sleep.  
 
    Jack withdrew the mana from his light spell, and it winked out. He walked back over to the bed.  
 
    Sitting on his bed, watching the lizard, Jack had to wonder what in the world he had just done. He’d never heard of a power like this before. What had happened? He had somehow absorbed the creature and then recreated it as a bigger, more powerful version of itself.  
 
    It’s kind of like summoning, I guess, he thought, and it’s kind of like the magic that allows one mage to improve the skills of another with a spell, but it doesn’t really feel like either of those. Summoners create temporary helpers for tasks, and mages that boost other mages use short-acting spells. This guy doesn’t seem temporary at all… 
 
    Jack shook his head. What had he done here? There was nothing he could do to answer the question now, he thought, unless he was going to go out and find Lachlan and ask him for his help. Jack considered that for a moment then decided against it. The lizard seemed perfectly content where he was, and Jack was suddenly very tired.  
 
    Questions and explanations would have to wait until after a rest.  
 
    He blew out the candles then flopped back on the bed and flipped the blankets over himself, turning over to where he could see the fire flickering in the hearth. To his surprise, Jack didn’t immediately fall asleep. He lay, looking at the fire, watching the flames play over the logs. It would go out before he woke up, and he should really get up and put another log on, but he was warm and comfortable. The room would not get too cold, he thought.  
 
    A smile formed on Jack’s face as he recalled everything that had happened. What a night! He had succeeded beyond his wildest expectations. Not only had he challenged the dungeon and won, he had also managed to attract the attention of a mage far quicker than he had hoped, and even gain an apprenticeship. 
 
    He closed his eyes and snuggled deeper into the blankets.  
 
    Thump. 
 
    The heavy noise had come from the direction of the chest. What was that? Jack was suddenly wide awake. He half sat up, looking for the source of the sound.  
 
    It was the lizard.  
 
    In the dimness of the firelight, he saw the big lizard trot across the floor toward him. Without hesitation, the lizard hopped up onto the bed beside Jack and lay down by his feet. Hesitantly, Jack reached down to scratch the lizard’s jawline, and was rewarded with a grumble of pleasure, followed by a snore.  
 
    Well, that was unexpected, Jack thought, but I guess he’s welcome to share the bed. 
 
    Lying back again, Jack smiled as he dropped off into a deep sleep.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A frantic knocking on his door woke Jack suddenly, and he sat up quickly, throwing the blankets away and looking around. He felt dazed. His sudden movement disturbed the lizard, who jumped off the bed and walked over to the hearth. It lay on the rug and curled up there again.  
 
    Jack blinked a few times. There were still coals in the hearth. He couldn’t have slept all that long, then, but he felt surprisingly well rested. He coughed.  
 
    The knocking was repeated, followed by a shout in the goblin-butler’s high-pitched voice. “Master Jack, Master Jack, please do wake up!”  
 
    Something’s wrong! Jack thought sleepily, then jumped out of bed and padded barefoot over to the door. He opened it a crack and looked out.  
 
    The corridor outside was bright with sunlight from a row of windows that had appeared along one side. Jack was certain that they had not been there the night before, but Lachlan had said that the tower’s rooms were known to change dramatically and at will.  
 
    Ivan the goblin was almost jumping up and down in his anxiety. “Oh, thank goodness you’re awake, master!” he cried. “Master Lachlan calls for you! He’s downstairs, you must hurry!”  
 
    “But what’s the big rush, Ivan?” Jack asked.  
 
    “The tower is under attack!” Ivan almost yelled. “Master Lachlan saw the intruder approaching and is prepared for the defense, but they…”  
 
    All of a sudden, a great clanging of bells filled the corridor.  
 
    “Ah, the bells! The bells!” Ivan wailed. “The intruder must have penetrated the perimeter! Go, Jack, hurry!” 
 
    Jack didn’t even have time to put on his boots, much less his armor. He reached around the door and grabbed his spear from where it leaned on the wall. He glanced at the lizard, but he remained determinedly asleep on the rug in front of the hearth.  
 
    I’ll just leave the lazy creature there for now, I guess, he thought, before gripping his spear and running out the door.  
 
    “I must see to the alarms!” Ivan called over his shoulder and dashed off up the corridor. Jack looked after him and saw him disappear through a low door at the far end of the corridor.  
 
    Jack was alone. He had expected that Ivan would lead him down the stairs and show him where to go. Jack would just have to find his way down himself. Three floors down to the main hallway, I guess, and then see what the situation is from there.  
 
    With his spear in hand, he turned to the stairs and headed downward, taking the steps two at a time. As he passed the first floor landing, the bells abruptly ceased. He burst out into the main hall and looked around wildly. Lachlan had specifically warned him not to go randomly exploring in the tower, and Jack was wary of getting lost within the tower’s magical hallways.  
 
    But this was an emergency, and his master might need his help. I’ll start with the outer door, he decided. That’s going to be the least risky. If that doesn’t work, then I’ll have to take my chances inside.  
 
    He dashed to the door that led out of the tower and put his shoulder to it. It creaked outward, opening onto a bright, sunny morning. Jack stumbled out, blinking in the bright sunlight. He looked around, expecting the ruined, creepy valley. The scene was nothing like that.  
 
    Instead, he found himself in a well-tended garden area. The grass was neatly clipped, the path was well tended. Recently raked gravel and neat flowerbeds stretched away on either side of the path.  
 
    There was a tall, perfectly clipped hedge on either side of him. It was tall enough to block his view, and so Jack walked warily down the path to the end of the hedge. He looked around, and saw that he was in a large, well-kept area of grounds that seemed to be divided up into individual areas by these tall hedges.  
 
    He heard a noise, off to his left. Voices, he thought. One was certainly Lachlan’s, while the other sounded strange, high-pitched and angry. Keeping close to the hedge, and with his spear at the ready, Jack moved stealthily in the direction of the sounds.  
 
    As he got closer, he heard a strange noise. Underneath the voices, there was a crackling like the crackle of a fire.  
 
    The second voice is a woman, he thought as he came to a corner of a hedge-lined path. This was undoubtedly where the voices were coming from. He peered around the corner but couldn’t see anything except the edge of a flowerbed and something that seemed to be a fountain or a statue.  
 
    Here goes, then, he thought grimly, and leaped out round the corner with his spear at the ready.  
 
    The sight that met his eyes made him drop his battle stance and stare in amazement.  
 
    He was looking into a circular garden bounded with hedges and with flowerbeds running around the edges. Near where he stood, there was a white stone fountain with rainbow-colored liquid pouring down from a spout shaped like a crouching lion. The liquid seemed to behave like regular water, but it was made of stripes of all the colors of the rainbow, and the colors flowed around each other as they ran across the stone and splashed into the bowl.  
 
    But in the middle of the garden, standing on the white stones that made up most of the floor, was Lachlan—and he had a captive. He had a staff in one hand. It was made of black gleaming wood, mostly straight but for the twisted knot at the business end. 
 
    From the deep scowl on his face, Lachlan seemed a moment away from dealing deadly justice to the intruder.  
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    Lachlan had his staff extended outward, and he was using magic. It was like nothing Jack had ever seen before. 
 
    A long net, like a fishing net, was extended from the tip of the staff. But it was not made of ropes, but of a dark red substance that glowed as if it was lit from inside. It gleamed and sparkled in the sun, and little puffs of red smoke drifted out where the tip of the staff met the net.  
 
    It was obviously magical, because it floated as if it were underwater, whereas a normal net would have fallen to the ground. The net created a spherical prison, just tall enough for a person to stand up in, and it was up in the air so the bottom of the net was a few feet off the ground.  
 
    Trapped in the net was a woman.  
 
    “So,” Lachlan said in a fierce voice as Jack rounded the corner. “You thought you could use your devious magic to break into my tower, did you? You fool! You’ve messed with the wrong mage today, young upstart! You’re in my power now!”  
 
    He laughed, and Jack was struck by the idea that Lachlan was a better person to have as a friend than an enemy.  
 
    “No, no, you idiot, you’ve got it all wrong!” the woman in the net protested loudly.  
 
    Jack turned his attention to her. Neither she nor Lachlan seemed to have noticed him yet.  
 
    The woman was floating in the net, suspended there as if gravity had stopped affecting her. Her golden hair floated around her head, and her green eyes blazed angrily at Lachlan. She was wearing leather armor and chainmail as Jack had been in the dungeon yesterday, but her gear was of better quality than his had been. She had a dark green cloak with a hood, and this, too, was floating about behind her as she kicked her feet uselessly at the net.  
 
    Her green eyes blazed furiously from her freckled face as she glared at Lachlan.  
 
    “I’m here in response to an invitation,” she said. “No, not an invitation exactly—a summons. I was asked to come here, and given the password to bypass the glamor. I don’t know who you are, and I don’t know who sent the summons, but there’s someone here who promised to teach me magic if I would only come here and make myself known!”  
 
    Lachlan suddenly frowned and snapped his fingers, as if trying to recall something.  
 
    “What’s your name, girl?” he asked.  
 
    “Melinda. Melinda Mauve!”  
 
    Jack felt his own eyes widen in surprise.  
 
    Melinda, he thought. That was exactly the name that was on the mysterious door that appeared on the top floor near my room last night. Surely the tower can’t have known she was about to arrive? 
 
    “Melinda,” Lachlan muttered. “Now what does that remind me of…?”  
 
    Still holding his staff up and keeping the furious woman floating in the net, Lachlan began to pat at his robe with his left hand. He reached into a pocket and drew out a notebook. Then, awkwardly with one hand, he began to leaf through the pages.  
 
    “Melinda,” he muttered, “Melinda Mauve… What does that remind me of?”  
 
    “Lachlan,” Jack said, stepping forward.  
 
    Lachlan and Melinda both turned in surprise, noticing him for the first time. Melinda had given up struggling and stood upright, her arms folded across her chest, staring haughtily down her nose at Lachlan. Now she turned her head and looked with surprise at Jack.  
 
    Jack felt suddenly embarrassed under that piercing green gaze. He became uncomfortably aware that his hair and clothes were a mess since he’d just leaped out of bed. He was barefoot, clutching his massive spear in one hand, but without any other warrior’s gear.  
 
    It didn’t matter that he knew he’d bravely leaped from bed and rushed to his master’s aid—all he seemed to be able to feel was the young woman’s critical gaze. Horrified, he felt a blush begin to creep up his neck. Forcing that back, he straightened his back, squared his shoulders, and reached for dignity.   
 
    “The door, last night, Lachlan,” he said, doing his best to ignore the young woman. “The nameplate on the new door?”  
 
    “Ah, Jack,” Lachlan said. “I’m glad you’ve come down. As you can see, we have a visitor. Yes, I remember the door, but there was something else about that which I can’t remember…”  
 
    As he spoke, he suddenly almost dropped his notebook. He cursed, then turned to Jack and held out the black staff. “Hold this for a minute, will you?”  
 
    “I… uh…” Jack stammered, but before he knew what had happened, Lachlan had thrust the staff into Jack’s hand and turned away, flipping through the pages of his notebook.  
 
    “Argh!” Jack said as the weight of the staff threatened to drop the woman to the ground. It was a very strange feeling. He could sense Lachlan’s magic streaming in a steady flow from the mage to the black staff in Jack’s hands. The net on the end, with the trapped Melinda inside, did not add to the overall weight exactly, but it made the staff clumsy and heavy in a different way.  
 
    Jack felt his own mana pool respond to the presence of this powerful magic vector in his hands, and magic began to flow unbidden through Jack’s internal pathways toward the staff.  
 
    Firmly, Jack pushed that mana back into the pool. He did not know what would happen if his mana mixed with Lachlan’s in the vector. That might be interesting, but now was not the time for experimentation.  
 
    He placed his feet firmly apart on the ground and tried to imitate the posture that Lachlan had held, while his master muttered over the little notebook. Normally, he would have been able to manage it, but with the magic attached, it was too heavy and unwieldy to hold up with one hand.  
 
    Jack reached up and gripped the staff with the other hand too, keeping it at an angle so the net stayed off the ground.  
 
    The effort of keeping his own mana in check was beginning to take a toll on him, and he felt sweat begin to bead on his forehead.  
 
    Jack looked up to find the woman’s eyes on him. Her mouth twitched, and she seemed to be trying to hold back a smile.  
 
    Jack met her eyes fully for the first time and suddenly felt a surge of amusement at the situation. He smiled too, and she lost control of her expression and grinned.  
 
    They both glanced at Lachlan. He was frantically flipping through his notepad, muttering to himself. “Order for sixteen toad’s hearts… receipt for dragon essence… book on the Five Legends of Roland… shopping list for the market at Oakwood Town…”  
 
    Jack met the woman’s gaze again. She looked at Lachlan, then rolled her eyes theatrically at Jack. Jack mouthed the word “sorry” to her and shook his head. She smiled and shrugged.  
 
    He was getting to grips with holding onto the magical staff now, and controlling his own mana, but he still hoped Lachlan would find whatever he was looking for quickly. Suddenly, Lachlan tore a sheet from the notebook and held it up triumphantly. 
 
    “Got it!” he shouted, approaching the net. “You’re Melinda Mauve of Shallow Den Tower? Daughter of Lord Helm of Wardlake?”  
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you! I’m here to see the mage who lives at the tower! I had a letter about six months ago from a mage here, who said he’d heard of my… abilities and would be willing to take me on as an apprentice!” 
 
    “Of course you did, of course you did!” Lachlan said genially. “Jack, release our friend here, she’s expected.”  
 
    “Release her?” Jack asked. “I… I don’t know how!”  
 
    Lachlan blinked at him. “Oh, sorry, of course you don’t. It’s my spell after all!” he laughed and reached out a hand toward the staff.  
 
    Without warning, the net opened and slid into the staff in a puff of red smoke. There was a hissing sound like whips cutting through the air as the net disappeared. Jack stumbled backward as the weight of the staff changed abruptly, and at the same time, Melinda fell to the ground without warning.  
 
    Both she and Jack found themselves sitting on the ground rather suddenly, but she leaped up, dusting herself off. Her anger was back, and her green eyes blazed at Lachlan again. 
 
    “You…” she spluttered, pointing a finger in the mage’s face. “You ruffian! Who are you to mishandle me like this? I’ve come here to answer an invitation. Your invitation, since I guess you must be the mage of this place. And this is how you welcome me? As an attacker? A hostile person to be trapped and threatened?” 
 
    Lachlan held up his note as if it were evidence in his defense. “It was so long ago, Melinda, and I’d forgotten all about it until I read this note I made at the time. I had given up on seeing you, and reached out to another apprentice, young Jack here.” He gestured at Jack. “I didn’t think you were coming, and I’d put it entirely out of my mind. When you used the password, well, I obviously thought that someone had breached the tower’s defenses by stealth. You can’t blame me for defending my territory.”  
 
    That sounded reasonable to Jack, but Melinda seemed unconvinced. She let out a loud, disdainful “Hmph,” turned on her heel, and began to stalk away out of the courtyard.  
 
    “Melinda Mauve,” Lachlan said quietly.  
 
    Jack almost jumped at the change in his voice. He had gone from jovial and placating to stern and serious in the blink of an eye. Jack looked at him and saw that his posture had changed dramatically. He seemed taller, and Jack saw a flicker of shadow around his head and little flashes of blue lighting for a moment on his horns. Magic seemed to be exuding from his very body, and his yellow cat’s eyes glowed dangerously.  
 
    Melinda froze where she stood, but did not turn. “What?” she asked coldly.  
 
    “How long have you been on the road?” Lachlan asked.  
 
    Reluctantly, Melinda turned to face him. “Three months,” she said. “Two to get from Wardlake to Oakwood Town, then another month to find my way to this tower.”  
 
    “And why have you come?”  
 
    “I told you—because I was invited…”  
 
    “No,” Lachlan said. “That’s not why. You didn’t have to come in response to the invitation. Why did you come?”  
 
    “Because…” Melinda said slowly.  
 
    She glanced at Jack, then back at Lachlan.  
 
    The fight seemed to go out of her. Her shoulders slumped, and she hung her head.  
 
    “Because I have this… ability,” she said. “This magic that no one has ever seen before. That no one is willing to accept. Because nobody else will train me, and when I got your offer, I thought… Oh, damn it, I thought maybe there was someone, somewhere, who would accept me as I am, without trying to force my magic into some shape that fit their pre-arranged conclusion! That’s why I came, all right?”  
 
    She glared at Lachlan again, and he met her eyes steadily.  
 
    “Now, you have a choice,” he said. “I like your spirit, girl, and I like your anger. I can take a bit of cheek from a pupil, that’s fine. I don’t demand respect just because I’m your teacher. But what I do demand is commitment. You have a choice now. Winter is on the way. You can turn around and try your chances on the road back to Wardlake and your father’s lands, but if you do, I swear that this training will always be closed to you. You will never have this chance to learn with me again. Or, you can stay here, with me and Jack, and learn why your magic is as unique a gift as has ever been seen in this age of the world.”  
 
    There was a long silence.  
 
    “Choose,” Lachlan said, sternly.  
 
    “Very well,” the girl said. She squared her shoulders again, and Jack’s heart lifted as he watched her gather her strength again. She smiled at Lachlan. “That’s fair. I choose to stay, and learn what you have to teach.”  
 
    Jack breathed a sigh of relief as the tension released. Lachlan bounded forward, his hand outstretched. The severe aspect was gone, and he seemed to slip easily into the role of jovial, fun-loving tutor again. He shook her hand enthusiastically. 
 
    “Great!” he said, grinning. “Welcome to the Shadow Tower, my home! And now your home too! We will do well together!”  
 
    At that moment, little Ivan the goblin butler appeared around the corner of a hedge. “Is all well, master?” he asked in a quavering voice.  
 
    Is that… a battleaxe? Jack wondered as he stared at the object in the goblin’s hands.  
 
    It was, indeed, a battleaxe.  
 
    “All is well!” Lachlan announced. “This is Melinda, who will be staying with us and learning magic alongside Jack. And if I know anything about students, it’s that they are usually hungry! How about it, Jack? Melinda? Shall we start the day with a hearty breakfast?”  
 
    Melinda smiled. “You know, that sounds really excellent,” she admitted. “I’m starving!” 
 
    Ivan beamed happily at everyone. Actually, the effect was rather alarming, since the goblin had a mouthful of sharp yellow teeth that looked more designed for killing than grinning, but Jack was sure that he meant well.  
 
    “I’ll see to it at once!” the goblin cried, then slung his axe over his shoulder and bustled off, whistling a tune.  
 
    Jack looked down at his feet, suddenly becoming aware that he was still not wearing any shoes. At the same time, the thought of the lizard up in his room came to him.  
 
    I should check on the creature before I eat, he thought, and put on some shoes while I’m at it. Will the lizard still be in its new form? I wonder if it’s content to be like that?  
 
    Jack wasn’t fully comfortable with the change he had wrought on the lizard. Perhaps the creature would want to return to its regular shape? Jack thought that maybe he should try to come up with a way to do that.  
 
    He glanced at Lachlan and considered telling him about the lizard and asking his advice. Then he looked at Melinda and decided against talking about it just at the moment. Jack liked the look of this new addition to their little group. He liked her spirit and her gutsy attitude, but he still didn’t know anything about her. 
 
    On reflection, Jack decided he would rather wait until he could talk to Lachlan alone before he divulged anything about the strange magic he seemed to have manifested the night before. Or at least, he thought, I’ll wait until I know a bit more about her. 
 
    “Uh, I’d better go back up to my room and get changed before we eat,” he said to Lachlan.  
 
    “Good idea,” Lachlan replied, glancing at Jack’s bare feet as Jack handed back the black wooden staff to the mage. “You go and do that. Did you notice whether Melinda’s room was still there when you woke up?”  
 
    Melinda looked at them both strangely, and Jack smiled. Without understanding how the rooms worked, it was a rather odd-sounding question. 
 
    “Yes,” he said to Lachlan, “it was still there.”  
 
    “Good ol’ tower.” Lachlan smiled. “Sometimes I think it knows more about what’s going on than I do! So, take Melinda upstairs and show her where her room is, then come down to breakfast, the pair of you. Oh, and Jack, make sure that you tell Melinda what I told you about the rooms. It’s very important. I wouldn’t want to lose a student that way, and the chances of finding you again would be very low.”  
 
    “I understand,” Jack said, nodding. “Come on, Melinda, I’ll show you upstairs.”  
 
    With a last look at Lachlan and a shake of her head, Melinda followed Jack through the courtyard garden and back to the tower. They walked in silence through the main hall and started up the stairs.  
 
    They had reached the first floor landing when Melinda demanded, “What did he mean about the rooms and getting lost? What were you to warn me about?”  
 
    “The tower has a mind of its own,” Jack explained. “Lachlan says that the rooms can change their location and their contents almost at will. It’s very strange, but I’ve already seen it happen twice, and I’ve hardly been here any time at all. I think if one of us were to go wandering in the rooms without a guide, it’s unlikely that the door we came through would lead us back to where we came if we tried to backtrack.”  
 
    Melinda nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll take that on board,” she said, sounding non-committal.  
 
    “I mean it,” Jack said. “Honestly, the rooms vanish and reappear without warning. Don’t go exploring.”  
 
    “All right, I heard you the first time,” she answered, a bit testily. “I’m no coward, but I’m not an idiot either. I’ll follow the rules while I’m here. Magic’s a tricky business.”  
 
    They passed the second floor landing.  
 
    “Just how long have you been here?” Melinda asked.  
 
    Jack laughed. “Actually, I only arrived last night.”  
 
    “Really?” Melinda said, sounding surprised. “You seem pretty at home already!”  
 
    Jack thought about that for a moment. “I guess I am. I’ve wanted to apprentice to a mage for a long time, you see, so this is kind of a dream come true for me.”  
 
    “Hm,” Melinda said.  
 
    They reached the top floor landing. Melinda looked around. “I thought you said there were lots of rooms?” she said, sounding a little disappointed.  
 
    Jack stared around. “There were…” he said, amazed.  
 
    Everything had disappeared. At the top of the stairs where they now stood, there was a small landing with only two doors. One was the door to Jack’s room, and the other was Melinda’s, facing it across the landing.  
 
    “That’s so weird,” Jack said. “It’s going to take me a long time to get used to these changes. Last night there was a long corridor over there, with many doors. There was something behind one of the doors, thumping and snorting like a bull. Then this morning there was a long corridor with a row of windows instead of doors. Now, there’s nothing but our rooms.”  
 
    Melinda looked at him skeptically for a moment, then looked at her door. “Well, there’s nothing to see here now,” she said. “I’ll have a look in my room and give you five minutes to put your boots on, then I’ll come knock your door, ok?”  
 
    “Sure,” Jack agreed. He stepped up to his door and pushed it open, but then Melinda’s voice stopped him.  
 
    “Jack?” she said.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    He turned to ask her what she meant by that, but her door had closed.  
 
    Inside his room, Jack looked around to find the lizard sprawled lazily on the bed. Light was coming through the cracks in the shutters, dimly illuminating the room.  
 
    The lizard was stretched full length, its head hanging off one side of the bed, its tail drooping down the other side, its feet up in the air. As Jack closed the door behind him, the lizard slowly opened one eye to look at him.  
 
    “Well,” Jack said out loud to the lizard. “I was wondering if you were going to be distressed or unhappy or something, but you seem fine. I wondered if I might have to try and change you back to the way you were, but…”  
 
    “Food?” 
 
    The thought came clearly from the lizard, echoing in Jack’s mind. He was so startled by it that he took a step back, coming up hard against the closed door.  
 
    “You’re… hungry?” Jack said, experimentally. He caught his breath as the lizard lolled its tongue out at him and waved its feet about in the air.  
 
    “Hungry,” it said into his mind. “Food?” 
 
    It understood him. There was no doubt about it. The lizard understood him, and it could communicate with him. The thoughts it sent were not well-formed or complex, but they were undoubtedly there.  
 
    “Yes,” Jack said. “Certainly. I’ll bring you food shortly.”  
 
    “Good. Warm?” 
 
    An image of the fireplace flashed through Jack’s mind. The thought had a strange edge to it. It was not his own.  
 
    Jack laughed, a little nervously. “Sure,” he said. “Warm.”  
 
    He went to the hearth and kindled a small fire quickly. He was good at starting fires, and it only took him a minute before he had a good little blaze crackling. The lizard flopped off the bed and lay down on its belly next to the fire.  
 
    “Warm,” it said. “Food soon. Good.”  
 
    Jack nodded. There was no question about whether the lizard was happy or not. It seemed perfectly content. He would bring it food later on. He wasn’t sure exactly what he would bring, but he figured meat would be a good bet.  
 
    The lizard dropped immediately into a deep sleep. The light of the fire flickered in its scales as if the creature was made from polished steel. The silver claws gleamed and the triple line of bony horns on each side of the lizard glowed warmly in the light.  
 
    Quietly, Jack pulled his socks and boots on and straightened his clothes. Then he made his bed and ran his finger through his hair to try and settle his bed head. There was no mirror in the room, so he had to content himself with looking at his reflection in the silver water jug.  
 
    He shrugged. I guess that’ll have to do, he thought.  
 
    Jack was just turning to the door when there was a loud knocking on the other side. “Jack?” It was Melinda’s voice. “Jack, are you there?”  
 
    She sounded scared. Jack was surprised at that, and he quickly opened the door and stepped out. “What is it? Are you all right?”  
 
    Melinda stood outside the door. She had put aside her cloak and donned a fresh green tunic that looked the same as Jack’s new clothing. The color was deep forest green that matched her eyes and contrasted well with her golden hair. She looked good, and Jack found himself smiling at her.  
 
    She pointed. “Is that… normal?”  
 
    Jack looked where she was pointing and saw the reason for her shock. Where there had been a blank wall earlier, a new corridor had appeared. Jack peered down it.  
 
    The new corridor had a strange appearance. It was dark and shadowy, and it had bare stone walls and yawning windows that showed blank darkness outside. Down at the far end of the corridor, there was something strange… 
 
    At first Jack couldn’t make it out, and then he realized what it was. It was a figure, looking like a tall man, but it was made of a storm cloud. The figure was unnaturally tall and thin, and its body was a dark boiling mass of cloud. Rain lashed from it, soaking the corridor floor, and little flashes of forked lightning leaped out from it as it stalked down the corridor.  
 
    “It’s coming this way,” Melinda said, and Jack felt—to his surprise—that she reached out and grabbed his arm as if for comfort.  
 
    The storm monster was indeed walking toward them, but it was still some way away. The corridor seemed very long. In fact, it was hard to say where it ended. The storm figure was several hundred yards away. From that direction, a hollow booming like a distant wind could be heard, and the far-off rumble of thunder.  
 
    Jack watched, transfixed, as the creature walked toward them but then, quite abruptly, it changed its direction. It turned to its right, reached out one cloud-and-lightning hand, and opened a stone door that was on the side of the corridor.  
 
    Just like that, the creature—whatever it was—stepped through the door and was gone. The door slammed behind it, and all was quiet.  
 
    “I didn’t fully believe you about the corridors,” Melinda breathed, after a moment. “But now I do.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “I’ve not seen anything quite that dramatic before, but yes, I certainly think we’re wise not to go wandering. I’m sure Lachlan will give us a bit more of a tour if we ask.”  
 
    Melinda seemed to realize she was gripping Jack’s arm tightly. She let go quickly and stepped away, a little embarrassed. Jack did his best to pretend he hadn’t noticed.  
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything to worry about unless we act foolishly,” he said. “Come on, let’s go get that breakfast.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Melinda was quiet as Jack and her made their way down the stairs. Jack guessed that she was thinking about the strange storm creature that they’d seen up above. At least now she seemed to believe that she needed to be cautious and not go off wandering by herself. Melinda hadn’t seemed to believe him at first. 
 
    After all, why should she? He thought. I guess she knows as little about me as I know about her, and I’ve been unsure about trusting her with the secret of the lizard. I guess I can understand that she might not take my warnings seriously, even though she did say that she would. She’s got a strong will, that’s for sure. It’s just as well that the storm creature showed itself.  
 
    He would have to ask Lachlan about it when he got a chance. So far, it had often seemed to Jack that the tower had—quite literally—a mind of its own, and knew what was going on in the world around it. The very fact that it had produced a room for Melinda the very night before she had arrived showed that. Now, he wondered if it had shown her the scary presence of the storm monster as a warning, because it knew that she was perhaps going to be less than careful in her attitude to the tower.  
 
    That raised an interesting question. Jack had heard stories about entities like the tower—buildings or places that could change shape and produce monsters or traps to cause harm to adventurers. Dungeons were one, of course, but there were also enchanted groves and haunted castles, and lakes that drew people to them and then lured the people in. All those things had the power to create shapes and visions to show to unwary people, but in all those cases, the goal was to draw people in. The tower, on the other hand, seemed to have actually tried to warn Melinda off. That meant that if it was in some way truly conscious and aware, it also had a good intention, and desired not to cause harm.  
 
    That was an interesting thought.  
 
    “I didn’t really believe you before,” Melinda said abruptly, answering Jack’s train of thought.  
 
    He chuckled. “I didn’t really think you did. Why should you, I guess?”  
 
    She nodded. “I suppose. I won’t make that mistake again.”  
 
    They finished the downward stair in silence. In the hallway, Lachlan met them. He was coming in from the courtyard. He had put away his black staff somewhere, but had not changed his clothes. He still wore the heavy black robes and well-worn black boots that he had been wearing when Jack had first met him in the dungeon. His yellow eyes gleamed in his strange red and black face.  
 
    “Well, pupils,” he said with a grin, “ready for breakfast?”  
 
    “Very!” Jack and Melinda both said at the same time, then looked at each other and laughed. The laughter broke the tension, and Jack was glad of that.  
 
    “Follow me, then,” Lachlan said, and gestured toward the far end of the hallway.  
 
    The pair of youths followed him across the thick carpet and down the hall. Melinda was glancing down the corridors that led off the hallway, and Jack followed her gaze. There was not much to see in most of them, but one opened onto a stone chamber with elaborate columns and decorations around the sides, with something that looked like a giant gold coin floating in the air in the middle. Another corridor ended in a room that seemed to be entirely underwater. Fish swam past the doorway in a leisurely fashion, and wreathes of seaweed floated gently behind them. Some magic held the water back, or perhaps it was a thick plate of glass. Jack realised he had slowed when Lachlan called to him. “Come on, Jack! Ivan doesn’t like latecomers!”  
 
    Jack hurried to the end of the hall where a tall, wide doorway led into a dining room. The table was big and ornately carved, and set with a white cloth. There were eight chairs, and Lachlan took the biggest one at the end of the table.  
 
    Jack sat opposite Melinda, near the middle of the table. He looked around the room. All around it were big deep ceramic pots full of strange plants, the likes of which Jack had never seen before. They had fat, rubbery leaves, some with rows of spikes on each edge. Several were displaying big flowers of a deep, blood-red, and others had rows of small flowers that were bright yellow. 
 
    Rows of windows ran along each wall of the room, tall windows that showed a good view of the grounds. Sunlight blazed through them, but the room was pleasantly cool.  
 
    As soon as they had sat down and made themselves comfortable, Ivan the goblin began to bustle in and out of the room, laden with trays of food. The little goblin came from a low doorway off to the left of the table, and he seemed to have an incredible knack for balancing full trays. He came out with his arms extended, three wooden trays laden with dishes on each arm, and a big stone jug in each hand.  
 
    Melinda cried out in amazement at the sight, and Lachlan chuckled.  
 
    “Ivan is a person of many talents,” the mage commented.  
 
    The goblin laid the table in a flash and then left them with a curt nod.  
 
    The little group began to eat.  
 
    It was only when Jack took his first bite that he realized how hungry he had been. He hadn’t eaten since before the dungeon in the forest, and his belly rumbled as the dishes before him were uncovered. There was all kinds of food—breads, meats, cheeses, and fruits, boiled eggs, butter, preserves, fish… Jack could hardly take in just how much there was to choose from. The stone jugs held weak beer, and it was very refreshing with the cold cured ham, crispy bacon, salty butter, and black rye bread.  
 
    Melinda and Lachlan ate with nearly as much enthusiasm as Jack did. Melinda, particularly, seemed as if she hadn’t eaten properly for some time. She stacked her plate high and seemed to pay no attention to anything else for a time.  
 
    Jack ate with relish, but as he enjoyed his food, he began to notice a feeling that seemed strange and somehow unfamiliar. The food and drink relieved a need that he’d had, there was no doubt about it, but there was something else going on that wasn’t being satisfied. He looked at Melinda and Lachlan, but they were concentrating on their meals and didn’t seem to feel anything odd.  
 
    Experimentally, Lachlan examined his feelings. Yes, he was certainly hungry. He was eating slices of apple with a strange sweet syrup over them, and that was good, but this new feeling was something else, something the food didn’t touch. He took a swig of the beer, and that was good too. It satisfied his thirst and filled his belly, giving him energy and a pleasant buzz, but that was nothing to do with this new feeling either.  
 
    It’s like hunger, and it’s like thirst, but it’s neither…  
 
    The thought of the lizard came to him, and the feeling he had noticed immediately after the little creature had disintegrated into dust and disappeared inside his chest. That was when the feeling had started, he now realized. It was a desire for some kind of input, but he didn’t know what it was.  
 
    He knew that in the towns and cities, there were men who swore by the use of particular herbs that made them feel brighter or more relaxed. People smoked them in pipes, or sometimes made tea from them. Some of those herbs, it was said, could cause a man to have a need for them that was as pressing as hunger if he used them often. Jack also knew well that a man could develop a need for beer and wine that acted in the same way, so the man was compelled to return and take a drink every night to cure this need that was not thirst. Every town in the land had its share of those men, and he wondered if this feeling was anything like those strange hungers?  
 
    But I’ve never been over-fond of drinking, and the one time I tried smoking herbs in Oakwood, it just made my head spin.  
 
    The awareness of the feeling was ruining his enjoyment of the meal, he realized, so he firmly pushed it aside. Whatever it was, it was not something he knew how to satisfy. It was just another question that he would have to ask Lachlan when he got the chance to speak to his master alone.  
 
    “So, Jack,” Melinda said. “Tell me about yourself. What kind of magic are you interested in? Do you know what direction your talents lie? Summoning? Elemental magic? The dark arts?”  
 
    Jack looked up and saw that she had pushed her empty plate away and was sitting back in her chair, looking well pleased after her meal. Feeling that his own belly was full as well, he sat back too, and looked at her.  
 
    It was a very direct question. How direct should he be in his answer? 
 
    He glanced at Lachlan, who smiled encouragingly. “Go on, Jack,” he said. “Tell Melinda about your progress so far.”  
 
    Lachlan, who was chewing on a meat pastry, seemed perfectly content for the students to share their magical knowledge. Jack supposed it made sense for him and Melinda to know about each other. I guess it’s just my natural reticence getting in the way, more than anything, he thought. Oh well. 
 
    He took a breath to begin.  
 
    At that moment, Ivan appeared again. “The dessert course!” he announced with glee.  
 
    “Oh, Ivan!” Lachlan said in a scolding tone. “Not more cakes? You know how hard I find it to resist your sweets, and how worried I’m becoming about my teeth, not to mention my waistline!”  
 
    The goblin cackled mischievously. “I beg your pardon, sir, but you must admit that the young students should at least have the chance to sample my baking! You do not need to take them, in fact, they are not for you! They are for Jack and Melinda, who I’m sure will appreciate my labors!” 
 
    Lachlan growled in his throat as the goblin chuckled, sweeping away the dirty breakfast dishes and laying out a tray of sweet pastries that steamed and smelled of oranges. Lachlan inhaled deeply and groaned. He stared at the tray for a moment, then grabbed a pastry and devoured it with relish.  
 
    “Mmm,” he said, closing his eyes for a moment in pure pleasure. “The goblin’s sweet baking is irresistible. Go on, go on,” he waved a hand at the tray, “eat them, for goodness’ sake, before I devour them all.”  
 
    Melinda laughed and so did Jack as they both took one of the pastries each. Lachlan, unable to resist, took another. The goblin reappeared, bringing them coffee in a heavy blue pot and pouring it into mugs for them all, then skipped away, cackling to himself as he saw Lachlan with a second pastry in his hand.  
 
    The coffee was strong, and the rich taste went beautifully with the sweets. Jack almost forgot the strange other hunger that had been nibbling at him as he sat back with his mug in one hand and a pastry in the other.  
 
    “You were about to tell me about your magic, Jack?” Melinda reminded him.  
 
    “Hmm,” Jack said, his mouth full of sweet flaky pastry and sticky citrus filling. He swallowed and washed it down with coffee. The strong coffee was having an effect on him. He wasn’t used to drinking it—generally it was expensive and not affordable by folks like him. He found that it was having the effect of freeing his tongue, and he felt a lot less reluctant to talk than he had before.  
 
    “Well,” he began, “the truth is that I actually don’t know that much about it. I managed to absorb a dungeon’s core—so Lachlan says—and that seems to be the basis of my power. I’ve clarified my mana pool and I have my pathways in place, but so far, I can only cast one spell.”  
 
    Melinda’s eyes had widened as she’d listened to his tale. She seemed impressed. “I don’t know much about dungeons,” she admitted, “but that seems quite unique, to absorb a dungeon core like that. Isn’t it unique, Lachlan?” 
 
    Their tutor beamed at them. “Absolutely unique,” he agreed. “In fact, I’ve never heard of it happening outside of myths and legends.”  
 
    Jack looked at him. “You mentioned that at our first meeting, but you haven’t said anything more about it since.”  
 
    Lachlan shrugged. “We’ve not really had a chance to discuss it. I was planning to go over things in more detail this morning, but Melinda’s arrival has changed our plans somewhat. In a good way, of course!” he added hastily. 
 
    There was one more pastry on the tray. Lachlan’s eye fell on it, and he licked his lips. Melinda met Jack’s eye for a moment, and Jack smiled. He reached out and snatched the pastry, then tore it in half and passed the other half quickly to Melinda.  
 
    “Argh!” Lachlan cried, reaching out a hand toward Jack’s portion, but Jack leaned back and stuffed the pastry into his mouth.  
 
    “Impudent youth!” Lachlan growled at him.  
 
    “You’ve had two already!” Melinda scolded Lachlan, her mouth full of pastry.  
 
    “I suppose so,” Lachlan grumbled, sitting back in his chair.  
 
    Jack glanced toward the door to the kitchen and caught a glimpse of Ivan’s amused face. His mouth was full too, and he was licking sweet filling from his fingers. He gave Jack a wink and vanished around the corner.  
 
    “Get on with your story, Jack,” Lachlan said, a bit grumpily. 
 
    “That’s about it, to be honest,” Jack said with a shrug. “I was presented with a crystal that Lachlan says was the dungeon’s core. I absorbed it without really meaning to. I have one small spell, but I don’t have elemental magic, or summoning magic, or anything like that. I don’t really know what my magical path is yet, or what kind of affinities I might possess, but it all seems a bit… well, as Lachlan said, a bit unique.”  
 
    “What’s the spell you have?” Melinda pressed him, seeming genuinely interested. “Will you show me?”  
 
    “Uh, sure, I guess,” Jack said, feeling a bit reluctant. “It’s just a kind of light… I suppose I can show you.”  
 
    Gathering his focus, Jack passed magical energy along his internal pathways from his mana pool to his hand. He was pleased that he seemed now able to maintain focus on several things at once while doing this. He saw out of the corner of his eye that Lachlan was smiling again, unable to remain grumpy for long in the presence of magic.  
 
    Warmth came to Jack’s hand, and then the light glowed up from his palm. It expanded to its full brightness. At that point, Jack stopped increasing the mana flow. He held the connection between the pool and the spell steady, not pouring any more in, but not cutting the flow off either.  
 
    Lachlan chuckled, sounding very satisfied. He held up a hand, and the light coming from the windows grew dimmer. That made Jack’s light even more impressive.  
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, their faces illuminated by the steady white glow of the light.  
 
    “That’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen in my life…” Melinda breathed.  
 
    Lachlan dropped his hand again, and the light from the windows returned.  
 
    Melinda was sitting forward, her mouth and eyes wide, her hands flat on the tabletop. She was staring at Jack, and she looked so impressed that it almost made him blush again.  
 
    “It’s… just a light,” he muttered, even though he knew now that this was not strictly true. What about the silver line that had led him to the lizard? What about the lizard itself? A sudden decision came over him. He would tell Melinda and Lachlan about it. There was no need to keep it a secret, and he needed to tell his companions about it before he could learn more. Melinda, he decided suddenly, should be trusted.  
 
    He was about to speak when Melinda stood abruptly, pushing her seat back from the table. “It’s not just a light,” she said firmly. “It’s totally amazing. I wish I could do something like that.”  
 
    The earnest feeling in her voice surprised Jack, and he forgot what he had been about to say. “What do you mean?” he asked quietly. She almost sounded like she might cry, but she stamped a foot instead, and clenched her fists, stepping away from the table and beginning to pace up and down.  
 
    “All I can do is internal. No matter how hard I try, every spell I use goes back inside my body. I can’t get anything beyond my hand. And it hurts. Sometimes it hurts so bad I nearly pass out. I’ve been trying to master a couple of basic fire spells for over a year, but I always get the same damned result.”  
 
    As she spoke, Melinda’s voice rose and her words came faster. She began to pace, and Jack could see that her relationship with her magic was something that was frustrating and upsetting to her. 
 
    “Nothing works,” she continued, “no meditations, even the potions the mage at my father’s court gave me didn’t make any difference. I’m a freak of magic, that’s what the other young people called me, and I’ve even overheard my father’s court mage saying to the other tutors that there was something wrong with me, and that I should do some other trade. If I couldn’t master even the simplest elemental spell, he said, I’d never get anywhere near a guild, but a mage was all I ever wanted to be and…”  
 
    “And now you’re here,” Lachlan said in a quiet voice. His voice was kind and soft, but it cut through her tirade and seemed to take the anger and hurt out of her like a bursting soap bubble.  
 
    Melinda stopped pacing. She turned to him and sniffed, then wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes,” she said, “I suppose I am, aren’t I?” 
 
    Lachlan nodded. “And what you describe can be cured. That’s why you’re here. That court mage your father kept didn’t know enough about magic to see what was in front of him. These old guildsmen are all the same—too set in their ways. He saw a talent that didn’t fit into his preconceived ideas about how things should work and dismissed you. But I know. I can see a unique talent when it’s in front of me. Why do you think I sent for you?”  
 
    Melinda was nodding, gazing at Lachlan as if he represented a hope she had never thought possible.  
 
    “I know it’s been hard for you,” Lachlan continued gently. “But I assure you that there’s not much space between being a freak, and being unique. Trust me… I know.”  
 
    Something strange happened then. A shadow fell on the room. It was as if a cloud had passed over the sun outside. Jack shivered and looked at Lachlan.  
 
    The mage was sitting with his eyes lowered to the table as if in sudden deep thought, but around him a darkness had gathered. Jack would have almost sworn that there were figures in that darkness, tall figures that loomed over the tutor, reaching to pluck at his robes with dark, shadowy hands. There was a strange light on Lachlan’s face, as if he were staring down into a pit of fire.  
 
    Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the vision passed, and Lachlan shook himself and stood from the table. He drained his coffee mug and set it down on the table rather firmly.  
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Outside, you two. It’s time you learned a bit more about what it means to have a unique talent in this business. You two are the most exciting thing to happen in magic since… Well, since I discovered my talent, many years ago. I didn’t have anyone to teach me about it then, and I had to blunder my way through on my own.”  
 
    He grinned fiercely at both of them. “But that’s all in the past now. You two have things that have never been seen before, or at least not for a very long while. And if there’s one person who can teach you how to use it, it’s Lachlan Woe!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack followed Lachlan out of the dining hall, and Melinda fell in beside him. She had pulled herself together after getting upset while telling her story, and she now gave Jack a tight smile when he looked at her. He smiled back, trying to look encouraging.  
 
    Lachlan strode at a great pace through a network of stone corridors that led off from the dining hall. “The ground floor is generally much safer than the upper floors,” he said as he walked, “and you can be a bit more confident exploring down here than on the upper floors. Still, be careful. The layout does shift down here as well, and you can still get lost.”  
 
    They took that on board. Jack was about to ask Lachlan about the storm-figure they had seen up on the top floor. But as he was thinking of words to describe the figure, Lachlan threw open a wooden door and they stepped out into the courtyard. 
 
    Jack blinked. The scene was unexpected. He had almost forgotten how broken-down and overgrown the Shadow Tower had always looked. Now, he saw it again. Instead of a well-kept courtyard, brambles immediately clung at his legs, and he stopped. Cold rain whipped into his face on the back of a gust of wind.  
 
    He looked up. The sky was a looming, threatening gray. Behind him, a ghostly broken down doorway gaped wide onto a black, cold internal space. The tower above was black and shining in the rain. Age-old mats of diseased ivy looked as if they were taking over large portions of the cracked and weathered stonework.  
 
    In front of him, green and slimy fragments of stone were all that remained of what might have once been a wide courtyard. A monstrously overgrown hedge enclosed an area full of twisted trees and dank, dripping ferns. Off to his right, Jack saw something that might have been a huge bat lifting off from a cracked round stone basin.  
 
    “Lachlan…?” he heard Melinda ask.  
 
    “Sorry!” the mage replied immediately. He stood knee-deep in the fern and bramble a little way away from his two students. “Sometimes I forget that this glamor is so persistent. It just needs a little change to the shape of the perception pathways and…”  
 
    He raised both hands and moved his fingers through the air. It looked as if he was rearranging something in the air. It’s like there’s a shelf of books in front of him, Jack thought, and he’s moving them from shelf to shelf. As the mage’s hands moved, little trails of silver light followed his fingertips through the air.  
 
    Jack noticed that Melinda was also watching Lachlan with fascination. The mage frowned, muttering under his breath as he worked. His hands gripped invisible objects, lifting them, putting them down in new places, moving others sideways. After a few moments, he stood back. “That should do it,” he muttered, and lifted a finger in the air.  
 
    Light shone from the mage’s hand, and there was a sudden abrupt shift in the surrounding world. Jack blinked again. The rain had gone. Not only that, but when he raised his hand to his face and hair, he found that neither were wet.  
 
    “What in the…” Melinda breathed beside him.  
 
    Everything had changed. The sun shone down on a part of the grounds Jack had never seen before. He looked around. Everything was different. All trace of the gloomy, ghostly scene of a moment ago was gone.  
 
    Looking around, Jack saw however that the courtyard as it now was did have some similarities to the ruin that was shown with the glamor. It was as if the glamor showed the tower as it would be if it had been abandoned for five hundred years. Looking up, he saw the tower above was clean, unweathered, and free of ivy. The door behind him showed the cleanly swept stone corridor from where they had just come.  
 
    The courtyard as he saw it now was similar to the courtyard with the rainbow fountain in some ways. It had a floor made from big slabs of white stone, and was very large, twenty-five yards across at least. Like the rest of the grounds, this courtyard was surrounded by a single high green hedge, but unlike the others, the hedge was not just a plain wall. Instead, it had been carefully clipped and shaped until it looked like a massive dragon curled around the outside of the courtyard. The dragon shape was complete with a huge tail, enormous wings half-folded as if ready to take flight, and a curl of green flames around the nose and mouth.  
 
    Lachlan smiled as the glamor lifted and the courtyard was revealed. Jack looked around, recognizing the overall shape as that which he had seen ruined under the glamor a moment before. He smiled and shook his head in amazement at the strength and power of Lachlan’s magic.  
 
    “Wow!” Melinda exclaimed as they looked around the revealed courtyard. “I’ve never seen a hedge shaped like that before! In my father’s court, he had a gardener who was good at making these kinds of hedges shaped like animals, but there was nothing on this scale.”  
 
    “Ivan’s work,” Lachlan explained. “He’s got a talent for gardening, as well as cooking and just about everything else, and so I let him do whatever he pleases in the courtyard. The results are always impressive.”  
 
    As if to prove the point, the goblin appeared from the direction of the tower. He was carrying a long wooden ladder over one shoulder and a pair of oversized and wickedly sharp shears in his other hand. “Don’t mind me, masters,” he said as he bustled past.  
 
    They saw him cross the courtyard and disappear around one of the dragon’s huge green forepaws. A moment later, they heard the sound of his shears and of him whistling a tune between his teeth as he worked.  
 
    “How did you end up with Ivan as the groundskeeper and butler for the tower?” Jack wondered out loud.  
 
    “Ah,” Lachlan replied with an enigmatic smile. “There’s a story there, but it’s a story for another time. Come on, now’s the time for lessons in magic.”  
 
    At the base of the surrounding hedge was a flowerbed that overflowed with colorful blooms and green foliage. It ended in a low wall about a foot high, made of the same creamy white stone that formed the floor. The circular stone-flagged courtyard itself was clear, except for four deep stone basins standing on graceful pedestals. Each one was two feet across and three feet high with a curved underside, and they were all filled with black liquid. They were arranged in a square, equal distances apart from each other, creating a natural square area within the circular courtyard.  
 
    Lachlan walked to the point at the middle of this square and called out to Melinda, who still stood at the edge of the courtyard beside Jack. “Come out here and stand on this point, here in the middle,” Lachlan instructed her.  
 
    As she did what he asked, Jack saw that the central flagstone at the middle of the courtyard was not white like the others, but a deep, deep red, so dark it almost looked black. Melinda stood on that flagstone, and Lachlan stepped away.  
 
    “I know you said it can be painful,” he said, “but I’ll need you to begin by showing me how the use of a spell manifests itself in you. Go on, now, show me what happens when you use a spell, and then we’ll see what we can do to help the situation.” 
 
    Melinda nodded and seemed to gather herself. “I’ll use a fire spell,” she said, “as that’s the magic that I’m most interested in mastering. This should be a fireball spell. I discovered it by absorbing cores from a fire tortoise. Here goes!”  
 
    She held out her hand and concentrated. Something strange happened to Jack right at that moment. He felt her magic—not strongly, or clearly, but distinctly. There was nothing else it could be. He was in the presence of someone expending mana, and he could feel—almost taste—it happening.  
 
    As he became aware of this sensation, he immediately realized that the strange feeling of hunger that he’d noticed earlier was affected by the awareness of Melinda expending mana. It was… yes, there was no denying it. His new hunger was partially satisfied by being in the presence of a mage exerting mana.  
 
    He had a sudden urge to move closer to Melinda, to try to latch onto her in some way, to draw on her mana and satisfy that hunger more fully, but he firmly resisted that impulse. That’s weird, he thought to himself, and I’m not sure I like that. Anyway, she’s trying to show us her magic so Lachlan can help her. Don’t butt in and distract her.  
 
    Jack stayed where he was and stuffed his hands into his pockets as Lachlan cast a curious glance in his direction but neither of them spoke.  
 
    Melinda held her right hand out and frowned as she gathered mana from her pool and pushed it along her pathways. A light gathered in her hand, and then a flicker of flame appeared. There was a low rumbling, and then a kind of pop-pop-pop noise, as if bubbles were bursting around Melinda’s hand.  
 
    The flame extended from her hand a little further and got a little brighter, but then with a sudden hiss, the fire vanished. Flame and light flickered back along Melinda’s arm toward her body and flashed out for a moment before vanishing into the center of her chest.  
 
    “Ugh,” Melinda groaned as the spell was reabsorbed. She doubled over, clutching her belly, then let out a loud and sudden belch. Flame and smoke came from her mouth and nose for a moment. That belch almost made Jack laugh out loud, and he saw a smile begin on Lachlan’s face as well, but when Melinda straightened up again, the look on her face made Jack not want to laugh.  
 
    She looked drawn and pale, and sweat stood on her brow.  
 
    “Is that enough of a demonstration?” she asked in a hoarse voice, then doubled over in a sudden fit of coughing.  
 
    Without a word, Lachlan turned and went to the side of the tower. Jack, watching him, saw for the first time that beside the tower wall there was a little hand pump for water, with a silver cup sitting next to it. Lachlan pulled the handle, and water flowed from the outlet. He walked over and gave the cup to Melinda. She nodded gratefully and drained the cup, then walked shakily over to the pump. Here, she filled the cup and drained it twice more before wiping her mouth. She looked a little better.  
 
    “Still think you can cure that?” she asked, her tone bitter.  
 
    “Certainly,” Lachlan replied without hesitation, and Melinda’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. 
 
    She obviously wasn’t expecting that, Jack thought.  
 
    Lachlan looked at Jack. “Jack,” he said, “when you use your light spell, what happens when you pour too much mana into it?”  
 
    Jack thought for a moment. “It kind of overflows, that’s the best way of saying it. I give mana to it, but it doesn’t change the spell, it just spills over.”  
 
    Lachlan nodded. “Right. And what do you do to maintain the spell, then?”  
 
    “Well, once it’s lit, I stop the flow of mana to the spell. I don’t cut it off, but I stop actively pushing mana along into it. It’s like there’s an active connection between the mana pool and the spell, with mana flowing back and forth along the connection. Does that make sense?”  
 
    “I think so…” Melinda said. “But it’s difficult to understand what that has to do with my power.”  
 
    “You see,” Lachlan said, beginning to sound quite excited, “it’s like this. What you’re trying to do is cast a fireball out from yourself—that’s an external spell, a projection of power out beyond the confines of your body. Doing that requires a big surge of energy to make the spell leave your hand and travel out into the world. But what Jack is doing is internal magic, and that’s where your tutors went wrong. They didn’t recognize internal magic when they saw it, because it’s very rare and generally only the province of highly advanced mages.”  
 
    Amanda’s eyes were widening in understanding. “You mean I’m an internal mage, not an external one?” she asked.  
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean,” Lachlan replied, grinning. “For some reason, you have been gifted with power over internal magic, even at such a young age. That’s why the spells won’t leave your body, not because you can’t do it—I have no doubt that you will be able to in future—but because your affinity is for internal, not external spells.”  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Jack cut in. “That means I’m an internal mage as well?”  
 
    Melinda spoke. “Yeah, does that mean Jack’s is also an internal mage?”  
 
    “Hmmm, it’s not that simple,” Lachlan said. “We’ll come to Jack in good time. I suspect that Jack’s power may end up being both internal and external, which is not that uncommon in powerful mages. But for now, Jack has mastered an internal spell, and through him, you should be able to get an understanding of how to work your internal magic to your advantage.”  
 
    “Through me?” Jack asked.  
 
    “That’s right,” Lachlan said. “It’s time for me to show you a little of my magic. Come here, the pair of you.”  
 
    Jack walked over to the strange, red-and-black mage, and Melinda did the same. They stood side-by-side in front of their tutor.  
 
    “Now, Melinda, I want you to stand just behind Jack and place your right hand firmly on his shoulder. Then I’m going to cast a spell of internal perception over you both. Once that’s done, Jack, conjure your light spell, and we’ll see if Melinda can get a better idea of what you’re doing and then apply it to her own spell.” 
 
    Jack glanced at Melinda and saw a hunger in her eyes. She was desperate to be able to do something with her magic, he saw. Well, hopefully under Lachlan’s teaching, Jack could help her to achieve that.  
 
    He felt a shiver of a strange awareness running through him when Melinda placed her hand on his shoulder. He could feel her presence, and the presence of her magic, through these strange new senses he seemed to be developing. Lachlan looked at him and smiled knowingly, as if he knew or guessed more about these sensations than Jack had told him.  
 
    The mage stepped away and raised his hands. There was a blue flash of light that ran over both the students, and Jack felt a strange tingling sensation running over his whole body. He heard Melinda gasp from behind him, and her grip on his shoulder tightened.  
 
    “Oh, Jack,” she said in a voice full of quiet wonder. “I can see your mana pool… It’s so big, and so clear!”  
 
    As she spoke, he realized that he could see her pool as well. He perceived all the connections that ran through her, from her small and still slightly hazy mana pool, all through her body and, most strongly, to her hands.  
 
    “The perception spell does not last for very long,” Lachlan said gently. “But it’s very powerful. It will allow you to see deeply into one another’s magic, and perceive what the other is doing with their magic. Jack, cast your spell.”  
 
    Jack took a breath and began. It was a strange feeling, having Melinda there, looking at his own internal magical pathways. She was watching with complete fascination as he began, and it felt strangely intimate and more than a little uncomfortable. But Jack pushed through that feeling and proceeded with his spell, keeping aware of her magic moving inside her almost in response to his own.  
 
    When the light appeared in his outstretched hand and he let the mana flow settle in the way that he had described, Melinda suddenly cried out. “I understand! I see it now!” she said.  
 
    “Don’t lift your hand, Melinda,” Lachlan warned as the woman had been about to break the connection and experiment for herself. Jack could see her own mana pool almost bubbling in anticipation of trying this technique for herself. “Jack,” Lachlan continued. “When you’re ready, withdraw the mana from the spell.”  
 
    Jack did, and Melinda broke the contact. The blue haze that had settled around them from Lachlan’s perception spell broke up into a cloud of glittering blue particles. They rose up and drifted weightlessly into the air around Jack’s head.  
 
    “Now, Melinda,” Lachlan said. “It’s your turn to try. Take your place in the center of the courtyard again, because I think you might have some powerful effects, and I don’t want to get caught in an accidental fireball!”  
 
    Melinda almost sprinted back to the center of the courtyard. She whirled to face Jack and Lachlan, smiling broadly, her eyes gleaming with excitement.  
 
    “Ready?” she asked.  
 
    “Go for it,” Lachlan said encouragingly.  
 
    Jack stood next to the tutor watching eagerly as Melinda gathered herself. Then, she began her magic. Jack was sharply aware of his new sense of her presence. He could feel her as a bright flame of keen magic. It was different from the effect of Lachlan’s perception spell—very different—but it was undeniably there. By contrast, Jack’s sense of Lachlan was shrouded, as if the tutor was a dark shadow against Jack’s senses, brooding mysteriously next to him.  
 
    Suddenly, Melinda cried out. “Yes!” she shouted. “That’s the way!”  
 
    A quick burst of flame appeared on her hand as before, but this time, it held there and then rippled back along her arm. There was a flash of flame on her other hand too, and then that one did the same, extending back along her arm to her shoulder and stabilizing. Jack heard a hollow roar like flames rushing up a chimney, and fire swirled around Melinda, coating her from her feet to her head. It shot upward from her outstretched hands.  
 
    “Stabilize it!” Lachlan shouted to her. “Don’t let it boil over like a pot left on a hob!” 
 
    She seemed to hear him, and the flame changed from a cloak surrounding her to a rippling outline on her shoulders and arms. For a moment, the fire had seemed as if it was about to go out of control. Through his strange new senses, Jack had felt Lachlan prepare a spell and hold it ready—a protection spell, he guessed, some kind of shield in case Melinda’s fire went out of control. Now, the spell vanished.  
 
    “That’s it!” Lachlan yelled encouragement to Melinda. “You’re doing it! Settle it through your pathways and let it return to complete your mana pool!”  
 
    “Yes!” Melinda cried, and Jack felt her magic focus to a point. He watched in amazement as his fellow student’s loose green tunic suddenly snapped tight around her expanding shoulders. Melinda seemed to grow upward and outward as the magic took hold.  
 
    “Go on, Melinda!” Jack shouted, pumping his fists as if he was encouraging a runner in a race.  
 
    Melinda grinned wildly at him and Lachlan. “I feel so strong!” she called to them.  
 
    “You look it!” Jack laughed.  
 
    Melinda glanced around the courtyard, as if looking for something to test her newfound strength on. Her eye landed on one of the heavy stone water features.  
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Lachlan shouted. “If you smash up my courtyard to test your new strength, Ivan will never let me hear the end of it! Look here, I’ll give you something…”  
 
    To Jack’s amazement, Lachlan held up both his hands in the air. It looked as if he were extending his hands to catch something that was falling from the air.  
 
    Black shadow swirled around Lachlan Woe, and lightning flashed around his small horns and around the black-and-red dome of his bald head.  
 
    There was a crack of thunder and a flash like lightning despite the clear sky. The shadows coalesced into a solid form above Lachlan’s hands and took shape as a great black sphere. It hung there, until, like smoke in the wind, the shadow was whipped away to reveal a boulder twice the size of the stone water features that Melinda had been eyeing up. It hovered, suspended in the air above Lachlan’s outstretched hands.  
 
    “Wow!” Jack exclaimed. “Look at that!”  
 
    “Earth magic, lad,” Lachlan said with a smile, “and it’s just the thing for Melinda to test her newfound strength on.”  
 
    With that, he shoved the boulder forward with his hands and it flew through the air, curving toward Melinda in a great arc over the courtyard.  
 
    Melinda yelled fiercely and leaped high into the air to meet it. She connected with it in mid-air and smashed it with a clenched fist. There was a mighty crack that echoed off the walls of the tower, and the rock shattered into a thousand tiny pieces. Melinda landed on her feet among the falling debris.  
 
    “Another!” she roared to Lachlan in a voice like a roaring bonfire. Wisps of flame leaped around her head and eyes, and little puffs of smoke were drifting from her hands and around her waist.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Lachlan called. “Be careful of your mana reserves!”  
 
    Melinda’s eyes went distant for a moment, and Jack felt with his new senses as she looked inward at her pool.  
 
    “There’s enough for a little more!” she cried. “Come on, do it! This is amazing!”  
 
    Laughing, Lachlan conjured another boulder. Again, there was a flash of light and a crack of thunder, and he flung his boulder right at Melinda. This time, she leaped in the air and caught it with one hand, flinging it up into the air.  
 
    It flew up as if it had been launched from a catapult—Jack had never seen anything like it before. It blasted straight upward, and Melinda launched herself after it, boosting off from the ground with a jump that made her seem to take flight. She overtook the rock, grabbed it again, and then threw it from her left hand to her right as she began to fall back to earth.  
 
    Just before she was about to land, she tossed it up again, then twisted in the air to land on her hands. The boulder landed on her feet, and she kicked it up in the air again. She flipped back onto her feet, caught the rock in both hands, and laid it gently on the ground.  
 
    She sagged against it. “Oooh!” she groaned, and Lachlan took a step forward. But she held up a hand to stop him, took a deep breath, and then Jack saw—and felt—her withdraw the mana from the spell.  
 
    Flame shimmered around her for a moment longer, then she glowed like the dying embers of a fire. There was a shimmer like a heat haze around her, and she returned to her normal size.  
 
    Laughing breathlessly, Melinda sank down to sit on the ground, leaning her back against the rock. She tilted her head back and smiled a smile of pure bliss. “That,” she gasped, “was the best thing that’s ever happened in my life.”  
 
    Lachlan smiled. “Congratulations,” he said to her, then turned to Jack. “Jack,” he said quietly, “a cup of water from the pump, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    Jack nodded quickly and did as he asked. He was about to bring it to Melinda, but Lachlan stopped him. The mage had produced a tiny dropper bottle of clear liquid, and he tipped two drops into the cup. The water in the silver cup shone out brightly for a moment, as if there was a bright light shining up from within it. The light faded, and Lachlan nodded to Jack and indicated Melinda with a tilt of his head as he disappeared the bottle into a fold of his cloak.  
 
    “Melinda,” Jack said, crouching beside the young woman. Her head was still tilted back, leaning against the boulder. The blissful smile was still on her face, but her eyes were closed. Jack realized with amusement that she’d fallen asleep.  
 
    “Melinda!” he said again, a bit louder.  
 
    Her eyes opened, and she grinned at him. “I did it, Jack,” she said sleepily. “Did you see? I did it.”  
 
    “I certainly did see,” Jack said, returning her smile. “Now drink this.”  
 
    He handed her the cup and she tilted it and drank it off in one long gulp. A gleam of silver ran over her skin from her mouth as she drank. It was quick, but Jack definitely saw it. The silver ran across her face and disappeared down under her collar and around beneath her hairline. A moment later, he saw it run across the bare skin on her wrists and arms.  
 
    Her eyes snapped open, and she stared in amazement at the cup, now fully awake.  
 
    “What was that?” she said, springing to her feet. “A moment ago I felt like I could sleep for a week, but now I feel great again!”  
 
    Lachlan had come over to stand next to them. “I put a couple of drops of a restorative potion in the water,” he said. “You pushed that magic a little too far, Melinda, though it’s completely understandable given how long you’ve been struggling with your magic before today. The potion will stave off the worst of the effects of pushing your magic too far, but you’d better take the rest of the day off just to be sure.” 
 
    Melinda nodded, looking thoughtful.  
 
    Lachlan grinned, then turned to Jack. “For now, though, I think it’s time to move on to stage two of our lessons for the day. I’ve been lucky enough to gain two uniquely gifted pupils in as many days. There’s more to that light of yours than meets the eye, Jack. It’s unique, that’s for sure, but there’s more to you than illumination magic. Let’s find out just what powers are gifted to the man who can absorb a dungeon core!”

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lachlan glanced at Melinda, as if expecting her to leave.  
 
    “I’d really like to see this, too,” Melinda offered. “I’m feeling ok, so I’ll stay if you don’t mind.”  
 
    “Sure,” Lachlan said. “You’re certain you feel ok?”  
 
    Jack studied Lachlan’s face. He’s concerned about her, but he’s not showing it, he thought. I wonder just how crazy the consequences of pushing her magic might be? I hope she’s going to be ok. 
 
    But Melinda looked like she had recovered enough to continue, so Jack decided he would take his lead from Lachlan. If Lachlan is content to let her stay and continue, I’ll go with his judgement, he decided. 
 
    He shook himself. “I’ll give the spell a go again,” he said, “but I don’t think it’s all that impressive after Melinda’s display.”  
 
    Lachlan laughed. “I was able to give Melinda clearer guidance because I already knew what direction her magic was taking her in. You, Jack, I’m still not sure about. I want to have a closer look at your magic and try to work out what it is more clearly. Then we can think about your forward path.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “Here goes, then.”  
 
    He focused on his mana pool and his pathways, and found that the spell was easy to conjure this time, easier than it had ever been yet. 
 
    “You’re getting better at casting,” Lachlan commented. “You’ve been practicing.”  
 
    Jack concentrated on the spell. “Yes,” he said, “I suppose I have.” He was itching to tell Lachlan about the lizard and the magic that had happened in the early hours of the morning, but Lachlan was now concentrating on the spell.  
 
    The mage peered at it, gazing at it with his eyes very close to the light. Then he walked away to the other side of the courtyard and gazed at it from that distance.  
 
    “I’m going to cast a darkness around us,” he said, “so that I can observe the effect of the illumination.”  
 
    Lachlan raised his hands in the air and from them a dark patch began to expand.  
 
    “Hold your magic steady,” Lachlan warned. Jack realized that his spell had begun to waver as he looked in amazement at Lachlan’s magic. Jack did as Lachlan said, carefully stabilizing the spell in the palm of his right hand as the darkness descended.  
 
    It closed over the three of them in an extending dome that stretched out from Lachlan’s raised hands, enclosing all three of them and dropping to the floor. Jack looked around. There was no illumination except for the light from his little spell.  
 
    “Now then, “Lachlan muttered, and began to examine the light again. Jack met Melinda’s eyes and saw that she was as amazed as he was at their tutor’s spell. Lachlan seemed unaware of the amazement of both his pupils.  
 
    He took a thick disk of green glass from an inside pocket. It was about the size of the palm of his hand and had a rim that looked like gold. Lachlan held it up and peered through it, looking at the spell through his glass from all angles. After a few minutes, he shrugged and made a non-committal “Hmph.” He put his green glass away and pulled out something new.  
 
    This time, it was a little leather pouch with a picture of a waning moon sewed onto it. He loosened the drawstring that held the little pouch closed and reached in with his thumb and forefinger.  
 
    “This may tingle a little,” he warned, “hold your spell as stable as you can.”  
 
    He held up a pinch of something. Jack expected a powder, but instead, a little group of glowing insects fell from Lachlan’s hands. They were a little bigger than ants, and they shone like fireflies in the darkness. As they fell into the light, they vanished in a puff of smoke.  
 
    “Hmm, good, good,” Lachlan said. He put his little bag away and drew out his notebook and the stub of a pencil. Instead of dispersing the magical darkness he’d created, he leaned in and scribbled a couple of notes in his book using the light from Jack’s spell to illuminate his work.  
 
    Jack raised his eyebrow at this. He did not think he was conceited, but still he was unsure how he felt about his magic—which he was quite proud of—being used as a table lamp.  
 
    Melinda saw his expression and covered her mouth to conceal her laughter.  
 
    “Right,” Lachlan announced. “That’s that.” He waved a hand in the air, and the darkness was gone. Jack blinked, looking about himself. The sun was shining down into the courtyard, and the sky was blue above, but the shadows were beginning to lengthen. 
 
    It must have been later than I thought when I woke up, Jack thought. The afternoon is passing. 
 
    Lachlan was putting away his notebook. “I think it’s nothing more complicated than a basic Spellcaster’s Lamp spell,” he said. “It’s one of the most basic internal magic spells a mage learns, but it does require some balance and consistency. Your grasp of it is impressive. Why that should be the first spell that manifests in you I don’t know, but unless there’s something more you can tell me about this than I don’t already know, then…”  
 
    “Actually,” Jack said excitedly, “there is a little more I can tell you.”  
 
    Lachlan’s eyes, which had gone distracted and thoughtful, snapped back to alertness as he looked at Jack. “Oh yes?” he asked. 
 
    Jack grinned as he removed the magic from his spell. It went out. “Yes,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for a chance to tell you about it, but the time didn’t seem right until now. There is actually more to this spell—a lot more. I just found out about it last night.”  
 
    Lachlan, who had seemed as if he was covering some disappointment after examining Jack’s spell, now became excited and engaged. “Tell me all about it,” he said.  
 
    Jack glanced at Melinda and noticed that she was looking at him with interest. He wondered for a moment if she guessed he had kept quiet at breakfast because he hadn’t fully trusted her. Well, if she did, he thought that she would probably understand. He put the thought aside to deal with later. He took a breath and began.  
 
    He explained to a fascinated Lachlan how he had been experimenting with his magic in his room before he’d gone to sleep and had seen the silver line that had led him to the lizard. That alone seemed to excite Lachlan a great deal, and the mage looked as if he were dying to interrupt and ask questions.  
 
    But Lachlan kept quiet for the moment, except to encourage Jack to carry on. So Jack told how the silver line had shown him where the blue lizard had been hiding, and how, without meaning to, Jack had somehow absorbed the lizard and recreated it as a new, bigger, version of itself.  
 
    He was about to explain how the lizard had spoken to him in his mind, but Lachlan spoke. “I have to see it,” he said breathlessly. “Is it still there? In your room?”  
 
    “Yes,” Jack said. “It seems pretty peaceful, though it asked for food and for me to light the fire earlier.”  
 
    “It… spoke to you?” Melinda asked.  
 
    Jack looked at her and smiled. “That’s right,” he said. “I was just about to say. When I went up to get my shoes earlier, before breakfast. It spoke to me psychically, in simple images transmitted to my mind.”  
 
    Lachlan was smiling and seemed to be restraining some great excitement. “Will you go and bring the lizard down, Jack?” he said.  
 
    Jack nodded. “Sure. I guess it’ll be hungry too. I really ought to have brought it some food sooner.”  
 
    He jogged back to the tower and through the stone corridors to the dining room where they had eaten earlier that day. He found his way back to the main hall and up the stairs. As Lachlan had said, the ground floor seemed fairly stable so far, and it was only the upper floors that changed without warning and presented a danger to explorers.  
 
    Up the stairs he went until he got to the top landing. He glanced toward the strange changing corridor and chuckled at what he saw there. Most of the doors and windows had vanished, and a troop of tiny people in brightly colored clothing were painting one of the walls.  
 
    He grinned and stopped to look. There was a big group of them, and they were getting in each other’s way more than anything. As he watched, a fight broke out over a ladder, and one of them picked another up and dumped him head first into a paint pot. A melee broke out, with the tiny men attacking each other with loaded paint brushes and throwing small pots at each other as missiles. Their squeaky voices filled the corridor.  
 
    Jack laughed at the spectacle—and the whole troop froze, turning to look wide-eyed at Jack. They looked terrified. In the blink of an eye, they dashed away, scattering and running through the doors that the corridor had to offer. The doors slammed, and all was quiet.  
 
    With a glance around the landing, Jack shrugged his shoulders. This tower sure has a strange sense of humor, if that’s what that was, he thought. But at least nothing had changed on the landing. His room and Melinda’s room were where they had been this morning, and only the ever-changing corridor displayed the strange magic of the building.  
 
    Jack opened the door to his own room, and the lizard immediately got to its feet and stretched. It reminded Jack of an old dog his stepfather had owned. It stretched with its claws extended and its tail pointed up, then yawned and shook and fixed its gaze on Jack.  
 
    “Hungry,” it reminded him, speaking directly into his mind. “Food?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jack said. “Food soon. Come with me?”  
 
    “Come with the master, yes,” the lizard agreed. Jack wondered for a moment if he should restrain the creature somehow—put a collar on it as he would with a dog, perhaps. He looked around the room for something to use, but there was nothing. In any case, the lizard’s teeth could have chewed through any leash in an instant, Jack was sure.  
 
    He would trust the creature.  
 
    “You need to stick close to me, okay?” he said. “The tower can be dangerous to the unwary.”  
 
    “Loyal,” the lizard confirmed, bumping its head against Jack’s knee. “Stay close.”  
 
    “Good,” Jack said with a smile. “Come on then.”  
 
    He left the room. A glance at the corridor showed him the same scene as when he had last passed it. The corridor was empty, but there remained a chaos of paint pots and brushes and a mess of paint splashed everywhere.  
 
    A flicker of movement caught his eye as he was about to head down the stairs, and he stopped to watch. There was a shining green snake in the corridor. It moved swiftly along the corner where the wall met the floor, trailing a bit of white paint behind it where it had run through a puddle. Jack watched for a moment until it disappeared beneath a door.  
 
    The lizard did as it had said it would. It stuck to his heel as close as a well-trained dog, and he had no trouble with it. Together, they reached the ground floor and headed back to the courtyard.  
 
    When they came out into the bright daylight, Jack sensed magic working. Melinda was standing upright with her eyes closed and her hands folded across her middle. Lachlan stood a few yards away, watching her carefully.  
 
    “That’s Jack returning,” he said to her as he caught sight of his pupil. “You can exit the meditation now.”  
 
    Melinda opened her eyes and smiled at Jack, then her eyes went wide as she saw the lizard.  
 
    “Oh, he’s gorgeous!” she said, running over toward them. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Name?” Jack repeated. “Oh, I don’t actually know. I hadn’t thought of a name…”  
 
    “Twizzle? Sparkle? Fluffy?” Melinda suggested, dropping to one knee beside the lizard. The big creature accepted her straight away, bowing its big head and allowing her to scratch its scales.  
 
    “Fluffy?” Jack said, feeling incredulous. “Whatever we call him, we can’t call him Fluffy!”  
 
    “Why not ask him?” Lachlan said quietly.  
 
    Jack looked up. He had been unaware of the mage’s approach, but now he saw his teacher standing and looking down at the lizard and Jack with amazement and satisfaction in his expression.  
 
    “Ask him?” Jack said. “Well, I suppose I could.”  
 
    He turned to the lizard, who seemed to have understood the entire conversation. It looked him in the eye and transmitted a thought, very clearly. Logs were glowing in the fire, flames licking up their sides… A log shifted, sending up a cloud of red sparks into the chimney.  
 
    “Spark!” Jack cried. “That’s what he wants us to call him!”  
 
    The lizard hung its mouth open as if it was smiling and its long tongue lolled out. It swept its tail about in a gesture that was not quite a wag, but was clearly a signal of pleasure.  
 
    “Spark,” he said with satisfaction in Jack’s mind, naming the thing that he had only had an image for until now. 
 
    “Appropriate,” Lachlan said.  
 
    “Why,” Melinda asked, “because of his color?”  
 
    “Because he’s the spark that will light a fire, I think. He’s the first, but I have a feeling there will be many more.”  
 
    They spent quite a bit of time admiring Spark the lizard and getting to know him. Melinda was particularly impressed with him, and he basked in her attention. Even the goblin Ivan came out to look at him, and though the little fellow was wary of the lizard’s big teeth, Spark went bellying up to him and presented his head for scratching. Ivan reached out a tentative hand to scratch as requested and smiled at the lizard’s cheerful response.  
 
    When Ivan went to the kitchens and brought out a huge bucket of meat scraps for Spark, their friendship was sealed.  
 
    “I’m beginning to get an idea about that light of yours, Jack, now that I’ve seen Spark and heard your story,” Lachlan said. “I want to try another experiment, if that’s ok with you?”  
 
    “Sure,” Jack said. “I’m not tired.”  
 
    Lachlan looked up at the sky. “It’s not quite evening yet, we’ve still got a bit of time. Come on.”  
 
    They left Melinda, Spark, and Ivan together in the main courtyard. Jack followed as Lachlan headed out and around a corner of the hedge. Jack gasped. “This is lovely!” he said.  
 
    Before him there was an expanse of garden, much greener than the stone-flagged courtyard. The floor here was mowed grass, and there were mature trees casting shade on the ground. Beds of strange herbs that Jack had never seen before dotted the garden.  
 
    Like the other areas, this one was also enclosed with high hedges, but it was dimmer and cooler than the courtyard. The sunlight shone through the leaves and created a pleasant dappled shade all over the ground.  
 
    “This is one of my favorite gardens,” Lachlan agreed. “But I want to do something in particular. Conjure your light for me again.”  
 
    Jack did, and Lachlan asked him to look through it. “Do you see anything different when you look through the light?”  
 
    “No,” Jack said. “It all looks the same as always.”  
 
    “Good,” Lachlan said. “I thought so.”  
 
    He reached into his robe and drew out a short, broad object. Jack peered at it, then Lachlan grabbed one end of it and pulled. As the silver blade was revealed, Jack realized it was a dagger in a sheath.  
 
    “That’s good workmanship,” Jack said. “My stepfather was a blacksmith, I know good metalwork when I see it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” Lachlan said with a smile. “Now, do this for me, I’ll explain why in a moment. Turn away and face the hedge. Don’t look around until I ask you to, understand?”  
 
    “Got it,” Jack said, turning away as Lachlan had asked.  
 
    “Right…” he heard Lachlan mutter, then he heard the mage’s footsteps moving away across the grass.  
 
    He stood facing the hedge, wondering what test Lachlan had in store for him. He could hear Ivan and Melinda laughing on the other side of the hedge, and he smiled, pleased that Melinda was settling in so well. He liked Ivan, too, even though the goblin had seemed strange at first. He wondered again how in the world Ivan and Lachlan had teamed up in the first place, and then wondered if he’d ever get a chance to ask either of them.  
 
    Melinda laughed again, and Jack thought that she had a nice laugh. She really did seem like quite a pleasant person, and she was rather attractive too. He thought about the way her hair had fallen across her face when she’d stood outside his door earlier, looking scared. There hadn’t been many girls his own age in the mountain village, and certainly none like Melinda… 
 
    “You can turn around now,” Lachlan’s voice said.  
 
    Jack was startled out of his thoughts, and felt a little embarrassed that his thoughts had so quickly turned to thinking about Melinda like that.   
 
    He cleared his throat.  
 
    “You okay?” Lachlan asked. 
 
    “Fine. You startled me out of my thoughts, that’s all. What’s the next stage of the exercise?” 
 
    Lachlan gave him an uncomfortably knowing look, but thankfully didn’t press the question. “Conjure your light again,” he commanded, and Jack did. “Now look again,” Lachlan said, “and tell me if you see anything new?”  
 
    Jack looked. Again, there was nothing new. No sign of the silver line that had led him to the lizard, nor of anything else that was different from the normal view. “There’s nothing,” he said. He felt a little disappointed, but Lachlan smiled.  
 
    “I have hidden the knife somewhere in the garden,” Lachlan said. “If you can find it, you can keep it. Now, look again.”  
 
    To Jack’s amazement, as soon as he looked through the light, he saw the silver line extending again. It reached from his chest outward as before, and as he held the light up and looked further away, he saw the line extending off between the trees.  
 
    “The line is back!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Hah!” Lachlan cried, and clapped his hands together once. “I thought so! Let me look.”  
 
    Lachlan leaned in and looked through the light. “It’s as I thought,” he said. “Only you can see it. Oh, Jack, this is excellent progress. I’m really pleased. Go on, go find the dagger. I meant what I said about keeping it.”  
 
    Holding up his light so that he could follow the silver line, Jack set off. The line led him through the trees, deeper into the woods. It was a beautiful place, even though it was growing dark as the light faded. Jack’s spell lit up the leaves on the trees above him and illuminated their trunks as he passed them.  
 
    After not very far, he spotted the line leading down toward the base of a large tree. The roots were tangled and crooked, like hands gripping the earth. Jack crouched at the base of the tree and held his light forward to illuminate a gap between the roots. The silver line led down between the roots and there, sure enough, was the knife in its sheath.  
 
    Jack reached in and lifted it out by the handle. He looked at it. The handle was made of dark wood, and it fitted his hand as if it had been made for him. The sheath was black leather, with a knotwork design tooled into it. There was a clasp holding the knife in place, a thick bit of leather with a silver stud.  
 
    He admired it for a moment but didn’t take it out of the sheath. He straightened up and looked around. Ah. He had no idea which direction he’d come.  
 
    I was so focused on following the path that I didn’t take account of my surroundings, he thought. How do I get back? The garden can’t be all that big, but it does seem… 
 
    Jack scanned the area. There was no sign which direction to go in. From the edge, the garden had looked small, but it was different now he was in it.  
 
    A thought struck him. Smiling with excitement, he held up his light and looked through it. There was nothing, as he’d expected.  
 
    “I need to find my way back to Lachlan Woe,” he said out loud.  
 
    To his great satisfaction, it worked! A silver line reached out from his chest and extended off through the trees, in quite a different direction from the one he’d been considering taking. He followed it and very quickly appeared back at the edge of the woods. 
 
    Lachlan was standing there, looking anxious. “Oh, there you are!” he said, seeming relieved. “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I didn’t think about how those woods might appear to a newcomer. I’m so used to it, but I forgot that it grows larger once you’re inside. I was about to come in and find you but… how did you find your way out?” 
 
    “I used this,” Jack said, smiling and holding up the light.  
 
    A slow smile spread across Lachlan’s face. “Ah, you did? I didn’t know if it would work, even if you did think to do it. What did you say?”  
 
    Jack told him, and the mage nodded, pleased.  
 
    “All that is needed is for you to have a specific objective, and the silver line within the light will guide you there. It’s a very useful piece of magic, that is.”  
 
    “But it’s not without its limitations,” Jack said. “On my way in, I completely forgot to even look at my surroundings, because I was so focused on following the line. If I hadn’t thought of using the light again, I would have been lost, and if I was in a situation where I couldn’t use the light for some reason, I’d be in trouble.”  
 
    “That’s good thinking,” Lachlan said. “Magic is not a solution to every problem, and a man needs intelligence and strategic thinking even when he has magic at his disposal.”  
 
    He clapped Jack on the shoulder. “Well done. And that knife is yours, too, by the way. Take it out of the sheath!”  
 
    Jack unclipped the knife from its sheath and drew it out. It was a bright, gleaming silver, and it seemed to shine brighter than the fading daylight that reflected on the blade. The same knotwork pattern in the leather of the sheath was inlaid in a darker metal along the broad base of the blade on one side.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Jack said, turning it over. “Where did it come from?”  
 
    “From the northlands,” Lachlan said. “They have metalworkers up there who can do things with metal we southerners couldn’t even dream of.”  
 
    Jack smiled at that. He’d never really thought of himself as a southerner, but Lachlan was right, of course. The world was large, and the part he knew of it was only very small. Jack didn’t mind that. Most people knew little more than the villages they lived in and a day’s journey or so in the surrounding lands. For now, Jack was content for that to remain the case.  
 
    “It’s so bright,” he commented.  
 
    “Yes, they have a technique where they capture the light of the stars and the moon in steel,” Lachlan said. “Beautiful stuff.”  
 
    “Are you sure you want to give it away?” Jack said, feeling a sudden twinge of guilt. “It’s obviously very valuable.  
 
    “Thanks, Jack,” Lachlan said. He slapped his own belt and winked. “I have two more, so you keep that one. Come on. Let’s go and rejoin the others.”  
 
    “Well, thanks,” Jack said, putting the dagger on his belt.  
 
    “You earned it, lad,” Lachlan called over his shoulder as he headed off toward the main courtyard. “You earned it.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, Lachlan, are you any closer to knowing what my magical path is yet?” Jack asked as he jogged to catch up with his tutor’s long stride.  
 
    Lachlan considered a moment before speaking. “Yes, I’d say I’m a good bit closer,” he replied cryptically.  
 
    “Uh… and?” Jack prompted hopefully.  
 
    Lachlan chuckled. “I don’t know for sure yet, so I’d rather not say. I have the beginnings of a theory, I’d like to give it a little while longer and make up my mind for certain.”  
 
    “But can’t you tell me your ideas? Your theory? Surely it would be better for me to know what I am as soon as possible?”  
 
    “Ah, no!” Lachlan said. “Because I might be wrong. If I start talking to you about my theories and ideas, that’s going to color your perception of your own magic, do you see? If I tell you what I think you are, then you’re going to be thinking about that while you’re experimenting. If I’m wrong, that could cause us to go off in the wrong direction. No, lad, I’m going to ask you to trust me and just do as I suggest, practicing your spells and doing the exercises I give you until I’m able to be more certain.”  
 
    He stopped and turned to face Jack. “I know it’s frustrating, but if you can put up with not knowing for a little more time, it will be much better in the long run. Can you do that?”  
 
    Jack nodded. After all, his life had come a long way in a short space of time. He had magic and was apprenticed to a mage as he’d always dreamed. He had a magical lizard companion, a comfortable room of his own up in the tower, and a bit of magic to call his own as well. He smiled. “I can wait,” he said.  
 
    “That’s good,” Lachlan said. “Now come along. Melinda will be needing a help up to her room by now if I’m not mistaken. That potion I gave her only has limited effectiveness, and another dose would not work.”  
 
    “That was an incredible display of magic from Melinda, wasn’t it?” Jack said.  
 
    Lachlan nodded. “It was. But I was foolish not to rein it in before it went that far. I was excited, and got carried away by her enthusiasm.”  
 
    “But what happened?” Jack asked. “Surely if she has the magic within her to do that kind of thing…”  
 
    “Ah, but that’s the point, she doesn’t. Not normally. You see, when a mage is artificially constrained from using their magic, they can become like a coiled spring wound tighter and tighter. And when they’re finally released, the power is like a dam bursting. It doesn’t mean that they always have such power. Melinda is not that powerful, she’s only starting out, but the release from her frustrations caused her to pour the entire contents of her mana pool into one massive display of magic.”  
 
    He shook his head. “It was incredibly dangerous. She’s such a young mage that she clearly didn’t really know what she was doing or how she was doing it. But that kind of mana flood is infectious, and even to an experienced mage like me, it proved impossible to resist joining in with her enthusiasm.”  
 
    “There’s no harm done, though, surely?” Jack asked. He felt concerned. Lachlan seemed to be taking it much more seriously than Jack had thought the situation had warranted.   
 
    “I hope not,” Lachlan said. “If she can keep a lid on her urge to use her spells and let her mana pool regenerate in its own time, then no, I think there will not be any long-term harm done. But let it be a warning to you, Jack. A mage can always access his full mana pool, but it’s only in a crisis—a real life or death moment—that he should risk it. Instead, we grow and cultivate our mana so that we don’t have to rely on dangerous bursts of energy to be effective. Understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Jack said solemnly. He had been impressed by Melinda’s display, but he took Lachlan’s words on board. Magic was fun and impressive, but it was dangerous too, and he knew very little about it really. He resolved that he would listen to his mentor.  
 
    They came around the corner and stepped into the courtyard. It was the golden hour before sunset, and the light shone down on the courtyard in a beautiful golden haze. The white flagstones glowed a beautiful red-gold color, as if the sunlight had soaked them and was now shining back out of the stone itself. The four stone tubs of black water looked like they were filled with liquid gold.  
 
    Melinda leaned against one of these, her head resting back, and Spark’s big scaly head in her lap. She was fast asleep. Nearby, Ivan had produced a set of gardening tools and was pottering in one of the flower beds. He seemed to be evicting a patch of stinging nettles and was whistling a slow tune quietly under his breath as he worked.  
 
    “How long has she been asleep?” Lachlan said in an urgent tone as he hurried up.  
 
    Ivan stood, glanced up at the sun, then glanced at the bit of gardening he’d been doing. “Minutes only, master,” he said. “Not long at all.”  
 
    “Good, good,” Lachlan muttered, then hurried over to Melinda. He leaned over her and raised a hand, casting a red light on Melinda’s face. She woke up slowly, blinking, and Spark lifted his head to regard Lachlan sleepily.  
 
    “I was only asleep for a moment,” she said, her voice fuzzy.  
 
    “I know,” Lachlan assured her. “Come, Jack will help you upstairs. Then you can go to your bed and sleep for as long as you need to.”  
 
    He glanced at Jack, who hurried over and crouched to help Melinda up. She tried to rise on her own, but was unable to. “What’s… what’s wrong with me?” she muttered.  
 
    “You drew too deeply on your magical resources,” Lachlan said. “But don’t worry, you’ll be fine. Just go upstairs and get some rest.”  
 
    “Come on, lean on me,” Jack encouraged her, and she draped her arm around his shoulders and allowed him to haul her up.  
 
    Together, they made their way through the tower and up the stairs. Melinda kept nodding off again, and Jack resorted to talking loudly to her to try and keep her awake. Finally, they got to the landing.  
 
    The changing corridor was dark, and nothing could be seen moving down there. Candles sat in holders along the wall, casting globes of yellow illumination on stone walls and dripping trails of wax down onto the wooden floor. All was silent.  
 
    “Nearly there,” Jack said. He reached out to push Melinda’s door open, but it wouldn’t budge. He pushed again. Nothing.  
 
    “What in the…?” he muttered. He glanced over his shoulder. Should he put her in his room? That didn’t seem right. Is there a key? he wondered, and then it struck him. The person was the key. Only the person whose room it was could open the door.  
 
    Melinda had dropped off to sleep again, and he couldn’t wake her. After a moment’s thought, Jack hit on an idea. He reached over and grabbed Melinda’s arm, the one that was not slung across his own shoulder. He raised it by the wrist, placed her hand on the door, and pushed. The door opened immediately.  
 
    That worked, he thought as he stepped inside, but I wonder how I’ll open the door from outside if she’s asleep inside the room? I’ll have to mention it to Lachlan later. 
 
    Melinda’s room was much like his own, only it was perhaps a bit bigger. It had the same chest in the corner, a bed with a low side-table, a fireplace, and table with candles and a water jug next to a window that was firmly shuttered.  
 
    He half-dragged her to the bed and pushed the covers back, then dropped her onto the mattress. Then, after giving it a moment’s thought, he crouched down and hauled her boots off for her, depositing them on the floor at the bottom of her bed.  
 
    She was completely asleep now, breathing heavily and totally unresponsive. Jack lifted her feet up onto the bed and dragged the covers over her, then filled the silver water cup from the jug and put it by the bed for her. He considered lighting a fire but then decided against it. She was fully dressed and in bed, and the room was stuffy already.  
 
    Quietly, Jack left Melinda’s room and closed the door behind him.  
 
    Downstairs, he found Lachlan sitting at the dining table.  
 
    “How is she?” Lachlan asked.  
 
    “Asleep,” Jack replied. “By the way, the door would only open when her hand touched it. What if I need to check on her before she wakes up again?”  
 
    “Interesting,” Lachlan said, consideringly. “I don’t know about that, actually. That must be a decision of the tower itself. I suspect that if you have a need to enter, the tower will allow it, but if it doesn’t work in future, let me know and I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out.”  
 
    Evening had fallen outside. Jack yawned, finding himself suddenly tired. Lachlan called to Ivan, who made a meal for them. Tonight, it was a hearty stew and a loaf of freshly baked bread with a pot of salted butter and a wheel of sharp cheese. The goblin brought out a flagon of golden wine that tasted of summer.  
 
    They ate mostly in silence. Lachlan seemed absorbed in his own thoughts and scribbled in his notebook from time to time. Jack was absorbed in the food. Despite the huge breakfast they’d had, he found that his hunger was keen. During his time in Oakwood, his diet had been pretty spare, and it had been even worse on his road from the mountains before that. The meat was tender and the sauce was rich, and the bread had seeds baked into it that cracked satisfyingly between his teeth.  
 
    By the time he was full, Jack saw that it was full dark outside. That reminded him that midsummer had passed and the nights were getting shorter. I wonder what winter will be like here, he thought.  
 
    “Bedtime for me, I think,” he said, rising from the table as Ivan appeared to collect the dirty dishes.  
 
    “Good idea,” Lachlan said. “It’s been a productive day for everyone, and I think I’ll turn in early too. Check on Melinda before you go to sleep, will you?”  
 
    Jack nodded and headed upstairs, and Spark, who had been asleep at his feet during dinner, followed him up.  
 
    He did as Lachlan asked, and as the mage had suggested, the door to Melinda’s room swung open without difficulty. It must mean that the door would only open for the person whose room it was, but another could enter if, as Lachlan said, they had a good reason to.  
 
    She was lying as he had left her, so he closed the door behind him and went to his own room.  
 
    Tiredness assailed Jack as he closed his own door behind him. Spark leaped immediately up onto the foot of his bed and curled up there.  
 
    “That looks like a good idea to me,” Jack said with an enormous yawn. He undressed and clambered into bed, curled up into the soft woolen blankets, and fell immediately into a deep and restful sleep.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Morning came. The sunlight of the early day shone in between the shutters over Jack’s window, and the beam of light tracked across the bed then hit his face. As it moved across his eyes, he blinked and woke up.  
 
    For a moment, he had a feeling of disorientation. Where was he? This was not his room above the stables in Oakwood. In a flood of memory, the events of the previous days rolled over him, and he smiled as excitement sparked in his chest. He was a mage’s apprentice, with spells of his own, a magically enhanced lizard at his feet, and a powerful and mysterious mentor to teach him.  
 
    He leaped out of bed with a whoop of pleasure, disturbing Spark, who lifted his head and opened one eye.  
 
    “Making noise,” the lizard complained sleepily. “Early yet. More sleep please.” 
 
    Jack laughed and shook his head. “Lazy lizard,” he teased affectionately. “I’ll come up and get you in an hour or so.”  
 
    “Perhaps two…” Spark replied, burrowing into the bedclothes and going back to sleep.  
 
    Jack dressed quickly, splashed some cold water from the washing buckets over his head and neck, then headed out. The changing corridor showed a vista of blue at the end of the corridor. The floor, walls, and ceiling were all painted blue, and at the far end, an unnaturally tall woman in a blue dress was sitting on a stool playing a strange musical instrument that looked a bit like a harp, but had fewer strings and seemed to be made of bone rather than of wood.  
 
    The music was eerie as it drifted down the corridor toward him, and as he stopped to watch for a moment, he saw an enormous white cat moving like a fluffy cloud in the sky blue room. The woman struck a discord on the harp and raised her head suddenly to look at Jack along the length of the corridor, then bowed her head again and returned to her playing.  
 
    Jack shook his head at the strangeness of it. He must ask Lachlan what the point of such strange magic was. Did these odd corridors and the ever changing visions within them have some utility that the master mage could take advantage of? Or was it just the tower’s eccentric self-expression that he saw displayed every time he passed the corridor landing. He shrugged.  
 
    He took a glance at Melinda’s door and considered checking on her, but decided against it. It seemed early still, and from the way she had been the night before, Jack figured that she would not be waking up any time soon. Taking the steps two at a time, he jogged down until he reached the main hall.  
 
    The tall windows in the kitchen stood open, letting early morning sunlight pour in. The effect of the bright light on the dark wood paneling of the walls and the rich polished hardwood dining table was striking.  
 
    Outside there was a small enclosed garden, similar in style to the courtyard where yesterday's displays of magic had taken place, but much smaller.  
 
    Jack looked around and saw Lachlan sitting outside in the sunlight.  
 
    Jack went out to meet him. The mage was sitting at a low table that seemed to have been brought out here because the morning was so pleasant. As always, the mage was wearing his heavy robes of tattered black and his gleaming black leather boots. He struck an incongruous figure, with his fierce red-and-black striped face, sitting at a little table drinking coffee and reading a scroll.  
 
    He looked up as Jack approached.  
 
    “Jack,” he said. “I need to go out for the day. I have some people to see and some messages to send. I’ll be going into Oakwood Town and… other places.”  
 
    “Do you want me to do anything in particular while you’re away? Or would you like me to come with you?”  
 
    “You should stay here. Find Ivan and give him your help in his work in the kitchen and the grounds. He’ll probably welcome the company. I’m sure you have some questions about the tower and things. Feel free to ask him. He likes to talk. Oh, and keep an eye on Melinda. She’ll be fine, I’m sure, though she’ll probably sleep into the afternoon at least. But bring her some food and tell her I said she should stay in bed and rest today.”  
 
    “Got it,” Jack said.  
 
    “Good,” Lachlan said, nodding. He stood, pocketed his notebook, and walked a little way away from the table. Then he glanced over his shoulder at Jack. “Sit down,” he suggested. “Ivan will bring you some food, and then you can ask him what he needs you to do.” 
 
    Jack sat, but when he looked up at Lachlan, he saw that the mage was just standing there, staring up at the sky. Lachlan crouched to the ground and drew a line about a yard long on the ground with his finger. There was a flicker of flame from the ground, and a strange feeling in the air. It was as if there was a note being played on some giant musical instrument that was just too low for Jack’s ears to hear. He felt it, vibrating in his throat and his chest for a moment as Lachlan began to get to his fee again.  
 
    The mage held his hand out over the line he’d drawn on the ground, and to Jack’s utter amazement a flat, rectangular opening extended up from the line in the ground, following Lachlan’s hand. It would have been wrong to call it a door—there was no doorframe, nor was there a door in the opening. It was just a blank void, an utterly black rectangle that stood in front of Lachlan. Lachlan regarded it with satisfaction, then turned and smiled at Jack.  
 
    “I’ll be back this evening. Enjoy the day, and remember, feel free to ask Ivan any questions you might have. I can’t guarantee he’ll answer, but feel free to ask.”  
 
    And with that, the mage stepped into the void and vanished from view.  
 
    There was a faint whump as the portal collapsed in on itself. A little smoke wavered over the space on the ground where it had been, but then that was gone and there was no trace that the portal had ever even existed.  
 
    “The master’s out for the day, then?” It was Ivan who spoke. He’d appeared from the dining room, stepping out with a covered platter balanced on one arm. He laid this dish on the table in front of Jack and swiftly gathered up Lachlan’s dirty plate and mug.  
 
    “Uh, yes,” Jack said, recovering himself. “Lachlan’s gone for the day. Though I confess I didn’t expect his exit to be quite so… dramatic.”  
 
    The goblin laughed and shook his head. “He always did have a taste for a bit of drama, particularly when arriving or leaving.”  
 
    Jack smiled, thinking of how Lachlan had first shown himself, shrouded in deep shadow with his hood cast over his face in the dungeon. “That’s true,” he said. Then he looked at Ivan. “He said that I should help you today.”  
 
    The goblin chuckled again. “As if I needed help! He must think I’m getting past my prime! But that’s fine, you can help me out, I’m sure I’ll find something for you to do. I suspect he wants us to have a chance to talk, and I’m happy to do that as well. Breakfast first though, eh?”  
 
    “Sure,” Jack said, smiling, and the goblin nodded and bustled off.  
 
    A moment later, Ivan reappeared with a jug of coffee and a mug. “Take your time. Once you’re finished, come and find me in the kitchen, but don’t rush your breakfast. There’s no hurry. It’s early yet and there’s not too much to do today.”  
 
    “Thanks, Ivan,” Jack said.  
 
    The goblin bowed. “My pleasure, master,” he replied politely, then bustled off.  
 
    Jack looked around the little garden he was sitting in. Like everything else he had seen on this level of the tower, it was immaculately kept. Clipped hedges, some trimmed into the shapes of animals, and some manicured into abstract forms, ran around the outside of the little space. Raised beds seemed to be filled with herbs and vegetables. Jack recognized mint, thyme, and sage, all side by side in a big wooden tub. A stone raised bed had small lettuces and tall salad greens growing side-by-side, and an apple tree had been trained up a wooden frame against a low wall that would catch the afternoon sun.  
 
    The whole place was very well kept, and Jack reflected that Ivan certainly didn’t seem to need any help at all. He never seemed rushed or stressed out by his workload, and though he could be officious and fussy about little things, it seemed to be more of an act that he put on rather than a genuine reaction. Scolding Lachlan almost seemed to be a game for the goblin, and the mage played along with it.  
 
    Suddenly, Jack realized that he was intensely interested in finding out more about the goblin. How in the world did he manage to keep the tower and the grounds in such incredible condition, and cook a vast range of foods for each meal? Where did he get his supplies? There was a little kitchen garden here, yes, but surely he didn’t grow it all himself. And last night they had eaten beef stew with fine wine. Somehow, Jack didn’t think that Ivan went to Oakwood to trade for meat at the market.  
 
    Magic, he thought, it has to be. The goblin must be using magic to achieve all this. But what kind of mage is he? And who ever heard of a goblin using any magic other than the crudest combat spells? For that matter, who ever heard of a goblin butler at all. 
 
    Jack’s belly rumbled suddenly, reminding him that he should eat before getting too caught up in such questions. He would have all day to discuss these things with Ivan anyway. The prospect of asking all these questions seemed very attractive now, and Jack could hardly wait to get started.  
 
    He lifted the lid from the platter and found a stack of crisp bacon, slices of light, fluffy bread, a pot of honey and a pot of butter, and a pot of an incredibly sweet syrup that tasted marvelous when poured over the bacon. There were three boiled eggs and a little tub of salt for them, and a dish of apples and pears, sliced fine and swirled with thick cream.  
 
    Jack set about his breakfast with relish, stopping halfway through to pour himself a cup of the strong, black coffee. As he was finishing the last of the bacon, Ivan emerged from the tower carrying a tray with a stack of little cakes on it.  
 
    “To finish the meal,” he announced, placing the cakes down and sweeping the tray up in his other hand before disappearing. The cakes had soft, sweet pastry bases filled with apple preserves and rich with the tastes of cinnamon and cloves. Ivan had brought a little pot of fresh cream for pouring on the cakes, and Jack finished the lot, drinking a second cup of coffee as he did.  
 
    Feeling very satisfied, he sat back in the chair. A third cup of coffee emptied the pot, and he drank it slowly, gazing around the little garden. Birds were diving back and forth in the hedges, and snapping up the little bugs that flew around in the sun beams above the garden. Their song was very pleasant to listen to, and they seemed completely at ease in the garden.  
 
    One small yellow-and-blue bird landed on the ground near him and gave him a penetrating look from one bright eye, before hopping forward to collect some pastry crumbs that he had dropped while eating. A moment later, another bird joined the first. 
 
    Jack finished his mug of coffee and stood. The goblin had not appeared again, and so Jack figured that his first job of the day was to bring his own dishes in. He looked up to where the morning sun was just climbing above the tops of the outer hedges.  
 
    He stretched, then picked up his dishes. It was a good day for questions—and for answers.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ivan?” Jack called through the doorway that led from the dining room to the kitchen. “Are you in there?”  
 
    He felt reluctant to go into the kitchens. They seemed always to have been Ivan’s private domain, and now, standing in the doorway with his handful of dirty breakfast dishes, Jack felt like an intruder.  
 
    But then the goblin’s strange, high-pitched voice called to him. “Come on through!” it said, sounding welcoming and friendly.  
 
    Jack shrugged and did as the voice instructed. 
 
    Beyond the door that led away from the dining room, Jack found a short, dark corridor of cool dark stone. He walked through this, around a corner, and then stepped out into the bright, airy kitchen that supplied the tower.  
 
    Jack stood, gazing around himself in amazement. It was not a particularly large space—it was about the size of the dining hall, or perhaps a little smaller—but it was packed from floor to ceiling and on every side with every kind of pot, pan, and kitchen utensil you could imagine.  
 
    Skewers hung in ranks, and knives gleamed on a black strip that seemed to hold them to the wall without any visible fixing being used. The ceiling was covered with pots and pans on one side, giving way to a forest of drying bundles of herbs on the other side. Near the door Jack had entered through, a triple rank of cured meat joints was hanging.  
 
    Like the dining room, the kitchen had windows as tall as doors on one wall—three of them in a row. The weather outside was hot and fine, and all three windows stood open, showing another kitchen garden beyond that overflowed with herbs and flowering plants.  
 
    Around the walls of the kitchen stood rows of cupboards. In the middle was a wide island with several counters for preparing food. There was a great brick oven for baking bread, with a stack of dried logs beside it, and there was a strange contraption that seemed to hold a fire as well—a red-painted iron monstrosity with circular disks of metal on top, all of different sizes, and various doors inside.  
 
    The goblin himself stood at a mighty sink in one corner. He was drying a plate with a cloth when he saw Jack looking at the huge iron thing with all the doors and metal disks.  
 
    “That’s the next step up from a cooking hearth, my lad,” the goblin said with a small smile. “The best innovation since fine-milled bread flour. A cooking stove. Come, let me show you.”  
 
    With undisguised delight, the goblin showed Jack how a fire was built in a little compartment at the bottom of the contraption, and then the heat traveled throughout it to heat various ovens to different temperatures.  
 
    “What about these?” Jack asked, fascinated. He put his hand out over the metal disks on top and felt heat radiating from them. 
 
    “You put pots and pans on them for cooking,” the goblin explained. “Much better temperature regulation than on an open fire.” 
 
    Jack looked around the kitchen. Of course, that was what was missing—there was no open fire. Every cook he’d ever known from the smallest homeowner in his old mountain village to the biggest inn in Oakwood all cooked in pots hung over an open fire. It was just how it was done, and no one ever questioned that there could be any other way of doing it.  
 
    “It’s really amazing!” Jack said.  
 
    “Dwarves invented them,” the goblin said, nodding and looking fondly at it. “A cooking stove. It cost master Lachlan a fortune to buy this one and have it transported down here, but I convinced him that it would be best, and he’s not regretted it.”  
 
    And just like that, the goblin had introduced the topic of Lachlan, and of their background. Jack couldn’t help but smile at how skillfully the little fellow had done that. He was more than just a clever servant, that was for sure.  
 
    “What can I do to help?” Jack asked, determined to do something useful in exchange for the information that he would no doubt gain during his time with Ivan.  
 
    “Hmmm,” Ivan said with a small smile. “You can start by washing those dishes you brought in. The sink and everything is just over there. Then you can help me with this next batch of bread.”  
 
    Jack nodded and headed for the sink, which was full of surprisingly clean, soapy water.  
 
    “So,” Jack asked as he began to wash up his breakfast things, “you said that you convinced Lachlan to buy that cooking stove when you first came here? You and he have been companions since before you came to the tower, then?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Ivan replied. “Long, long before. Oh, we go back, your teacher and I, that’s for sure.”  
 
    He lifted a wooden bowl and turned out a load of risen bread dough onto the counter, then sprinkled the surface with flour from a bag and began to knead the dough expertly.  
 
    “In the old days,” he began, “Lachlan Woe was a more formidable character than he is now.”  
 
    Jack laughed. “He seems pretty formidable to me even now!”  
 
    “Of course he does, to you,” the goblin answered with a smile, “but if you had seen him then, in armor of red and gold and with the black sword of Azhoth in his hand, oh, then you would have seen him as I knew him. He took a different name then, and so did I, and we lived in a different place and did… different magic from that which we do now.”  
 
    Jack remained silent. The idea of Lachlan Woe as a mighty warrior with a powerful sword was both frightening and alluring at the same time. The goblin seemed to be drifting off into the memories, and Jack didn’t want to interrupt. He took a cloth from a hook and began to dry his plate and mug.  
 
    “In the place we lived then, there were different rules. You have to understand that we were at war, Jack, and things are acceptable in war—even desirable—which would be unconscionable in peacetime. He saved the world, you know…”  
 
    The goblin gave himself a shake and put his attention back into kneading the dough. “But I don’t know how much of that is right to tell you. Mainly, I think you should know about the things that affect you, and that’s the story of how Lachlan and I ended up together, and how we came to be here. Are you done with those dishes? Then come over here and help me with this.”  
 
    Jack obeyed, moving over the central preparation table. Ivan gestured to him to take the spot opposite where he was working, and Jack did. He found another wooden bowl full of dough, and under the goblin’s instruction, he floured the board and tipped the dough out. He followed Ivan’s lead with the kneading of the dough until the goblin was satisfied with his technique, then Ivan went on with his story.  
 
    “You won’t know much about the different kinds of magic, I guess,” he said, “but these days it’s all internal magic like your light or Melinda’s strength, or external magic like summoning or blasting fireballs about. The third kind is place magic—the magic associated with particular physical locations in space. That’s what you’ve seen Lachlan do—his doorway, the portal that you saw him leave through, that’s what you would call place magic.”  
 
    “And the glamor that lies over the tower?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Ivan answered. “That too. There are many forms of place magic, and most of them are practical and fairly unexciting. But there are other kinds of magic possible, that are either frowned upon or simply not known about by the guildsmen and magical alliances of this age. Other kinds of magic and… other kinds of mages to go with them.”  
 
    “You mean like necromancy?” Jack asked.  
 
    The goblin’s head came up and his eyes glittered. “Yes,” he said, “that’s one kind, but my master never dabbled in that. At least not to my knowledge. But there are the binding magics, the magics that compel living beings to the will of another. Necromancy is not a binding magic, because binding relies on two beings having a living soul that can be joined. Then there are the summoning magics, where a mage can create a companion creature out of thin air, drawing on pure magic to create a creature in a living form.”  
 
    Jack nodded slowly. “I’ve heard of such things, but only in tales. Men who could create animals, even monsters, and make them appear out of the air to fight for them and…” he broke off and suddenly looked at Ivan. “Familiars, they’re called.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Ivan said, and smiled slowly at Jack. “When I was created, I was one such creature.”  
 
    “You… you were a familiar? A magical being created by Lachlan to fight for him?”  
 
    Ivan nodded. “And created in the form of a goblin, because only a goblin would suit his needs at the time. But something went wrong, you see. Lachlan was exhausted, and he performed the magic sloppily, in a way that he did not intend. He did what your fellow student, Melinda, did, pouring all his mana supply into the spell at once. But then he was a very powerful mage and so the effect of the spell was like nothing that had ever been seen before. When I appeared, I was no ordinary familiar.”  
 
    “What happened?” Jack asked, totally absorbed in the story. 
 
    “You’ve stopped kneading the bread,” Ivan pointed out sharply, and Jack laughed and started to work the batch of dough again. 
 
    “What happened,” Ivan continued, “was that I became permanent. A real, flesh and blood familiar, not a temporary companion made of magic who would only last for a few hours, or a day, or a month. I became real, in a way that no one had ever seen before. It was a massive breakthrough for the development of magic, but it also horrified some of the magical community. Lachlan had created a real, living creature with a spell, something that no one had ever thought possible.”  
 
    The goblin shook his head regretfully. “The cost to him was enormous, both to his magic and to his reputation. The magic, well, that would recover in time, but not the reputation. He was cast out of the order of mages that he was a part of, eventually, because he wouldn’t do away with me. They thought I was an abomination, but Lachlan said ‘If the creation is an abomination, then how much more so is the creator?’ I respected him for that. He wouldn’t destroy me.”  
 
    “So… he was cast out?” Jack asked. “But what happened with the war?”  
 
    “Oh, the casting out happened years later. They let him win the war for them first. Only afterward did they let their consciences get in the way. Here, that’s enough kneading for that lot, put it back in the bowl and make a start on the other one. Yes, that was many years later. But in the meantime, we’d discovered that I was a very unusual creature indeed. Familiars could not normally speak or even think to any great degree, but I was as intelligent as any of the mages, and I had a full command of language and some magics of my own. And after a while, we found that I didn’t age, and that I was physically almost indestructible.”  
 
    Jack raised his eyebrows, looking at the diminutive goblin with new respect.  
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Yes, you may not think it, but Ivan the goblin has passed through many dangers that would have destroyed a lesser being. It scared the other mages, I think, and that’s why they wanted Lachlan to try to destroy me. Instead, he freed me.”  
 
    “He freed you?” Jack asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well,” the goblin explained, grabbing another bowl and starting on a fresh batch of bread, “there was one characteristic that I shared with a normal familiar—I was under Lachlan’s control. Oh, I had a will of my own, of course, but if he ordered me to do something, I had no option but to do it, immediately. I was compelled to. It was… distressing. For both of us. We grew to respect each other, and helped each other out of many a jam during those years. Neither of us wanted me bound by his will in that way. It took a long, long time and a great deal of experimentation, but eventually, Lachlan found a way to do it, and he freed me completely from his will.”  
 
    “But you stayed with him?”  
 
    Ivan nodded. “You could say that. You could also say that he stayed with me. We were like brothers—there’s a bond that two folk can build when they go through great trials together. I hope that you never have to form those kinds of bonds, Jack, because it’s only great suffering and terrible danger that form them. But however that is, we were the firmest of friends by the end of it. He decided to stick with me, and I with him. We left that land, and that life, and went on the road. Eventually, we ended up here.”  
 
    Jack took a breath to ask another question, but Ivan held up a floury hand. “Here,” he said, “before you ask any more questions, let’s put this bread on to bake.”  
 
    Together, they turned their loaves of bread out and placed them in covered cast-iron pots that Ivan took from a hook near the oven. “If you bake the bread in these,” he explained, “you get a marvelously crisp crust, better than if you just put the loaves straight in.”  
 
    Jack nodded and followed the goblin’s example, tipping the loaves into the iron pots and then lifting them one by one into the oven. Ivan glanced into the firebox, then flung a few more logs in. 
 
    “They’ll take a little while to cook off now,” Ivan said, “and that gives us a chance to do some work out in the garden.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jack said, pleased to be working with his hands but also hearing more of Lachlan and Ivan’s past together. 
 
    “How are you at splitting wood?” the goblin asked as Jack followed him through the kitchen garden and around a corner of a stone wall.  
 
    “Pretty good, actually,” Jack replied. “My stepfather was a blacksmith, and he made his own charcoal for the forge, so I got pretty good at splitting, stacking, and drying for the charcoal kiln.”  
 
    “Excellent!” Ivan said with a grin. “I won’t need to tell you what to do with this then!”  
 
    They came around the corner to find a spacious but packed little lumber yard. It was dominated by two wood storage sheds. On one side were stacks of dry logs waiting to be split, and on the other were neat stacks of split wood, stacked nearly as high as Jack’s head. In the middle was an enormous wooden block and a good-sized splitting maul.  
 
    Jack almost expected Ivan to take a seat and watch him work, but the little goblin was full of surprises. “You split, I’ll stack,” he said curtly, then immediately hefted an armful of the logs and brought them over for Jack to get to work on. With a shrug and a smile, Jack swung the sharp axe, enjoying the familiar sensation of weight and the satisfying clunk as the dry log dropped into two neat pieces.  
 
    “Cut each log into four,” Ivan instructed, and Jack picked up the split pieces and split each one again.  
 
    Ivan nodded as he gathered up the split pieces and added them to one of the stacks. “I always said there was room for an apprentice around here. I normally do all this myself, but it takes a lot of time. I think I’ll ask Lachlan to make this a regular part of your duties while you’re with us.”  
 
    “Glad to help,” Jack said, swinging the axe onto a new log.  
 
    “You said your stepfather was a blacksmith,” Ivan said after they’d worked together in silence for a while. “Your father’s dead, then?”  
 
    “Father and mother,” Jack replied.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” the goblin said. He sounded like he meant it.  
 
    Jack shrugged. “I never knew them. Story goes that there was a gang of bandits living in a cave up above the village in the mountains where I was raised. They were causing all kinds of trouble—raiding the village, attacking traders, demanding extortionate tolls from any who wished to travel through the pass down to the lowlands. Eventually the villagers got sick of it and hired mercenaries to clean the bandits out.”  
 
    He lifted another log and set it ready for splitting, then swung the axe again. “Some of the village men went with the mercenaries to the fight. They met the bandits in the pass, and there was a serious fight—the bandits put up real resistance, and supposedly they had a mage with them, but I don’t know how true that is. Anyway, the bandits were all killed or driven off. Afterward, the men all went up to look at the bandits’ hideout in a cave further up the mountain. They wanted to see if there was any loot there, I guess, any stolen goods that they could recover.”  
 
    Lifting another log, he paused, then continued, “I don’t know if they found anything else of value, but up at the back of the cave, wrapped up in furs and fast asleep, they found a baby. Robin the blacksmith had been married, but his wife had died before she’d been able to give him any children, so he said, ‘I’ll just take this baby and raise him as my own, and he can ‘prentice for me when he’s of age.’ And that’s how I got my start in life.” 
 
    “But you didn’t become his apprentice after all?” Ivan asked gently.  
 
    “Eventually, Robin changed his mind about that. I was never much of a smith, never had much liking for it. I was always keen on adventures and magic, and so in the end, another likely lad from the village became the apprentice, so I was free to travel and fulfil my dreams.”  
 
    “That’s a lucky story,” Ivan said. “I wonder who your parents were. Do you ever wonder that?”  
 
    “Not really,” Jack said. “Who knows? Whether I was the child of one of the bandits or a baby that had been kidnapped by them, what does it matter? Either way, I got a better start in life under Robin’s roof, and he ended up being the only parent I ever needed. But what about you? You were about to tell me what happened when you were cast out after the war?”  
 
    “I don’t think I was, as a matter of fact,” Ivan replied with a twinkle in his eye that made Jack think that the goblin was wary of saying too much. “As for the story of what happened between then and now, I think you’ll have to ask Lachlan that himself. All I’ll say is that after many years of wandering, we did indeed end up in this land and found that there were mages here, organized into a guild as you know. We’d been on the lookout for mages. Lachlan approached them and let them know who he was—or at least part of who he was. They were reluctant to let him become part of their group, because he seemed strange to their eyes, but eventually, they let him set up in this ruined tower.”  
 
    “Ah,” Jack said, “so it was actually a ruin when you came here?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Ivan replied as he stacked wood then brought more for Jack to split. “But Master Lachlan is a man with power and contacts, even after all these years. And he has a great deal of money at his disposal, and that always opens a lot of doors, as I’m sure you also know well. We were able to bring in helpers. It took a year, but we did the tower up and restored it to its former glory, while Lachlan used a powerful and permanent glamor to retain the appearance of a ruin. The other mages think he lives here in squalor with his freakish goblin servant, and we have never felt the need to demonstrate their mistake to them.”  
 
    Jack thought about that. What kind of ‘helpers’ must Lachlan have brought in to create such a marvelous tower? Not your usual carpentry and decorating team, that was for sure. And then there was the magic that influenced the upper floors. What was that all about? Ivan seemed to be coming to the end of what he wanted to say, but Jack decided to ask a few more questions.  
 
    “What about the magic in the tower?” he asked. “Can you tell me anything about that? The strange changing corridors and rooms on the upper floors?”  
 
    Ivan shrugged. “Being completely honest, I don’t fully understand it myself. As you know, the tower has a ground floor, a middle floor, and a top floor where your bedroom is. The ground floor is pretty much as you see it—it doesn’t change much—but the middle floor and the top floor are strange. I stay away from those upper floors unless I have a specific duty to attend to. I have a few passwords to enter the rooms for specific reasons, but it’s never a particularly pleasant experience.”  
 
    “So you don’t know what causes the strange changes?”  
 
    Ivan spread his hands wide. “Magic, Jack. Magic. What other cause could there be?”  
 
    That seemed to be the end of Ivan’s information, and from then on, he would talk of nothing but the practical matters of the work they were attending to. It wasn’t that he outright refused to answer questions, but he was evasive and Jack understood pretty quickly that he didn’t want to talk any more of serious things.  
 
    Jack decided he would respect that. He’d learned enough to be going on with anyway, and so he focused on learning his way around the ground floor of the tower and doing a good job at the tasks Ivan set him.  
 
    Together, they finished the stack of wood they were working on, then Ivan took Jack back to the kitchen and they removed the bread from the oven. Jack went upstairs and brought Spark the lizard down. He glanced into Melinda’s room to see if she was awake.  
 
    She was not, but she must have woken at some point because she’d undressed and flung her clothes out across the floor. When Jack looked around the door, she was lying on her back with her arms flung out on either side of her. She was warm, and sweat stuck her hair to her brow. She’d kicked the covers away from herself while she was asleep, and Jack withdrew his head quickly and closed the door silently, his face reddening.  
 
    Back downstairs, Jack went into the kitchen and helped Ivan make lunch. Together, they cut vegetables and prepared a joint of pork for tonight’s dinner. They put the roast in the oven with the lowest temperature.  
 
    “We’ll let that roast slow for a few hours, then put it in the hottest oven to finish,” Ivan said, licking his lips and rubbing his hands together in anticipation.  
 
    After lunch, Ivan showed Jack the rest of the ground floor. The main hall had several rooms and corridors leading off it, and even without any obvious magic changing the layout, Jack felt that he would quickly have gotten lost without Ivan’s guidance.  
 
    There seemed to be an unbelievably large number of rooms for the space. Looked at from the outside, the tower did not seem that big, but inside it was like a mansion. Many of the rooms were stores, and Jack realized that the ground floor of the tower had enough food and drink to feed many people for a long time. There were rooms full of beer barrels, rooms full of dusty wine bottles, and rooms with shelf upon shelf of dry goods—flour, sugar, salt, dried peas and beans, cured meats, dried fruits, and many other things besides.  
 
    “Cold stores are underground,” Ivan said at one point, indicating a thick oak door that led off a corridor.  
 
    “You mean this place has cellars?” Jack said incredulously.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Ivan replied. “Extensive cellars. That’s where I store the meats and cheeses and other perishable goods.”  
 
    “I was meaning to ask you about that, actually,” Jack said, reminded of the question by Ivan’s words. “Where do all these supplies come from? I mean, you’ve served fresh meat, cheese, cream… you can’t grow them all here, surely?”  
 
    Ivan glanced at him with that guarded look again. “You’ll have to ask Lachlan about that, I think,” he said. “Like I said, master Lachlan has contacts… well, that’s all I’ll say. Maybe in time he’ll share that secret with you, but I don’t think it’s mine to share.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The afternoon was passing, and Ivan gave Jack some time to himself.  
 
    “I’ll spend some time practicing my light magic out in the grounds, I think,” Jack said.  
 
    Ivan said that Jack should take care as he moved about the grounds, but that he didn’t have to worry about getting hopelessly lost in a shifting magical dimension. The grounds were not like the upper levels of the tower.  
 
    “They do change sometimes,” Ivan explained, “and they can expand or contract, or rearrange themselves in unexpected ways, as you discovered in the woods when Lachlan had you find the knife for the first time. But there’s nothing living in the woods, if you know what I mean. Nothing but the birds and insects, of course, and maybe the odd fox or rabbit in the wilder parts.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Jack asked, interested. “You mean like monsters? Like there are upstairs?”  
 
    “Ah, so you’ve seen some of the inhabitants of the upper levels, have you? What have you seen?”  
 
    “Oh, several different creatures. There was a tall figure who seemed to be made of storm clouds, rain and lightning. There were a group of tiny people who were trying to paint a wall but ended up fighting over the tools. What else? There was a blue woman—a woman all dressed in blue, sitting in a blue room and playing a harp… There were others.” 
 
    Ivan nodded. “The blue woman—not many people see her. The tower must like you. But yes, that’s the kind of creature I mean. The manifestations on the upper levels, well… you’d have to ask Lachlan for the details, but they can be pretty bizarre if you don’t know what you’re dealing with. But yes, there’s nothing like that in the grounds. Lachlan is careful to keep the grounds clear of any of the wilder kinds of magic.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “If I do get lost, I can always use my guiding light spell to find my way back anyway.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Ivan said. “But be sure to come and find me before evening. Melinda will be waking up soon, and when she does I guess she will be hungry. You’ll have to take her dinner up to her, because Lachlan told me to make sure she stays in bed.”  
 
    “I’ll do that,” Jack said.  
 
    Jack left Ivan and wandered through the gardens. They were extensive, and they had a huge number of different areas, each with different characters. He gazed at the many different courtyards and secluded gardens as he walked, the wooded areas and the formal rose gardens, and the many small hideaways set out around stone water features that gushed all different colors of water.  
 
    The grounds seemed to just go on and on, but after a while, he realized that this was not true. In fact, the grounds were laid out in such a way that he couldn’t take a straight line through them. The path wove lazily back and forth through the different garden areas, untl Jack felt like there was some presence here that was deliberately showing off to him. He smiled, relaxing and enjoying the experience.  
 
    There was no rush.  
 
    He reached the edge eventually, a wall twelve feet high, with a line of steel spikes in the top to discourage anyone from climbing over. Turning, he could see the tower rising up above the hedges, and he took his time wandering through the gardens back to the parts of the grounds that he knew.  
 
    Spark stalked along at his side the whole time, alert for anything edible that might cross his path. There was plenty for him to catch—the gardens were host to many insects, particularly dragonflies that zipped about in the warm air above Jack’s head, glinting streaks of red and green, blue and gold and yellow in the bright afternoon sun.  
 
    When one of these darted down within range, Spark’s tongue would shoot out with incredible speed and catch it.  
 
    By the time they got back to the tower, however, the heat had started to affect the big lizard. He lumbered off to go to sleep in the shade by a wall.  
 
    Jack began to work on practicing his light magic. He discovered that he could give himself ‘quests’ to activate the silver guiding line. He would take the beautiful steel dagger Lachlan had given him and place it somewhere in the grounds, then walk back to the tower and say out loud that he needed to find his knife.  
 
    This worked, and it was an educational experience. For one thing, he found that the light didn’t always take the same route to the objective. Sometimes, it took a longer path, other times a more direct one, and on rare occasions it even switched back on itself and took him strange, winding routes that made no sense to him at all.  
 
    As he practiced, Jack slowly became aware of something new developing. He began to feel the direction he was being led in. He still had to keep the light active and glance through it to make sure he was on the right track, but there was a powerful sensation of being in a channel, of moving along a predefined pathway through space. There was no doubt about it, he could feel the guiding spell.  
 
    The thought of a predefined pathway through space made Jack wonder whether this guiding light spell was indeed some kind of place magic? Ivan had said that place magic was different from internal and external magic, since it was connected with the physical space that the mage was in, rather than the relation to the mage’s body. 
 
    “Place magic, internal magic, and external magic,” Jack mused. “I thought my light spell was internal magic, like Lachlan said. Is there maybe some part of this spell that is place magic as well? If so, what would it be called? Is it some kind of hybrid magic?”  
 
    Wishing that he knew more about the magic he had gained when he absorbed the dungeon core, he shook his head. “I’ll just have to wait, and explore my magic as best I can within the guidance that Lachlan sets for me,” he said.   
 
    Place magic. Hybrid magic. He banked the thoughts for later. 
 
    Jack spent several hours totally absorbed in the work of experimenting with his spell. He had the idea of closing his eyes and navigating through the grounds by feel alone. To his surprise and delight, that worked well. He still had to keep the spell active—if he removed his mana from the spell, the feeling of knowing where to go vanished immediately—but if he kept the light glowing in his hand, the sensation of knowing where to go remained. It was like having a faint pressure on his back and sides, guiding him in the right direction. It took a bit of work to get the confidence to close his eyes completely and just trust it, but when he did, it worked.  
 
    Slowly, Jack grew bolder, hiding his dagger then walking further and further away from it. He was able to navigate corners, gardens packed with flower beds and ornate water features, even the tree-filled woodland area where he’d been the day before.  
 
    “It feels like I should be doing something more with this,” he said to himself as he sat under a tree after finding his dagger for the hundredth time. “All I need to do is give myself quests—surely I can do more than just find this knife over and over again.”  
 
    He gave it some thought. So far, the quests he had given himself were simple ones—find the dagger, find the tower—but he wondered what would happen with more complex questions. “Say, for example, I were to set myself a task to find something that was far away from here. Would that work? And how would I know? If I phrase the question too broadly, I could get shown a path that would lead halfway across the world!”  
 
    With a grin, Jack stood up. He held up his light spell and said, “I want to find the King’s castle!” Immediately, a silver line leaped out from his chest. Laughing, he followed it a little way, but before long he found that it started to flicker and waver. He stopped. The guiding line went out.  
 
    “That’s interesting,” he said. “The guiding spell only works for things that are within a reasonable distance of me. The King’s court is many days’ journey away from me, and so the spell doesn’t work.” That was useful to know.  
 
    “Well, let’s see if it works within the grounds,” he said, holding up the spell. “I want to find a part of the grounds that I’ve never seen before.” 
 
    A new guiding line appeared. He followed it out of the woodland area, through a gap in the hedge that he hadn’t noticed before. This took him down a narrow, winding pathway which suddenly opened out into a paved garden.  
 
    Jack looked around him in amazement. “A metal garden,” he breathed.  
 
    The afternoon sun glinted off flower beds and small shrubs that all seemed to be made of the finest worked metal. The plants seemed mainly to be made of steel, and they gleamed and glittered like knives. Jack went up to the nearest one and looked at it closely. It had a mass of tiny leaves with big flowers that looked a bit like roses. Every detail was made from thin sheets of gleaming steel.  
 
    “These are more detailed than any sculptor could make,” Jack said. “I wonder if this garden is the result of some magic gone wrong?”  
 
    Returning to his spell, he set himself a new quest. “How about… I want to find something that was lost within the grounds.”  
 
    That worked. Immediately, a line appeared to guide him, and he felt the sensation of being urged forward in a particular direction again. The guiding line took him back along the narrow path toward the woodland. It took him along the outside edge of the trees, skirting round the woods away from the main area of the grounds.  
 
    At the far side, Jack found a grassy area, where the hedges were less well kept. He walked more slowly here, feeling that something was different. The grass was taller, and little trees dotted the open space. There was something up ahead—piles of stones or the remains of some structure or…  
 
    “It’s the ruin of a house!” Jack exclaimed. Sure enough, covered in a thick growth of ivy and flowering vines was the remains of a little stone cottage. Three walls still stood mostly intact, but the roof was long gone, and the front wall was just a pile of stones.  
 
    “Who could have ever lived here?” Jack wondered, gazing at the little ruin. He’d almost forgotten about his guiding light spell, but when he held it up again he found that it unexpectedly did not lead him inside the ruined cottage. Instead, it carried him off to the right, away round the side of the little building.  
 
    The grass was up to his knees and he felt like he was wading through a green sea as he followed the light spell. Clouds of gleaming blue and yellow butterflies lifted off from the grass around him as he moved through it, winking in the sun as if they were made of fine metal like the plants in the metal garden.  
 
    Jack came round the side of the house, then bumped a foot on something hidden under the grass. “A rock,” he muttered as he crouched to investigate. Looking further, he realized that it was the remains of a low wall. “This must have enclosed a garden for the cottage,” he said.  
 
    Standing up again, he looked for where the light was guiding him. And then he saw the well.  
 
    It stood in the shade of a mountain ash that was heavy with red berries. “It must have served the house,” Jack said, “but it’s long abandoned now.”  
 
    There was something ominous about it, but Jack’s guiding light was carrying him straight in the direction. He walked toward it.  
 
    The well was a little circle of dark bricks, about as tall as Jack’s waist. He walked up to it and peered over the edge. To his surprise, he saw water flowing past, not that far below. There was an echoing chatter of water over stone as the underground stream flowed past.  
 
    Jack held up his light. The silver line did not, as he had suspected it might, lead him down the well. Instead, it curved down to the ground beside the well. Frowning, Jack moved to where he was guided and crouched down. The silver guideline dropped to the ground and disappeared.  
 
    Jack shrugged and dismissed his spell, then he began to dig. He hadn’t brought any tools, and it seemed wrong to dig up the earth with his fine dagger, so he pulled up a clod of earth by hauling up the long grass from the ground. The earth was damp here, and came away easily.  
 
    Jack looked around and found flat stone, then used that to continue his excavation.  
 
    A few minutes of careful digging later, and he hit something with a satisfying metallic clink. “Gotcha!” he muttered, and pulled something metal out of the ground.  
 
    It was the same size as the palm of his hand, and it was caked in wet mud. He spent a moment trying to clean the mud off and get a better look at it, then changed his approach. He looked about and found what he’d expected—the rusty remains of a metal bucket on a chain by the well. It wasn’t in particularly good condition—there was a hole in the bottom and another in the side—but there was enough of the bucket left that Jack was able to get a bit of water up from the well.  
 
    Carefully, he used the water to wash the mud from his find. As he did, he revealed a gleaming surface of gold and silver that shone in the sun. It was beautifully well made. Another two bucket loads of water were required before the piece was completely clean, but when it was Jack held it up, dripping in the sun.  
 
    “Something that was lost within the grounds,” he said, “that was the quest I gave to the guiding light spell. But who lost it I wonder?”  
 
    His find was made of a strange metal. It looked like gold, but it had streaks of silver across it, similar to the streaks of color across marble. The object was shaped as a cross with a circle around it. It looked as if it might have once been used to hold the neck of a cloak together, but it was very fine workmanship for a simple cloak brooch. 
 
    He turned it back and forth, watching how the strange gold-and-silver metal shone in the sun. It seemed to pulse with a strange energy, almost as if it were imbued with some magic of its own. Jack tried to examine the magic by holding up his light and looking at the strange brooch through the radiance, but there was nothing unusual to be seen. Eventually, with a sigh, Jack pocketed the beautiful object and resolved to ask Lachlan about it later.  
 
    “Well, I’ve learned something valuable about this magic at least,” he said. “I’ve learned that I can ask for directions to particular kinds of things, and I will be guided to them.”   
 
    Jack spent a little more time at the ruined cottage. He explored within the ruined walls, and though he dug about near the walls and peered into nooks in the stone, he found nothing more that might have given him a clue as to the former inhabitant of the house. 
 
    Time was passing, the afternoon light changing from the clean bright of afternoon to the rich gold of approaching evening. Ivan would be wanting him back at the tower, he thought, and so he made his way back home thoughtfully, wondering about the brooch and the abandoned cottage.  
 
    Ivan was calling him when he got back to the main courtyard.  
 
    “I’m on my way!” he shouted, then hurried to meet the goblin. 
 
    “You were gone longer than I expected,” Ivan said. “You must have been absorbed in your work.”  
 
    “I was. I’m afraid I didn’t even see the time pass. I had no idea it had gotten so late!”  
 
    “Well, no harm done,” Ivan said, “but I need you to take some food up to Melinda. I don’t like to go into the upper levels if I can avoid it. Come on, it’s through here.”  
 
    The goblin took him through to the kitchen and indicated a covered tray. Jack looked around as he picked it up and saw that Ivan was well into the preparations for dinner. It was getting dark outside. Suddenly, Jack felt dizzy, and he caught the edge of the counter to keep himself from falling.  
 
    “You ill?” Ivan asked.  
 
    “No, no,” Jack replied. “I just feel a bit light-headed all of sudden…”  
 
    “Too much magic,” the goblin said with certainty. “You’ve been focusing too hard on your practice, I guess. It happens. It should pass.”  
 
    “I feel better already,” Jack said. It was true. The dizzy spell had passed. “I guess you’re right. Too much focus.”  
 
    “Count on it,” Ivan said. “Go on, take that tray up and see how Melinda’s doing.”  
 
    Jack did, climbing the stairs slowly and thinking about what Ivan had said. It was true that he’d been focusing hard on practicing his spells and had lost track of the time. It had been pleasant to lose himself in that way of feeling. Experimenting, practicing, focusing, and making progress—it felt like the most satisfying thing in the world. I could do it all day if I was given the chance to, he thought, but perhaps that would not be such a good idea after all.  
 
    Melinda was confined to her bed after expending too much of her mana all at once. This was different, but for the first time, Jack realized that there might be other ways that a man could overuse magic too.  
 
    When he reached the door, he shifted the tray onto his right arm and knocked.  
 
    “Who is it?” Melinda called from behind the door. She sounded bright.  
 
    “It’s me,” he called back. “It’s Jack. I’ve brought you some food.”  
 
    “Wait a minute…”  
 
    There was the sound of Melinda moving about on the other side of the door, then she shouted, “Come in!”  
 
    Jack pushed the door with his foot, and he was pleased to find that it opened without trouble. He stepped through into the room.  
 
    Melissa was sitting up in bed. She must have gotten up at some point, because she was dressed, and the fire and candles were lit.  
 
    “Thank you!” she said with feeling, and Jack saw her take a deep breath, inhaling the scent of the food. He brought it to her and put it on the side table, then uncovered the dish. Ivan had prepared a rich broth for her, and there were several slices of the fresh bread from this afternoon’s baking to go with it.  
 
    Melinda balanced the tray on her knees and immediately began to eat. Jack watched her in silence for a moment, then began to move about the room. He stirred the fire and put another couple of logs on, then he changed one of the almost-finished candles in the holder for a fresh one. He looked at her supply of candles. Thinking that she would need more soon, he made a mental note to ask Ivan about it.  
 
    Over by the window, he saw that the shutters were open. He had not tried to open the shutters in his room, but Melinda had got out of bed at some point and come over here to work the catch and open them. Behind the shutters, the window had a glass pane, but it was fixed in a wooden frame that opened outward like a double-door. This had been pushed open, and Jack leaned on the sill, breathing the still evening air.  
 
    “You like the view?” Melinda asked from the bed.  
 
    “I sure do,” Jack said, looking out. The view from the top floor of the tower showed the whole grounds below, stretching out like a patchwork of interlinking labyrinths bordered with dark curving hedges. Jack’s eye ran through the grounds until he was looking at the outer wall, but then he looked beyond and saw something that surprised him. The valley beyond—which had been so overgrown and ruinous on the way in—looked welcoming and healthy.  
 
    It did not look exactly tended—it still seemed like a wild bit of land with many tall trees throughout it, but the trees did not have the creepy, twisted look they’d had when he had been walking into the valley for the first time. It looked from here like a pleasant and peaceful wood. He saw with interest that the road which ran through the wood beside the river looked clear and well-maintained. On the way in, that road had been a mess, with cracked flagstones and large gaps, and patches of moss that spread across the stones like a flood.  
 
    As he looked, he saw a dark figure striding down the road toward the tower.  
 
    “It’s Lachlan!” he said. “He’s on the road!”  
 
    “I don’t think I feel quite ready to get up yet,” Melinda said, “but tell him I’m on the mend, will you?”  
 
    “Sure,” Jack said. “He’s a little way away yet—I wanted to tell you about the progress I made today with my magic, if you’ve the energy?”  
 
    Her eyes shone with excitement. “I feel much better after that meal,” she said, and patted the side of the bed. “Have a seat. I’d love to hear about it.”  
 
    So, Jack sat at the foot of her bed and told her about his progress. He felt a bit awkward. She really was quite an attractive young woman, and the way she listened intently to his story and asked relevant questions as he spoke was flattering. He found himself tempted to exaggerate his achievements, but he firmly pushed that aside. She’s my fellow student, he reminded himself, and you’ve only known her a couple of days. Take it easy! 
 
    “I’d better let you rest,” he said, once he’d finished telling her about the day’s progress. “Do you need anything else?”  
 
    “I’m good, thanks,” she said with another smile. “I’ll see you in the morning?”  
 
    “I’ll bring you breakfast,” he promised.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said sleepily, burrowing into the covers. By the time Jack had reached the door, he could hear her steady breathing and knew that she had immediately fallen into a deep sleep.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jack met Lachlan in the dining room downstairs, he found the mage in good spirits. He had a couple of heavy packages under his arm, and a couple of smaller ones.  
 
    “Take these to my first floor study,” he told Ivan, and the goblin took the parcels and carried them off. Jack wondered about that—he had never had the opportunity to explore the middle floor of the tower, but it was clearly Lachlan’s domain. Jack had gotten a glimpse of what had appeared to be an extensive library, as well as other studies and work rooms, but he had never explored on his own, since Lachlan had warned him not to.  
 
    Lachlan smiled at Jack. “Tell me about your progress today, then.” 
 
    When the goblin returned and began to serve dinner for Jack and Lachlan, Jack explained the progress he’d made on his magic. He talked about the way he had approached following the silver line, and confirmed that when he had a quest or a set goal of some kind, the silver line appeared. If he did not have a specific goal, the line did not appear.  
 
    Then he explained how he had begun to be able to feel the direction that he was being guided in. Lachlan sat forward and listened with interest. When Jack explained how he’d eventually started walking around with his eyes closed, just following the sensation of being guided, Lachlan laughed out loud, then sat back in his chair and clapped his hands together, seeming very pleased.  
 
    “This is all excellent!” he exclaimed. “You’ve done well, and again you’ve surprised me with the speed of your progress. No negative consequences after all that work?”  
 
    “I did have a bit of a dizzy spell just afterward, but it passed quickly.”  
 
    “A bit of a dizzy spell,” Lachlan repeated, grinning and shaking his head in disbelief. “You amaze me. That amount of progress would have any other apprentice of your level flat on your back, but not our Jack! Excellent. And speaking of magical consequences… How's Melinda?”  
 
    “She’s fine,” Jack smiled. “She ate a good meal this afternoon then fell back asleep. She seemed much better.”  
 
    “That’s another one with a remarkable capacity for regeneration,” Lachlan said. “I’ve certainly struck gold when it comes to apprentices! If you’re feeling up to it, will you show me a bit of your pathfinding ability?”  
 
    “Sure,” Jack said, “but I’ve not got to the best part yet!”  
 
    He pulled out the golden brooch that he’d found at the cottage and laid in carefully on the table before Lachlan.  
 
    “By the teeth of Gobroth!” Lachlan exclaimed. “Where did you get this? I thought this had gone to his grave with him…”  
 
    Jack raised his eyebrows, but Lachlan shut his mouth. He seemed to feel he had spoken too freely, and was not keen to say more. So, Jack explained to his tutor how he had been experimenting with the limits of his spell, and how he had asked to find something that had been lost within the grounds.  
 
    He explained about the ruined cottage, the well, and how he had found the brooch buried in the mud by the well.  
 
    “Remarkable,” Lachlan said. “Truly remarkable. I never thought… ahem, well, that is to say, um…” he trailed off again, looking at Jack oddly. Then he leaned forward, pushing the brooch toward Jack again. “Take this,” he said, “and keep it for yourself. It has an enchantment, can you feel it?”  
 
    “Kind of,” Jack said. “I can feel that there’s some kind of energy coming from it, but I can’t get at exactly what it is.”  
 
    Lachlan nodded. “You’ll need to tune the enchantment to yourself,” he said thoughtfully. “Yes, that may be a good exercise for right now, in fact.”  
 
    He stood abruptly. “Jack, I want to put your magic to the test once more. Take that brooch, and ask your magic to show you to the place where you can tune its enchantment to yourself. It doesn’t matter that you don’t fully understand what that means yet, let’s just see if it works.”  
 
    Jack was happy to try. His curiosity was stimulated by Lachlan’s mysterious words. He stood, then took out the brooch and held it up in his left hand, while conjuring the guiding spell in his right.  
 
    “I want to find the place where I can tune this brooch’s enchantment to myself,” he said aloud. A moment passed, and then the silver guide line flickered into life.  
 
    It led into the tower.  
 
    “Ready?” Lachlan asked.  
 
    “Well, yeah,” Jack replied, a little doubtfully, “but the line is leading me deeper into the tower—you’ve always told me not to go roaming within the tower. Is it okay to do so this time?”  
 
    “I’ll follow you,” Lachlan said, “so you won’t be at risk. But there are other things that might get in your way. The tower is full of magic, and some of that magic can be quite wild. I’ll follow you, but I want to see if your guiding spell will be able to see past the… obstacles.”  
 
    Jack nodded, feeling more confident knowing that Lachlan would be coming along with him. He stood, turned away from the table, and set off into the tower.  
 
    The light carried him along the corridor, away from the dining room and back toward the main hallway by the entrance. Here the suits of armor, strange weapons, and glowing crystals in their stands made an impressive display as they gleamed and glowed in the torchlight against the red carpets on the floors and the dark wood paneling of the walls.  
 
    He looked at the light, seeing the silver line through it suddenly waver. It flipped this way and that, like compass settling. That was strange. He’d never seen it behave like that before. It was almost as if there was something interfering with it.  
 
    “Something wrong?” Lachlan asked from behind him.  
 
    Jack glanced over his shoulder at the mage, and saw that Iven was there too, standing a little behind lachlan, at a respectful distance.  
 
    “It’s as if there’s some kind of interference,” Jack explained. “I’ve never seen it behave this way, but I wonder…”  
 
    Carefully, Jack brought his attention to a focused point on the light spell. Then he looked to the mana pool, then at the line of mana that connected his mana pool to the spell. There was a steady flow of mana along the pathway, looping back in a circuit between the spell and the pool.  
 
    Jack made an effort, moving a little more mana into that circuit. To his satisfaction, it worked. The flow between the spell and the pool became stronger and brighter, and the silver guideline suddenly shone bright as if it had a light inside it. At the same moment, it settled, pointing directly off up the corridor, away from the stairs and along a passage where Jack had never been before.  
 
    “Well done!” Lachlan exclaimed.  
 
    Jack glanced back at Lachlan. “You’re aware of the spell?”  
 
    “Yes, I have an overview spell active so I can see what you’re doing, but go on, let’s see what happens next.”  
 
    Smiling at his teacher’s satisfaction, Jack followed the silver line. It took him along the corridor then stopped halfway along. Jack turned to look where the line was indicating. He found himself facing a blank wall.  
 
    “This can’t be right,” he muttered. “There’s nothing here, and yet I’ve never known my spell to be wrong before.”  
 
    He lowered the light, gazing at the space on the wall indicated by the spell. It was blank grey stone, made of the same large, clean-cut blocks that the rest of the tower was made of. A tapestry hung on one side of it, and a torch was mounted in a wall sconce on the other.  
 
    Lachlan stood silently behind him, and Jack could feel tension radiating from the mage. Somehow, he thought it would be no use asking for a hint at this point.  
 
    He gazed at the blank stone. Then, a sudden flash of inspiration struck him. He raised the light spell again and looked through it at the wall.  
 
    “Yes!” he said, seeing a different view through the light. Looking through the light spell, he saw not a blank wall, but a doorway, outlined in carved wood. The shapes of plants and animals were carved into the doorframe, and the door itself was standing slightly open. The guiding silver line led through the door.  
 
    He lowered the spell and found himself looking straight at a blank stone wall again. Then he raised the spell and saw the wooden door.  
 
    A glamor within a glamor, he thought. Lachlan’s favorite type of magic.  
 
    Jack brought the light spell up close to his face, so that the view through it was all he could see. Then he took a deep breath and, bracing himself, he stepped forward, pushed the door further open, and stepped through.  
 
    Exultation rushed through him as he stepped into the room on the other side. It had worked! The blank stone wall had just been an illusion, and he had been able to see past the illusion with his spell.  
 
    From behind him he heard the scrape of a footstep and looked round to see Lachlan standing behind him. The mage was smiling, but looked slightly sad as well, as if he were remembering something that was painful for him. By contrast, Ivan stood next to Lachlan grinning from ear to ear.  
 
    Jack shook his head at the two of them and turned to survey the room.  
 
    It was a big space with a tall, broad window in one wall and many candle holders around the room for light. A fireplace held a crackling blaze on one wall, but the main feature of the room was a long workbench cluttered with tools. On the other side of the room nearer the window was a low, round table, and on the other side of the window there was a square table with a clutter of different-colored bottles on top of it.  
 
    The whole room had the air of a workshop of some kind. Little bits of parchment and metal scattered over the workbench, along with an assortment of strange tools, gave the impression of several projects abandoned before they had been completed.  
 
    Jack’s guiding light took him to the round table which seemed bare at first. As he approached, however, he saw that it was not bare. Rather, it was covered in runes that had been carved into the surface of the table, and they all glowed different colors as he stood over it.  
 
    “The enchanter’s table,” Lachlan said quietly. “The place where you can tune that item’s enchantment to yourself so you can use it.”  
 
    Jack nodded slowly, then turned to Lachlan in amazement. “What is this place? Is this your workshop? Why was it so well hidden?”  
 
    “It’s not my workshop,” Lachlan said. “I have a study upstairs, on the first floor, and that’s where I do my enchanting and my potions. No, this workshop has not been used for some time… it’s yours now, if you want it. And if you’re prepared to let Melinda share it with you, it can be hers too.”  
 
    “Of course, Melinda can share it with me. But…”  
 
    “And how do you feel now?” Lachlan asked, cutting over Jack’s question.  
 
    “I feel okay, I guess,” Jack said. “I feel a little dizzy again, I think it’s from pushing more mana into my spell to counter the interference.”  
 
    “Yes, I could sense that,” Lachlan said. “It’s not always a bad thing, Jack. Magic can be like exercising a muscle. If you push too hard all at once, you can hurt yourself or at least have to rest up for a few days, but if you push yourself just beyond what’s comfortable and then stop, it can improve your strength and stamina quickly.”  
 
    “You say it can be like that? It’s not always?”  
 
    Lachlan shrugged. “Sometimes, a crisis can cause a man to find his strength. Some are just born with a natural strength, and they have it already. For some, it’s more of an intellectual thing, where contemplation and study build capacity rather than exercising spell work. There are many paths into magic. Now, I’ll leave you to it…”  
 
    Lachlan seemed strangely eager to leave, but Jack spoke. He gestured at the half-finished projects on the other workbench, the scrolls littered about, the fire in the hearth. “But Lachlan… this is not yours? Then whose projects are these? It looks like it was left ten minutes ago by someone else. I don’t understand…”  
 
    “Nor do you need to,” Lachlan said shortly. “I just… it’s yours now, alright? You’ve done well to find it. No more questions. Get to work with the enchanter’s table and let me know how you get on. You should be able to work it out yourself. I’ll see you in the morning.”  
 
    To Jack’s utter amazement, Lachlan turned abruptly on his heel and marched out of the room. A moment later, Jack heard his feet on the stairs, going up to his own chambers.  
 
    Jack looked at Ivan, who stood gazing at him with his arms crossed.  
 
    “What in the world was that all about?” Jack asked. “He seemed like he couldn’t wait to get away! I’ve never known him to be so short with me! Did I do something wrong?”  
 
    “You finding that brooch gave him a bit of a turn, I think,” Ivan said. The little goblin began to move about the room, touching the various tools and scrolls, then stopping to gaze out of the window.  
 
    “When I gave Lachlan the brooch he said, ‘I thought that went to her grave with her…’ Just whose room was this, Ivan?”  
 
    The goblin gave Jack a thoughtful look. “Someone who was very close to your tutor, Jack. Someone from a long, long time ago. Someone who died. Lachlan has kept this room just as she left it all that time ago, but now it would seem he’s decided that it should come back into use again.”  
 
    Ivan held up a hand to stop Jack’s next question. “Don’t make me tell you more just now, Jack,” he said. “The workshop, the enchanting table, it’s all yours now. Make it your own. I think it will be good for you to have, and I think in the long run it will be good for Lachlan to see it in active use again. Take your time. Start with the enchanter’s table like Lachlan said, but there’s more to be discovered here and I’m sure you’ll find it all in due time. For now, I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    Ivan left then, and Jack was alone in the room by himself. It was a cosy, homely space, and the prospect of the work he could do here was exciting. He explored the workbenches, running his hands over tools whose uses he didn’t understand, but which were obviously magical.  
 
    There were things like chisels but with pointed tips of glowing blue crystal. Over by the fire there was a set of small bellows and it seemed that the fire itself could be used as a small furnace for heating metal. Jack looked outside and saw that there was something else - it looked like a stone-built fire box about as tall as Jack, and he recognised it from his days with Robin the blacksmith, his stepfather.  
 
    “A smelter!” he said in surprise. “It’s a brick smelter for extracting metal from ores! That seems unusual, but I guess whoever used to have this workshop had some use for it.”  
 
    In one corner was a door, and when Jack opened it he found that it led into an outdoor space. It was a little walled yard, flagged in the same clean white stone as the rest of the tower grounds, though this looked a bit overgrown. When he walked to the wall and opened the little gate that was there, he found that it led into the yard where he’d split wood for Ivan earlier.  
 
    On the wall opposite the gate, there was a small but serviceable outdoor forge. “A forge for smithing, and a smelter for smelting metal from ore. A workbench inside, and an enchanting table, and who knows what else…. All for me!”  
 
    His head was spinning with the unexpected good fortune, but he went inside again and looked closely at the enchanting table, as Lachlan had suggested. He was tired from the long day of doing magic, but he carefully placed the golden brooch he had found in the middle of the enchanting table. The runes around it glowed brightly for a moment, then faded.  
 
    With his magical sensations, he could clearly feel that there was some charm, some magical enchantment coming from the brooch. This was a new experience, feeling a magical influence coming from an object. He held his hands over the brooch, ran his fingers across the runes, tried to extend his magical senses toward the object, but nothing served to give him an understanding of the object’s charm or how he could ‘tune’ it to himself as Lachlan had said.  
 
    After half an hour’s fruitless experimentation, a sudden massive yawn caused Jack to laugh and shake his head. “Too tired for this,” he said. “It’ll all be here again in the morning. I’ll sleep well tonight.” 
 
    After thinking on it for a moment, he decided to leave the brooch where it was, in the middle of the enchanting table. He closed the door behind himself quietly as he left, then made his way thoughtfully up the stairs.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As he had predicted, Jack did sleep very well. He woke early to the sound of birdsong from outside and saw that his shutters had opened. There was a creaking noise, and he realized with a start that the window was slipping open too. The shutters thudded gently back against the inner wall of the room, and two little latches that held them back slipped into place. All of their own accord.  
 
    Jack got warily out of bed and walked to the window. He placed his hand on the shutter and felt a distinct emotion transmitted to him, as if it was coming through the wood itself. It was a kind of merry affection, as if someone who cared about him was amused about something.  
 
    The tower, he thought suddenly. It’s the tower itself whose emotions I can feel. 
 
    Agreement and amusement flowed to him through his hand.  
 
    “Hello,” he said with a smile.  
 
    A greeting flowed to him, then the presence was gone, as if the tower had turned its attention elsewhere. Jack stepped away from the shutter. His view was much the same as the view from Melinda’s window—the grounds below, then over the wall to the river and the valley, where a low cloud of morning mist hung over the treetops.  
 
    Marveling at the feeling of connection he had felt with the spirit of the tower, Jack dressed and headed downstairs.  
 
    It was still early, and when Jack put his head through the door to the dining room he found everything quiet. There was no sign of Ivan in the kitchen, so Jack grabbed a bit of bread from a loaf on the sideboard, slathered it with butter and raspberry preserves, and then carried his meal off to his new workshop.  
 
    He was surprised and pleased to find that the same warm fire was burning in the hearth as yesterday. He had thought that Ivan had managed to light the fire quickly yesterday or something, but now he looked at it and realized the truth. Of course - the fire in the hearth was magic. It didn’t go out.  
 
    “Amazing,” he said quietly. He finished his last mouthful of bread and walked to the enchanting table. His brooch still sat there, gleaming gently in the light of the glowing runes on either side of it.  
 
    For a second time, Jack had a go at ‘tuning’ the charm. He had no idea what he was doing. Lachlan had seemed confident that Jack would be able to work it all out on his own, but Jack was not so sure. Lachlan had also seemed very keen to just get out of the room as quickly as possible, and maybe that had something to do with his words? 
 
    Forcing himself not to get annoyed at his lack of success, Jack took a turn about the room again, admiring all the tools and the materials laid out here. There were interesting things here that he hadn’t noticed the day before—thin leaves of colored glass with sharp edges, ingots of gold, silver, copper, and iron, and even one or two ingots of the strange metal that the brooch seemed to be made of, that gold with a strange marbling of silver through it.  
 
    He looked at the potion table as well. It was stained with long use, and seemed burned in places as if acids had been spilled on the wood. There were holes of various sizes around the edges, and it took Jack a moment to realize that these were for holding bottles and containers upright.  
 
    On the floor below was something he hadn’t noticed before—a wooden box with a leather handle and bright silver buckles. He lifted it, opened it, and found to his surprise a small distillation kit made of very fine glass. Jack had never seen anything so delicate and beautifully made. It seemed to have seen heavy use as well—the handle was worn and the underside of the heating vessel was discolored where it had repeatedly met the flame.  
 
    Carefully, he put it away again. Then, he was standing in front of the enchantment table again. “No closer to a solution,” he said with a twist of his mouth. “Well, I’ll leave it for now.” He could smell cooking and heard a laugh from the direction of the dining room, and he figured the others were up and about for breakfast. The enchanting table would have to wait. Perhaps something from today’s lesson would help him solve the riddle of how to tune the brooch’s enchantment to himself.  
 
    “Ready for your practice?” Lachlan asked when Jack arrived at the dining table.  
 
    “Once I’ve seen to that,” Jack said with a smile, pointing to the covered tray that sat ready for him at his place at the table. Lachlan smiled his approval at his young apprentice’s appetite and gestured for Jack to sit.  
 
    Jack found that he was ravenous after the magic from the day before, so he settled down to eat with pleasure and enthusiasm.  
 
    “So,” Lachlan said. “How did you get on yesterday with the enchanting table? Did you enjoy exploring your new workshop?”  
 
    Jack nodded, then swallowed a mouthful of breakfast and washed it down with coffee before answering. “I certainly did enjoy it,” he said. “There’s a lot in there that I don’t understand, but I found the smelter and the forge - that’s excellent, because I know how to use them. I have to confess that I didn’t get anywhere with the enchanting table, though. I’m afraid I’m no closer to being able to tune the brooch’s enchantment.”  
 
    Lachlan tilted his head to one side and smiled at Jack. “And you, of course, expected to be able to tackle that straight away? I suppose with the speed of progress that you’ve made so far it’s maybe not so unreasonable an expectation, and I didn’t give you any explanation.”  
 
    He leaned forward on the table, looking at Jack. “Listen, Jack, an enchanter’s table is a difficult thing to get to grips with. You’re not going to master it all in one day. Give it a bit of time.”  
 
    “Right,” Jack said, nodding. “That’s good to know, actually, because I wasn’t sure…”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Even as talented a mage as you should expect something like that to take a little time. Anyway, perhaps today’s lesson might have some application to learning how to use the enchanting table.” 
 
    “Oh yes? That sounds good. I’m ready to learn a new lesson. Is it entirely new, or is it a variation on what I’ve already learned?”  
 
    “It’s going to be something entirely new today,” Lachlan said. 
 
    Jack was pleased that Lachlan seemed his old self again after yesterday’s strange behavior. He nodded, listening carefully, glad that he and his tutor were able to settle into the comfortable subject of magical lessons and leave the less-comfortable subject of who had formerly occupied the workshop.  
 
     “I expect,” Lachlan continued, “that even with your talent for rapid advancement this new lesson may take you a little while to get, so don’t be too hard on yourself if it doesn’t come all at once, understand?”  
 
    “Sure,” Jack said. “I think I can do that. I’m looking forward to seeing i it gives me any new insight into the enchanting table as well. So, what’s the spell?”  
 
    “It’s called an enhancement aura. It’s a relatively simple procedure, but it takes a bit of doing to get full control over it. The results can be… unexpected. Any mage worth their salt should be able to master an enhancement aura, but if my theory about the nature of your powers is correct, you will be particularly good at it.”  
 
    Jack had finished his food. He put down his mug and looked at Lachlan. “Can you tell me any more about your theory yet?” he asked hopefully.  
 
    Lachlan frowned as if considering. “I think it would be better if I didn’t just yet. I want to see how you get on with the enhancement spell first. Is that okay? I don’t want you to feel that I’m withholding knowledge from you—I promise that as soon as I’m sure, I’ll tell you. But I also don’t want my theories to color your approach. I want you to come to learning magic with a clean mind, because that way it will be easier for you to learn, and for me to teach. Does that make sense?”  
 
    Jack nodded slowly. He appreciated Lachlan’s openness about this, and he saw the reasoning behind it. “I suppose so,” he said. “Does it have something to do with that dungeon core?”  
 
    Lachlan held up a hand and smiled. “No guesses. If you really want to know, I’ll tell you, but I advise against it, for the sake of your own progression.”  
 
    “All right,” Jack said, feeling reluctant but also seeing the sense in what Lachlan said. “I’ll wait until you’re sure.”  
 
    “Good lad,” Lachlan said. “I really think it will be better this way. You choose well. Come, if you’re finished with your breakfast, let’s go outside and I’ll show you the spell, then you can practice it yourself.”  
 
    He stood and led Jack out into the courtyard and beyond, through a labyrinth of gardens and courtyards until Jack was sure that he’d need his guide spell if he were to try to find his way back to the tower. When they stopped, they were in a place where the grounds of the tower ended in the steeply rising wall of a low hill. The hill rose steeply and became a cliff, rising up to a dark crown of tall pine trees.  
 
    This part of the grounds was as wild as the abandoned cottage area. Deep grass and moss was soft under his feet, and the hedges had a ragged, untended look. The trees were taller, standing up in the grass and making a cool shade under their branches.  
 
    “I’ve brought you out here to this glade because there’s less going on here than in the rest of the grounds,” Lachlan explained. “Less distractions, you see—no water features, statues, or neatly clipped hedges. Here, you will be able to focus better than in the other courtyards.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “So how do I do this spell?” he asked. “Is it something like what I did with Spark? When the lizard first appeared, he was just a regular lizard, small and… well, just normal. Now, he’s definitely enhanced!”  
 
    Lachlan gave Jack an odd, unreadable look. “That’s true, Spark is definitely enhanced compared to his previous form. But that’s not the spell, no, that was something different, and I’d ask you not to try to do that again just for the moment. No, for this spell we’re going to begin the way you did with your illumination spell, by pushing mana to your hand. But this time, we’re going to get you to project the mana outward from your body, rather than just letting it settle and stay on the hand.”  
 
    Jack nodded, “Ok, I understand.” 
 
    “Eventually, what we’re going to do is direct a stream of focused mana out of your body and into the body of another living thing—it has to be a living thing, that’s important to note. A rock or a piece of dead timber won’t be affected by what I’m going to teach you. You’ll use your awareness of the life force of the other being to join your mana to its physical being, then you’ll let a controlled flow of mana enter into the target. That will enhance the target in some way.”  
 
    “Is this something all mages can do?” Jack asked.  
 
    Lachlan frowned. “That’s a good question. Most mages - except wholly internal mages like Melinda - will be able to direct a stream of mana out of themselves into the world at large, but it might be for a different purpose depending on the mage and the situation. This kind of enhancement spell is not uncommon, of course, but other mages might not practice it or refine the technique.”  
 
    “What other kinds of things could this be used for, then?”  
 
    “Oh, all sorts of things. Alchemy, for example—the transformation of iron and copper into gold. Or some might use it to move objects around at will, or to shape water or fire. Extending a controlled flow of magic outward is pretty much the fundamental basis for any external magic—it’s the different ways that the mana is used that make it interesting.”  
 
    “So this enhancement spell,” Jack mused. “You said I’ll be reaching out to enhance living creatures, but I won’t know exactly in what way the creatures will be affected?”  
 
    Lachlan grinned. “That’s a big part of the fun of it, actually. It generally depends on more factors than you can control. You just concentrate on melding with the life force and sending the mana into it. In due course, we’ll expand the influence of the spell and you’ll see some practical applications, and learn to exert more influence on the outcome of the spell. For now, let’s just focus on projecting mana out of your body.”  
 
    This sounded simple to Jack at first, but it proved harder than he had anticipated. When he pushed mana to his hand, it warmed and almost immediately became his illumination spell.  
 
    “Hmm, the pathway to that spell is quite well patterned in now,” Lachlan said. “We’ll need to teach you how to bypass that to begin with.”  
 
    They spent the morning and part of the afternoon on the task. Eventually, under Lachlan’s careful and patient instruction, Jack got to grips with the concept and began to put it into practice. He realized that as soon as he started channeling mana, his intention was already on the illumination spell. Once he worked out how to free himself of that intention, he found that the mana became different, more malleable, more able to be shaped by his intention.  
 
    Carefully, he projected mana to the palm of his hand and then pushed outward with it as Lachlan instructed. This time, instead of the light activating, he found that he was able to channel the mana out of himself. The sensation was unexpectedly alarming, and he gasped and pulled it back.  
 
    “Ah,” Lachlan said, “it feels strange the first time you do that, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “It was as if my mana was flowing out of me and not coming back!”  
 
    “That’s because it was. When you use your light spell, that’s internal magic. You set up an enclosed flow between your mana pool and the spell. It’s like the blood in your body—a closed system where no mana is added or removed, and mana just circulates around your pathways. This, on the other hand, is external magic—you are going to direct mana out into the world and you won’t get it back. Your mana pool will regenerate, and quickly, but you’ll need to get used to the sensation of mana flowing out of your system. The better you get at it, the quicker your mana pool will begin to grow and the faster you’ll regenerate what you’ve spent.”  
 
    “I’ll try again,” Jack said.  
 
    The second time he did it, he was determined to be prepared for the uncomfortable sensation of losing mana and to go with it. This time, when the uncomfortable feeling happened, he pushed through it, concentrating on keeping the mana flowing in the one direction—out of himself and into the world.  
 
    “Good!” Lachlan said. “That’s great! Now stabilize that flow—be intentional with it, don’t just pour it all out at once—that’s too easy to do. Narrow the channel that the mana is flowing through… yes, exactly like that! Well done! You feel ok?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said breathlessly. This took effort, but the uncomfortable feeling had passed. He felt invigorated by the sensation, and he was very aware of the level of mana in his pool as well as the mana flowing from his hand. There was a steady sensation of warmth in his palm, and he could see a wobble in the air around his hand, like the heat haze from a candle.  
 
    “Right, draw back now,” Lachlan said. “You’ve got it. Pull your mana back and we’ll give your pool a bit of time to regenerate.”  
 
    Jack did, feeling the channel close in a controlled way that he felt pleased with. He was tired from the effort, but proud of his success. 
 
    “Sit on the ground for a bit, and we’ll take a break.”  
 
    They sat together quietly for a little while in the glade, and Lachlan shared some dried fruit and nuts that he’d brought along, and then handed him a big waterskin. Jack drank deeply.  
 
    After a while, Lachlan began to talk quietly. He spoke aimlessly, casually, about the plants around them, the trees, the grasses, and the insects and small woodland animals that roamed about the little wild space.  
 
    “There’s mana in everything, Jack,” he said. “In a way, mana is what powers all life. It’s not exactly the same, but it’s there, there’s a relationship between the mana in your pool and the striving, creative energy that pushes a tree sapling up toward the sun or causes a hatchling to batter its way out of the egg. It’s everywhere, all around us… Can you feel it?” 
 
    And Jack realized that he could. Without him knowing what was happening, Lachlan’s slow, quiet speech had put Jack into a kind of trance. With that question, a sudden rush of awareness flooded him and he could feel it. All around him, there was the press of life energy against his senses. There was the warm, upward striving of the grasses and the slow, placid progress of the mosses on the trees. The older trees were solemn, almost observant presences, and the younger ones rang like clear notes of a bell against his awareness. The birds and little mice and even the insects were sparks of hungry activity all around him.  
 
    It was overwhelming, but he rode the wave and rose above it, letting this new awareness settle into place. In a way, it was a little like how he had felt the presence of the tower earlier that very day, or how he had felt the presence of an enchantment in the brooch. But now it was much deeper and more defined - a whole new sense that was just about life force and magic.   
 
    “Can you feel it?” Lachlan asked again.  
 
    “I… can feel it, yes,” he replied, a little hoarsely. “It’s really something.”  
 
    Lachlan smiled. “Yes, it is, isn’t it? Now I want you to stand up carefully and look around.”  
 
    Jack did, finding that the sensory awareness of the life forces in the forest faded. It was all still there, like a background noise, but it was not so overwhelming.  
 
    Now, Lachlan taught Jack to bring this new sense of the world to a focused point that could be directed. That proved less challenging than projecting his mana had, and after less than an hour had passed, Jack found himself able to isolate and focus on the life force of specific things around him. Lachlan started him on the grasses and mosses and other plants, and Jack moved through these one by one, focusing on the unique signature of each one. It was rather like picking out a single voice in the common room at a crowded inn—not impossible to pick out, but not easy to focus on either.  
 
    The animals were harder—even the insects proved nearly impossible to lock onto that first day, but Lachlan encouraged Jack and told him that animals were quite a lot more difficult than plants, and that Jack shouldn’t expect too much of himself all in one day.  
 
    “And actually, I think we should probably end it there for the day,” he said.  
 
    Jack glanced up, feeling surprised when he saw that the sky was dimming toward evening. “I didn’t realize how much time had passed,” he said.  
 
    Lachlan chuckled. “The study of magic can be like that. Time flies by once you get focused on it. Come on, let’s get back to the tower.”  
 
    They headed back in the darkening evening. Jack’s appetite was back with a vengeance, and he demolished a large dinner in a short space of time. There was good beer with this meal, and Jack drank three large mugs. Ivan—reluctant as he was to go upstairs when he didn’t have to—had checked on Melinda throughout the day. He reported that she had eaten a hearty meal and asked for a second portion, and had looked much better. 
 
    “She’ll be up and about tomorrow again, I guess,” Lachlan said. “And if she’s up to it, I’ll bring her out with us for lessons.”  
 
    As it turned out, however, the next day Melinda took a turn for the worse again and Lachlan recommended that if she did feel that she had enough energy to rise, she should do nothing more strenuous than sit in the garden.  
 
    Jack had been exhausted the night before, and had not bothered going to the workshop. He was encouraged by Lachlan’s assurance that learning the enchanting table would take time, and he had decided to focus on learning the lessons Lachlan had to teach him before trying to apply them to the enchantment table.   
 
    Jack and Lachlan went alone to the glade where they had been the day before. “Now, I’m going to get you to combine the two things that you learned yesterday,” Lachlan explained. “That’s how you’re going to enact an enhancement aura. You’ll use your new senses of the life force of a plant, then extend a flow of mana to it. Give it a go, you’ll see what I mean.” 
 
    And Jack did. Almost as soon as he made his first attempt, he found that his mana connected with the life force that he could feel in the plant. They tried it on a patch of moss first, and the results were, as Lachlan had predicted, surprising and unexpected.  
 
    “Woah!” Jack said, stepping backward quickly as the patch of moss he had been working on suddenly grew outward and upward until it was the size of a small bush. He felt the mana channel to the bush shimmer with a message that he didn’t understand, and then the moss bush suddenly burst into flame.  
 
    Jack hurriedly cut off the flow of magic to the moss bush, which continued burning brightly for a few seconds longer then began to die down.  
 
    “Useful!” Lachlan said, laughing. “Imagine ten of those appearing rapidly in a wall in front of a charging enemy. Now how in the world did you cause it to burst into flame?”  
 
    Jack cleared his throat. “Erm, I’ve no idea I’m afraid. But don’t they call that stuff fire moss?”  
 
    “Fire moss?” Lachlan said. “I’ve never heard it called that.”  
 
    The flames were dying down and the moss bush crinkling down to a crisp. Jack moved over and picked up a patch of the same moss that had been unaffected by his enhancement. He looked at it closely. “Yeah, all the moss around here is definitely fire moss. This is the same as the bit I enhanced. See, it has these little red bits in it? We called it Fire Moss in the mountains because it makes particularly good tinder when you dry it. Everyone would carry a bit of it when they went out of the village, and some people even made a living drying and selling it as a fire starter.”  
 
    Lachlan looked at Jack and shook his head in amazement. “You do realize what you just did?”  
 
    “Successfully used an enhancement aura on some fire moss?” Jack said.  
 
    “Well, yes, but you used your own preconception to affect the outcome of the spell. You thought of the name ‘fire moss’ while you were casting the spell, and it caused the thing to burst into flames!”  
 
    Lachlan was enthused by this discovery, and he had Jack try again on something else. This time they picked a tall grass stalk. 
 
    “What do you think about this?” Lachlan asked.  
 
    “I guess it’s tall,” Jack asked. “I don’t know that I’ve ever heard a name for it.”  
 
    “Hm,” Lachlan said, “well, tall is good. We’ll go with tall. Give it a go.”  
 
    This time, Jack’s idea about the grass influenced the spell again. He extended his magic and performed the enhancement aura on the grass, while holding the idea tall in his mind. Both he and Lachlan laughed aloud as the grass stalk immediately shot up to an absurd height, reaching up past the trees and towering over the garden in a moments.  
 
    It was too tall and thin, however, and the wind caught it and folded it over so it lay across the side of the steep hill.  
 
    “See if you can reduce it in size,” Lachlan said thoughtfully.  
 
    Jack extended his mana, connecting with the grass and thinking of it at the size it had been. The stalk immediately reduced back to its normal scale.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anybody pick this up so fast,” Lachlan muttered, almost to himself. “It’s almost…” he trailed off, looking thoughtfully at Jack.  
 
    “How does it fit with your theory?” Jack asked. He was leaning on his knees to catch his breath, and feeling the strain on his mana pool. At the same time, however, he was aware that his mana pool was refilling at a respectable rate.  
 
    Lachlan held up both his hands in a warding gesture. “Let’s not go there!” he said. “Really, it’s best not to speak about it yet. Come on, let’s try to do your enhancement magic on a bug. You tried insects last night and didn’t get very far, but let’s give it another go.”  
 
    Jack tried, but for all his efforts, Jack couldn’t manage it. He couldn’t grasp why it was so easy on a plant, but so difficult on an animal. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t get discouraged,” Lachlan chided him, as Jack’s frustration with his own failures began to mount. “You said you would try not to be too hard on yourself, and doing so will not achieve anything anyway. If you’re too self-critical, it will just stop you from performing magic at all, because you’ll be too uptight to control your mana. A mage has to always be relaxed and easy-going as water in a river. As soon as you let your frustrations get the better of you, all your ability will go.”  
 
    Jack nodded and took a deep breath. “Okay,” he said with an effort. “You’re right—it doesn’t matter. This is how we learn.”  
 
    “Take a break,” Lachlan said. “Walk around a bit, stretch your legs.”  
 
    Jack realized he had been crouched over a bug on the ground, trying to force his mana to link up with it. He almost laughed out loud at himself. Of course that wasn’t going to work. There was no point trying to do anything like that.  
 
    He stretched, heard his back crack, and then began to wander around the glade aimlessly, breathing deeply of the scented, green-smelling air. The leaves on the trees were just starting to turn, and there was the faintest edge of a chill in the air. It will be the fall soon, Jack thought. Up in the mountains, they’ll be setting stores aside for the winter.  
 
    Glancing around, he thought how pleasant the valley and the tower would be in the fall and in the winter. I wonder how long I’ll be here? I wonder how long it’ll take me to learn enough magic to go out on my own into the world as a mage in my own right? 
 
    He chuckled at his own eagerness. After all, he was still in the early stages of his training. No need to try to run before he could walk. A blue dragonfly zipped past him and landed on top of a tall grass stalk. It was beautiful, a gleaming iridescent blue against the green backdrop. Idly, and without thinking about what he did, Jack reached out to it with his new sense. His mana pool responded.  
 
    Before he could think too much about what he did, Jack let mana flow to his hand and then out. It flowed to the dragonfly and merged with the creature’s life force. Jack had done it! He carefully regulated the flow of mana, but it seemed to surge wildly back and forth all of a sudden. He felt the mana flooding out of him and slammed the connection closed.  
 
    The dragonfly expanded rapidly in size. Blue flames flashed across its surface and sparks of blue light crackled around its wings as it expanded. It lifted off into the air and circled once, and its wings flashed in the late afternoon sun.  
 
    “You did it!” Lachlan shouted.  
 
    “I did,” Jack said, “but I’m not sure if it’s quite how it’s supposed to be. Something has gone wrong… look!”  
 
    The dragonfly was suddenly weaving about in the air. It had grown huge, its body and wingspan closer to that of an eagle than an insect. But as it circled, it began to waver and shrink again. The sparks of light flickered around it, and there was a hissing, crackling noise, like water on embers.  
 
    “Not so sure about that…” Jack muttered. He had a sudden strange feeling of threat. “Let’s step back out of the way, Lachlan. I have a feeling…”  
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence. Lachlan began to move back with him, eyes on the rapidly shrinking and expanding insect that flew around in the air near them. As Jack spoke, the creature suddenly exploded into a crackling mass of blue sparks and flashing fork-lightning. There was a crackling noise that filled the air, and the lightning from the exploding creature hit the ground, scorching the grass. Hot lumps of wet gleaming blue dragonfly went splattering all over the grove. One hit Lachlan on the head, and Jack saw his tutor grimace with distaste as he wiped it off with a corner of his robe.  
 
     “Well, you’re right,” Lachlan said, “that’s probably not exactly how that should work. Still, it’s definitely progress. To be honest, I suggest trying again straight away.”  
 
    “Do you have any idea what caused the spell to go so wrong?” Jack asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. Possibly something so simple as a bit too much mana all at once, or too abrupt a retraction of mana from the spell. Still, you managed to make the initial connection, and really that’s the most important part of the process. The rest is just, well, adjustment.”  
 
    “Hmph,” Jack said, wiping dragonfly guts from the front of his robe, “I hope that ‘adjustment’ doesn’t take too long to get the hang of. I don’t like to think what would have happened if we’d been too close to that lightning storm when the creature exploded.”  
 
    Lachlan nodded. “Bad burns at the very least. Magical lightning can be really dangerous. Still, that’s what we’re here for. I have a good healing spell for burns, so even if it did happen, we wouldn’t have to be too worried. Come on, try again.”  
 
    The second attempt had an even worse result. Jack managed to meld his mana to the life-force of one of the silver butterflies that fluttered around the branches of the trees above him. The butterfly dropped to the ground. There was a rumbling noise, and it grew bigger, expanding until it was the size of a small dog. The wings gleamed like beaten silver, and the huge eyes gazed around the glade.  
 
    “Careful of the mana flow,” Lachlan said. “Keep it steady, then withdraw it firmly but not abruptly!”  
 
    Jack tried to do so, but at the last moment, he felt the mana flow wobble—it slipped out of his control, and a flood of mana poured to the creature. Within his flow, there was something dark, like a drop of ink expanding in water. Jack didn’t know what that was, but it didn’t seem to come from him. Mana was flooding to the creature, and Jack over-compensated, jerking the mana apart from the creature’s life force.  
 
    Something changed. The butterfly’s face seemed to morph into something more like the face of a goat. Its antennae were like horns, and flames were reflected in its eyes that were not in the glade.  
 
    It turned its gaze on Jack and Lachlan, and to Jack’s horror a deep, growling voice rolled out from the monster. “Ah,” it boomed, “I shall consume your essences and then feast on the bones of this world!”  
 
    Teeth appeared where before there had only been a soft feathery proboscis. They clicked together hungrily. Claws materialized at the end of each leg, and the creature began to cross the glade toward Jack the apprentice and Lachlan the mage.  
 
    “Ugh!” Jack cried in disgust. “What is it? What have I created?”  
 
    “It’s a grievous corruption,” Lachlan said. “It happens sometimes when great power is mishandled in the presence of… other magics. It’s, erm, partly my fault.”  
 
    “I will feast upon your souls!” the monster rumbled as it lumbered closer.  
 
    “Is there anything we can do about it?” Jack said wildly. He didn’t even have his spear, and he had no offensive magic. He looked at Lachlan.  
 
    “No good blasting it with offensive spells—it would just soak them up. No good summoning other creatures to fight it, then we’d just have a massive battle on our hands and we cannot afford that right now, no way.”  
 
    The creature was ungainly and slow on the ground, but it was getting closer.  
 
    Lachlan pursed his lips and shrugged.  
 
    “Damn,” he muttered, “nothing else for it.”  
 
    He swept his arm up suddenly and brought it down, palm outstretched, as if slicing the air with the edge of his hand. There was a horrible tearing noise, like dry leather ripping.  
 
    To Jack’s astonishment, a tear appeared in the air behind the approaching monster. It was as if Lachlan’s hand gesture had slashed the very fabric of reality. The glade was as normal all around it, but behind the monster there was now just this great diagonal rent. The edges of it were ragged. Beyond it, through the tear, there was a deep darkness, and from the darkness came the sound of countless voices.  
 
    The voices wailed, as if in torment.  
 
    “Lachlan, what is it?” Jack said in horror as the sound reached his ears.  
 
    The mage cleared his throat. “Just a… um… gateway,” he muttered.  
 
    Hands suddenly reached out from the blackness. A whole forest of hands, pale and clammy, with ragged nails and torn skin, groping and grasping. They caught at the wings of the monster Jack had created, grabbed at its legs and its body. The monster roared in anger, but the hands were too many, and they dragged the creature struggling through the gap.  
 
    Jack had a terrifying glimpse of faces, evil, inhuman, gleeful faces within the dark void beyond as the monster disappeared through. Then Lachlan stepped forward and raised a hand. A fireball flashed in his hand, and he lobbed it through the hole just as something began to clamber out into the green glade. There was a sharp yelp of pain, and Lachlan swept his hand across the whole length of the tear.  
 
    There was a satisfying click, and the gap was gone.  
 
    “Ah, well,” Lachlan said breathlessly, trying and failing to laugh. “That was a close escape!”  
 
    “What… what was that place that you opened a portal to?”  
 
    “Ah, hm, yes, that was a… um… that is to say… uh…”  
 
    “It looked like a realm of demons,” Jack said.  
 
    Lachlan blinked. “Perceptive of you,” he said, sounding surprised. “How did you know that?”  
 
    “I didn’t,” Jack said, “but that’s just what it looked like. Why are you so reluctant to admit it?”  
 
    Lachlan sighed, and his shoulders sagged. “I think we’ve seen enough magic for today, Jack, don’t you? Come on, let’s walk back to the tower, and I’ll tell you what I can. That’s the least I can do.”  
 
    They walked slowly back through the grounds toward the tower.  
 
    “That mutation you created when the enhancement spell went wrong, Jack,” Lachlan said, “it was caused by my presence. Well, at least by the presence of certain magical attributes that I have. To tell the truth, I hadn’t expected my magic to influence yours so dramatically, but that’s the nature of magic, particularly at an early stage. It’s unpredictable and open to influence, and you are very sensitive to outside influences, even more than you realize.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Anyway, my magic caused your spell to be corrupted, and it was a bad one. Grievous corruption is one of the worst negative influences that a spell can fall under, and it created a monster that would certainly have run wild in the world and could have caused untold destruction. I had no option but to open a portal into that… other place.”  
 
    Jack looked at Lachlan, and Lachlan nodded. The mage looked almost sad.  
 
    “It was, as you guessed, a realm of demons,” he continued. “It has a name, that place, and it’s one of the curses of my life that I know the name. Aye, and I know the names of all the other places like it, too, but I won’t speak them out loud here. There was no other option, nothing else that I could do fast that would have stopped a creature taken with a grievous corruption. I did what I had to do. If you judge me for it then…”  
 
    Jack laid a hand on his tutor’s arm, and to his surprise, Lachlan flinched away.  
 
    “I don’t judge you for it, Lachlan,” Jack said. “Of course not. I just wanted to know. But Lachlan, this seems to give you pain. Won’t you tell me what it is? What is this magic you have that troubles you so much? What… what are you?”  
 
    “You’ll leave if I tell you,” Lachlan said, sounding certain.  
 
    “I won’t,” Jack promised. “Ivan hinted at it the other day—it has something to do with some old war, doesn’t it? People do whatever they have to in times of danger, Lachlan, just like you did there. You used that power to save us. Just having it doesn’t make you a bad person, does it?”  
 
    “It’s maybe not that simple,” Lachlan said glumly, but then he smiled and placed a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Thank you, lad,” he said. “I’ll take the chance, then, and tell you. It’s not as if you don’t have a right to know the nature of your tutor’s origins.”  
 
    Jack looked into the mage’s strange face. His striped black and red skin glowed with a peculiar internal light as they stood in the courtyard. His pale yellow eyes gleamed, and a little flicker of blue lightning played around the bone horns that protruded from his head. Behind him, the haunted, living tower in which he lived loomed up against the evening sky.  
 
    Lachlan took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and met Jack’s gaze. “I’m not an ordinary mage at all, Jack. The truth is that my magic is based on my connection with the demonic realm. I draw my power from the dark side of the universe, and you know the word for that. I’m a warlock.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack kept his promise to his teacher. He didn’t leave, nor did he judge Lachlan for the secret he had revealed.  
 
    A warlock.  
 
    The truth was that Jack had only heard the term in stories before now, and he hadn’t believed that such creatures existed in the real world.  
 
    Lachlan Woe seemed pleased that Jack had taken the news well. Jack could tell that the warlock had kept his status a secret for a long time. Jack found it easy to accept the revelation, however—Lachlan was trained in some of the darker sides of magic—that didn’t make him a bad person, or an evil magician. It was just who he was.  
 
    They agreed that they wouldn’t tell Melinda just yet, however. Since she had received formal tuition in magic at her father’s court before coming to the tower, it was likely that she would have a much worse reaction to the idea of Lachlan being a warlock than Jack had.  
 
    “Give me a bit more time to get to know her better, and make a bit more progress on her training,” Lachlan said.  
 
    Jack agreed that was probably a good idea.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, Melinda was up and about. She was up early, before Jack or Lachlan came down to breakfast. When Jack arrived, he found Melinda fully dressed, with color in her cheeks, deeply absorbed in demolishing a large platter of bacon and eggs. He joined her, and Ivan brought him the same for breakfast, with a jug of that sweet syrup that went so well with the bacon. As he placed Jack’s breakfast down and removed the cover from the tray, he gave Jack a big wink. Then he scurried off. Jack guessed that Ivan knew about Lachlan’s revelation the evening before. It seemed just like the little goblin to be pleased with that turn of events.  
 
    “Back with a vengeance then, Melinda?” Jack asked as he poured coffee for himself. He extended the jug toward her empty mug with a raise of his eyebrows, and she nodded enthusiastically at her cup.  
 
    He poured, and the rich-smelling steam curled up thickly from the cup, illuminated by a shaft of sunlight from the tall windows. 
 
    “Thanks,” Melinda said, swallowing and then washing down bacon with coffee. “Yeah, I’m feeling much, much better. I still felt pretty wiped out yesterday, but this morning, I woke up feeling like I could fight ten men, or run to ten miles, or both!”  
 
    Jack laughed. “That’s good to hear!” he said. “I’ve been struggling a bit with my training, and it’ll be good to have some company.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Melinda asked. “That doesn’t sound like you. What’s been going wrong?”  
 
    So Jack told her the story of the work he’d been doing with Lachlan over the last few days. When he got to recounting the story of the monstrous butterfly, he glossed over the part about Lachlan opening a portal to a demon realm. Instead, he just said that Lachlan had done some magic and caused the monster to fall through an opening. He managed to make it sound like something fairly commonplace, and Melinda just nodded.  
 
    “But it doesn’t sound like you’ve done badly at all, Jack,” she said encouragingly. “Sounds more like you’ve just got to learn to control the flow of your mana better. That seems to be the heart of it. It sounds really interesting! I’m not sure if it’s the kind of magic for me, though. I feel really liberated now that I know that I don’t have to project power outward, and that it’s all about internal control for me. I’m looking forward to doing whatever exercises Lachlan gives me to strengthen that ability. Has anything else been going on?”  
 
    In answer to her question, Jack told Melinda about the workshop and the brooch. Melinda was fascinated. At first she seemed a little bit jealous, until Jack made it clear that the workshop was for both of them to use, and that Lachlan wanted them to both benefit from it. Melinda asked to see it, but just then Lachlan came striding into the room.  
 
    “Ah, you’re both here already, good!” Lachlan said.  
 
    Jack thought that the warlock looked rather worried but was covering it well. Their tutor spoke heartily, tucking into his breakfast and speaking of inconsequential things, but he could not hide the shadows under his eyes, despite his red and black skin.  
 
    He’s not slept, Jack thought, or if he has slept, he’s slept badly. I wonder what’s troubling him? 
 
    Lachlan sat and ate, while Jack explained that he was going to show Melinda the workshop.  
 
    “Well,” Lachlan said, pushing away his plate after only a few mouthfuls. “I find that I don’t have as much appetite as I thought I did. If you want to go see the workshop first then I’ll meet you out in the main courtyard when you’re ready to begin. Don’t be too long. I have something new for you today.”  
 
    Abruptly, he stood and hurried off without a backward glance. Ivan gave an offended glance in the direction of Lachlan’s plate, then looked after the warlock. “He’s not eaten,” the goblin said. “That’s never a good sign.”  
 
    “He seems a little distracted,” Jack said.  
 
    “Hmph. And meanwhile, what am I to do with his breakfast?”  
 
    Right on cue, Spark slithered out from beneath the table. He pressed his head against Ivan’s leg and gazed lovingly up at the goblin. Then his tail swished, his eyes flickered in the direction of the full platter, and a trail of drool ran from his mouth.  
 
    Ivan laughed. “Oh, very well then,” he said, and placed the platter on the floor for the lizard. “Just don’t give him any coffee to go with it!” He hurried off.  
 
    Jack and Melinda had finished their food. They agreed to leave looking at the workshop until later - Jack was keen to show it off, but Melinda said if they went now it would be too rushed, and she wanted to take her time. So instead, they headed out into the courtyard to meet Lachlan. They were both a bit disturbed by his obvious disquiet, but they both resolved not to say anything. If there was something disturbing Lachlan, he would tell them himself, they were sure.  
 
    When they met him, he was standing at one of the stone water pools. He leaned forward with his hands on the rim of the bowl, gazing intently into the still surface of the water. A flickering light seemed to shine up onto his face. When he heard their approach, he glanced up and smiled.  
 
    “Come,” he said briskly, then turned and marched away. Jack and Melinda glanced at each other questioningly, then did as they were bid.  
 
    Lachlan led them straight through the courtyard and out of the grounds. This was a bit of a surprise to Jack, who had never been out of the grounds since he’d arrived. The tower grounds were surrounded by a high wall of white stone topped with spikes, but there was a massive double gate made from iron bars as thick as Jack’s wrists. Lachlan raised his hand and pointed it at the gates, and they banged open as if kicked by a giant foot.  
 
    The two students hurried after their tutor as the gate slammed closed behind them.  
 
    Without a word or a backward glance, Lachlan strode down the wide paved road beside the river that ran along the center of the valley. As Jack had seen from the tower window, the ruinous aspect of this part of the valley was gone—it must have been part of the glamor that Lachlan had cast over the whole valley. The road was clean and well maintained, with large, handsome stones close-set together and a neat drainage ditch on either side of the road.  
 
    The trees marched alongside the road, but they didn’t overhang it. Where one threatened to encroach on the road, it had been trimmed back. The glass and bushes on either side of the road had a well-tended air.  
 
    After they had walked for ten minutes Lachlan turned to the right and went down a dirt track that led away from the road and the river. It plunged into the woods, and then down into a cutting where the steep sides of a narrow bank rose up on either side of the path. Then, suddenly, they came out into an open space.  
 
    It was a rough half-circle of bare ground, surrounded by cliff-face. It looked man-made. A quarry, Jack realized.  
 
    He looked around. The stone of the cliff walls was red and crumbly, and rocky debris lay all around on the floor of the quarry. Near one wall, a stack of discarded digging equipment—spades and shovels, and a broken barrow—lay piled up together where they had been abandoned. The path by which they had entered was the only way in or out. 
 
    “What is this place?” Jack asked after a while. 
 
    “It’s a disused quarry,” Lachlan confirmed. “The people who used to come here dug a very precious resource out of the rock in this place. It looked like gold, but it had veins of silver through it, and it could be made into a metal harder than steel. They called it enchanter’s gold, because it took magical spells readily and powerful ones at that. Normal steel or even silver will only handle spells up to a certain level of power. Push those metals too hard and they will just break. But enchanter’s gold could handle immense power, and they made armor from it, and spears, and shields, and rings and necklaces and amulets to protect them from the dark arts in their wars. Oh, the beauty of the glint of enchanter’s gold was something to see…”  
 
    Jack thought of the brooch he had found, with its veins of silver running through the gold. That was an enchanted item. Was it made of enchanter’s gold? 
 
    Lachlan had drifted off into his description, but now he snapped back into the present. “But that’s not why we’re here,” he said. “The enchanter’s gold is long gone, but the rock is here. It’s soft, malleable, and there’s plenty of it. And you, Jack, are going to go to work on this rock.”  
 
    Jack had been feeling over the past few days that strange hunger that had been making itself known to him since the incident with the dungeon core. For some reason, Lachlan’s words made that feeling come to the front of his attention. It was a hunger that could not be satisfied by food.  
 
    “I’m going to get you to try to absorb some of the rock, the way you absorbed the lizard and created Spark,” Lachlan said.  
 
    Jack was stunned. He had thought that Lachlan was going to try to get him to enhance the rock, or even use his guide light to find more enchanter’s gold here, or something, but this was a shock.  
 
    “You want me to try to consume this rock?” Jack asked incredulously. “How in the world do I do that?”  
 
    “If my thinking is correct,” Lachlan said, “you will know how to do it yourself. I’ll get you to take a bit of time and just experiment on the rock. Try a few things. Touch it, get a sense of it, explore it with your magic. Use your light on it, try sending your mana to it. Try to remember the sensations that went with absorbing the lizard and recreate them. Take your time. While you’re doing that, I’m going to get Melinda a few exercises to do.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack breathed in deeply and made a conscious effort to banish his doubts. There was no reason to believe that he could not do this. He had managed every other exercise that Lachlan had given him so far, to a greater or lesser extent. Why not this? 
 
    The concept of consuming rock just seemed so alien to him, but at the same time, there was a strange part of him that felt that it was perhaps not so strange after all. Jack thought about that for a moment. It’s the hunger, he thought. The new hunger that I’ve been noticing in recent weeks. That’s what’s responding to the idea. 
 
    The next thought flowed easily from there. That hunger had been triggered initially by absorbing the lizard. It had also been satisfied by that.  
 
    And there’s the crucial point, he realized as he walked up to the rockface and began to run his hands over the rough surface. This is something I can do—something I’ve already done once, though without fully understanding how I did it. I wish Lachlan would tell me what it was all about, but I suppose he’s right to avoid contaminating my judgement with his own ideas.  
 
    Under Jack’s hands, the surface of the rock was pleasantly cool. It was soft, and he felt it crumbling away under his fingertips as he ran his hands across it. It had a damp, earthy smell. He thought of the enchanter’s gold that Lachlan had spoken about, and imagined teams of mages here in the quarry harvesting the valuable resource. He smiled. That was a pleasant image.  
 
    Without really meaning to, Jack extended his magical awareness out around him. It was smooth and easy to control now, he noticed with pleasure. Yesterday, it had been overwhelming, but today, it felt fully his. He found that he could increase or decrease the intensity of the sensory overlay at will. Carefully, he increased it slightly, stretching it out around him.  
 
    Behind him, Lachlan was teaching Melinda a meditation that would allow her to have more detailed control over her internal magic. Her mana pool was strong and had refilled, but she had to be careful now because there was a slight tear in the fabric of it which allowed mana to leak out. She would need to go slowly to avoid the risk of scarring. That was a strange concept, but through his magical senses, Jack realized that he was actually slightly aware of her mana pool, almost in the same way as when she had placed her hand on his shoulder and Lachlan had cast the perception spell over them. 
 
    He saw the tear in the fabric of her mana, like a kink in the hem of a garment. If it did not regenerate smoothly, Melinda’s mana pool would be slightly warped. That would make it harder for her to direct the flow of mana from her pool in the future.  
 
    Jack heard Lachlan’s words, but also felt their meaning through his magical senses. He realized suddenly that he had slipped into the magical awareness almost completely. The normal sensations of his five senses had drifted and changed, and he now found himself more aware of the world through magic than through sight or hearing.  
 
    Melinda was nodding to Lachlan’s instructions and asking a few pertinent questions, and then she set about doing the meditation. Jack felt her slip into a calm state, and he focused on her mana pool. He felt her mana begin to work on itself and smiled. Very good, he thought. She is good at that! 
 
    He reached out toward the rock with his own mana, letting a little of it flow through his hand and out onto the stone, and that was when it happened. He saw the rock not as a single entity, a wall of crumbly red stone, but as a collection of different elements joined together. At first, he had no name for them, but he could see them. Here were flecks of iron, the ferrous particles giving the rock its distinctive red coloring. Here was something else, a mineral component that he suddenly perceived as crystalline, long chains of tiny pieces all linked together.  
 
    There was something else here, too, something that drew his attention away, but he focused hard and forced himself to ignore that distraction. He flowed into the rock and, just like that, he felt a part of it come loose. The strange new hunger surged up in him, and his hand suddenly felt hot where it lay on the rock.  
 
    Jack controlled his excitement and followed the feeling, allowing his mana to flow a little more strongly toward the rock.  
 
    “Yes!” he shouted in exultation as he felt a flat flakey chunk of rock no bigger than his hand break off and disintegrate. His own mana flowed around the rock, twining around it the way a vine will twine through the bricks of an old building, disrupting the mortar and undermining the foundations. It broke the rock apart, down into the tiniest elements of its matter.  
 
    Jack felt his mana busily sorting out the different parts of the rock, piling them neatly into metals and minerals, water and old organic matter, and the unseeable small plants and nameless minute bugs that lived within it. All was broken apart and split neatly up and then, in the blink of an eye, it rushed into Jack and was absorbed by him, becoming part of his very being.  
 
    Something stirred deep inside him, and he felt something there, a plan, a potential… an idea like something in a dream that had felt crucially important at the time. He felt like a sleeper, awaking and desperately trying to remember the revelation from the dream. He couldn’t, and it slipped down into the core of his being.  
 
    “You did it,” Lachlan said quietly from behind him. It was not a question.  
 
    “I did it,” Jack repeated, amazed that it was true. “Somehow, I absorbed a part of the rock of this valley. But Lachlan, what does it mean?”  
 
    “It’s a power you have—a unique power, unknown ever to manifest in a person before now. Tomorrow, there is one more test to perform, and then we will know for sure.”  
 
    Jack suddenly reeled, his head spinning and white lights encroaching on the edges of his vision. He sat down quickly, hearing Lachlan’s concerned questions vaguely through the rushing in his ears.  
 
    “I’m… fine…” he gasped. “Just give me a minute.” 
 
    It passed quickly, and Jack found himself blinking up at Lachlan and Melinda’s concerned faces.  
 
    “Ooh, that’s better,” he said, struggling to his feet. He glanced up. “It’s so late! I thought only a little while had passed, but look at the sky!”  
 
    Lachlan smiled as Jack looked around. The quarry had become dark, and the shadows of the setting sun cast deep pools of darkness under the trees and in the corners of the quarry. Jack’s belly grumbled loudly.  
 
    “Indeed,” the warlock replied. “As you found yesterday, when you get lost in the study of magic, time can fly by quicker than you’d normally expect. Come on now, that’s enough for today. Let’s get back to the tower.”  
 
    They did as Lachlan suggested, Melinda and Jack falling in beside each other a little way behind their striding tutor.  
 
    “How did you get on?” Jack asked Melinda.  
 
    The young woman shrugged. “I’m paying for my lack of control that first day, that’s for sure. That tear in the mana pool is going to take a bit of time to fix. But the meditation Lachlan taught me feels effective, and it’s quite energizing just to do it and see my mana pool regenerating and even clearing a bit.”  
 
    Melinda looked oddly at him. “There was one point during today’s lesson when I felt as if you were there, watching me, the way we were when Lachlan cast that spell on us during my first training session.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “I was using my magical sense of the world. I think it allows me to tap into the makeup of living things around me. I slipped into it deeply while I was in the quarry—more deeply than I expected—and I found that I was aware of your mana pool and of the work you were doing there. I’m sorry if that was too… I don’t know… if it was rude or anything. I didn’t really mean to exactly, but the magical sense just gives me that kind of awareness.”  
 
    “I don’t mind,” Melinda said quietly. “I think it’s great that you can do that. I’m happy for you. I don’t think I’d like it if I were unaware of it, but I can feel you there when you do it. I guess that must mean I have some kind of version of that magical awareness too, at least so that I can sense you and your magic.”  
 
    Jack smiled. “That’s good. I’m glad you don’t mind.”  
 
    Melinda grinned and punched him on the arm. “Hey,” she said, pointing up ahead to where Lachlan stood by the iron gates that led into the tower grounds. “Race you to the entrance.”  
 
    Before Jack could answer, Melinda sprang forward, and Jack ran after her, laughing. He was a good runner, though distance had always been his strongpoint rather than sprinting. He did his best, but she won.  
 
    They stood laughing and catching their breath at the gates, and Lachlan gave them a knowing look and smiled, shaking his head as he headed in toward the tower.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, Lachlan took them back out to the quarry again. He set Melinda to the same meditation as previously, and Jack was eager to try to absorb more of the rock. He had found it satisfying in a way that had nothing to do with achieving the difficult magic. It had satisfied that deep pleasant hunger that he was becoming familiar with, and he was looking forward to the same sensation again today.  
 
    But Lachlan had other ideas. “Today, I’m going to see if you can create some of the rock,” he said. “This is the last test. If you can do this, then my theory is correct. If not, then I think we will have to try some other experiments to find out exactly what kind of magical being you are. But to be honest, I have little doubt now. Come on, give it a go.”  
 
    “You want me to create new rock?” Jack asked, dumbfounded. “But… from what?”  
 
    “From your mana,” Lachlan said simply. “I believe that when you absorbed the rock yesterday, you will have laid down a pattern of the rock, and that if you try, you will be able to create it new at will, the way you created the enhanced lizard. That’s the goal for today, anyway. I don’t mind how you do it—take your time. Try various different things. Absorb some more rock if you find that helpful. But before we leave here today, I want you to try to create new rock out of pure mana.”  
 
    And with that, he turned away, walking over to check on Melinda.  
 
    “All right then,” Jack said out loud, looking at the cliff. “Lachlan says that it’s okay to start by absorbing some more rock, so that’s what I’ll do.”  
 
    He marched up to the rockface and sought the sensation of connection with it that he’d had the day before. To his surprise, it came up quickly and easily. Unlike yesterday, there was no need to slip into a deep trance or anything. He found that he could focus his magical awareness on the rock, and then combine that with a steady flow of mana to break the rock up and absorb it into himself.  
 
    Though this was satisfying—deeply satisfying—it was still very difficult. He had to focus intensely to keep the different elements of the magic flowing together in balance, and for all that focus, he only managed to absorb a little bit at a time. If he tried to push more mana into the spell to break up and absorb more rock, his pool quickly began to deplete and the whole balance of the magic began to wobble dangerously, so he had to pull back to a small, steady flow. After an hour’s work, the amount of rock that was gone from the quarry face was tiny.  
 
    He stepped back, wiping his brow with a dusty hand. “You’d be quicker with a pick-axe, that’s for sure,” he said with a laugh.  
 
    Looking around, he saw that all was quiet in the quarry. Lachlan sat cross-legged near the entrance, his eyes closed, seeming deep in meditation. He held his hands out in front of him, and a pale yellow light glowed around them.  
 
    Not far away, Melinda stood with her eyes closed and her hands folded on her chest, emanating a steady, peaceful flow of magical power. It was not mana exactly—she was not directing mana out into the world—but it was an echo of the internal mediation she was doing.  
 
    Jack extended his magical senses toward them both. Lachlan he found to be opaque, like a cloud of mist against his senses. Melinda stirred slightly, feeling his presence, and he felt her welcome him gently as she felt his magical awareness of her. The corner of her mouth turned up in a smile, but she did not open her eyes.  
 
    Smiling to himself, Jack withdrew his awareness from his companions and turned his attention to the rock face again. The sun was high in the sky, and midday was approaching. He felt satisfied by the rock he had absorbed, and did not desire to do that again. Instead, he experimentally conjured his illumination spell and held it up, looking at the rockface through it.    
 
    I want to find enchanter’s gold, he thought. He was not serious—Lachlan had said that all of that substance had been quarried out from here—but to his surprise and delight, a silver line immediately appeared, leading him to a spot on the rock face a little to the left of where he had been working. The silver line ran up to the rock and stopped.  
 
    Jack put his hand out and brushed at the rock. He considered trying to absorb more but decided against it. If there was a vein of enchanter’s gold within this rock, it might be buried deep and Jack was not yet able to move significant amounts of rock by absorption.  
 
    He glanced around. There, in the corner, was a pile of old tools and discarded equipment from when the quarry had been active. He glanced at his companions, but seeing them apparently unreactive to his movements, he went ahead and began to dig through the pile of junk to find if there was something he could use.  
 
    It didn’t take long. Here was a pickaxe, with the head in pretty good condition still. It had been thrown away clearly because the shaft had snapped, but the head still had a sharp point. The broken shaft was rotten and useless, so Jack stripped the last of the wood out and walked to the rockface holding the head of the pickaxe.  
 
    He placed it against the spot and began to cut into the rock with it, holding it in both hands. It was awkward, but the rock was soft and crumbly and it came away easily. After a moment, he got into the rhythm of it and began to make progress. Lachlan and Melinda were both completely oblivious to the noise of Jack’s efforts, so deep in meditation were they. 
 
    Jack worked away steadily, widening the hole he was making and stopping every now and then to check with his guidance spell to make sure he was on the right track. After twenty minutes of digging, his excavation was several feet deep and wide enough for him to get his head and shoulders into it.  
 
    And then, he hit what his spell had been guiding him toward.  
 
    The axe head met something solid and bounced with a heavy clunk, and Jack peered in, holding up his light to illuminate the dark space. There, embedded in the rock, was a gleaming vein of gold ore, with lines of silver running through it, just as Lachlan had described.  
 
    Another twenty minutes and Jack had cut a chunk of the ore the size of his fist out of the rock. He sat with the gleaming metal in his hand, staring at it in amazement.  
 
    “Jack?” Lachlan said as he stood and walked toward him, his meditations now over. “You’ve been busy. What’s that you’ve got there?”  
 
    Jack nodded and held the ore out toward Lachlan. “It’s enchanter’s gold, I think,” he said. The ore flashed and glittered in the sunlight as Lachlan held it up.  
 
    “This is unbelievable!” Lachlan cried. “Enchanter’s gold here in my valley? I thought that it had all been mined out years ago, long before I came here.”  
 
    Jack shrugged, pointing to the gap in the quarry face. “Apparently not,” he said.  
 
    Lachlan immediately decided to go back to the tower and get some tools so that they could investigate further. He marched off, muttering excitedly to himself as Melinda came out of her meditation and asked Jack what was going on.  
 
    When Jack told her and showed her the ore, she was amazed, and laughed out loud. “Surely that was not what you were meant to be doing though, was it?” she teased. “What about your creation of rocks?”  
 
    Jack laughed. “Yeah, that’s true. I didn’t make much progress on that. It’s strange, I feel like when I do absorb the rocks, it’s as if I know, deep down in my mana pool, how they’re created… somehow. I feel that it’s not as crazy as it sounds, and that I probably should be able to reproduce them.”  
 
    “Why don’t you try, then?” Melinda asked.  
 
    Jack frowned. It was a good question, but he hadn’t thought to ask it so simply and directly before that point. “Why don’t I try? I guess because I don’t know what approach to take to trying.”  
 
    “Well, what have you done up to now when learning a new technique?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “I guess I’ve kind of thrown different magical techniques that I was already aware of at it, and eventually found something that stuck.”  
 
    “Exactly!” Melinda said “Perfect! So, why not give that a go?”  
 
    Jack grinned. “You make it sound pretty simple, but ok, I’ll try it that way. It feels like it makes sense as an approach, I have to admit. Let’s see then, what can I do that might work as a way in?”  
 
    Jack thought of the technique that Lachlan had taught him the day before, where he could direct mana out of himself to the external world. That would certainly play a role in the process, he felt sure. So, he did, sending a fine stream of mana outward from his hand.  
 
    “That looks good,” Melinda said, and Jack realized that she had a level of magical awareness too, now, akin to the way he had found he could interact with the world. She could sense what he was doing.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, “it works well enough, and there’s enough mana in my pool now that I could sustain this for some time.”  
 
    “No rush then,” Melinda said. “Now what about this feeling that the structure and design of the rock had gone into your mana pool? I don’t fully understand what you mean by that, but surely if it’s in your mana pool, you should be able to get it back out again. Why not try to channel it along that stream you’re directing so expertly?”  
 
    Jack nodded and tried to find the shape of the rock in his mana pool. To his shock, it was as easy as looking. There it was, right under his awareness. It felt as if he had been groping for something in the dark and had put his hand right on it—a satisfying sensation.  
 
    “Ah!” he cried. “I’ve got it! Now I just need to…”  
 
    Jack held onto his awareness of the rock’s structure and channeled it into the stream of magic.  
 
    It worked perfectly, and to his immense satisfaction, he looked up to see Lachlan entering the quarry, tools in hand, just as the spell began to take effect. Lachlan watched wide-eyed as Jack increased his magic flow slightly, then opened up his palms with a flourish.  
 
    A stack of compressed red bricks of quarry stone appeared in front of where he sat. They made a dull thud as they appeared, as if they had fallen from a slight height. There were six of them, stacked neatly in two piles of three.  
 
    Jack cut off the flow of mana to the spell even as Lachlan dropped his tools and ran over with a whoop of excited delight. “You did it, lad! You did it! My theory proved correct! Oh, Jack, this is a special day for the history of magic! This is truly an anomaly of the highest order!”  
 
    To Jack’s surprise and embarrassment, Lachlan grabbed him by the hands and began to caper about, forcing Jack to dance a strange jig with him or fall over. After a moment, the gleeful warlock thankfully got control of himself and stood grinning in front of his amused and baffled students.  
 
    “So, does this mean you’ll tell me at last what you think the nature of my magic is?” Jack asked with a smile.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t think anymore, Jack. Now, I know. I’m sure, beyond a shadow of a doubt. You, my boy, are a walking dungeon!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shock of this revelation took a little while to sink in. They stood for a while in silence, and Jack thought it through. He walked over to the tools Lachlan had brought and picked up a pickaxe.  
 
    Jack tested the weight of it in his hand, then walked back to the rockface and began to carefully cut away at the rock around the hole he’d already made. Without saying anything, Lachlan picked up a shovel and Melinda picked up a broom, and together they began to clear the rock that Lachlan was cutting out of the quarry face.  
 
    Lachlan seemed to understand that Jack needed a minute to think. Once they began cutting out large lumps of enchanter’s gold ore, however, Jack started to ask questions.  
 
    “A living dungeon,” he said. “I suppose it makes sense. The dungeon core gave me its abilities when I absorbed it. Though I have never heard of such a thing, have you?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Lachlan said, hoisting a shovelful of rock out of the way and beginning to examine it for ore chunks. “I’ve heard of tales like that in the past. There were legends in the old days of people—men and women, but also people from races other than humans—who were gifted with the powers of dungeons. You were raised in a small village, Jack, and didn’t get many chances to hear many stories from the outside world, but there certainly are such stories.”  
 
    “You know, I’ve heard stories like that too,” Melinda put in. “My father’s court mage used to tell tales of people in ancient times who used the power of dungeons to become immensely powerful. In fact,” she added with a grin, “in the old stories, it was often the most unexpected people who gained such powers—orphan blacksmith apprentices with big dreams, for example…”  
 
    Jack snorted with laughter. “Give it a rest, Melinda.” 
 
    “No, no,” Lachlan added. “She’s right, actually. There is an old story about a person who was exactly that—the setting changes depending who you listen to, but there’s always the same character at the heart of it. He’s an orphan who doesn’t expect to be granted the power, but the dungeon perceives something special in him and recognizes that the time has come for a dungeon to take a human form again.”  
 
    The mage’s eyes went distant as he continued. “In fact, if my memory serves me right, it usually only happens when there’s a great need for such a person to come into the world…”  
 
    “A great need?” Jack said, stopping his work and turning to Lachlan. “What great need? You’re saying I’m a dungeon to fulfil some prophecy or something?”  
 
    “I don’t know about a prophecy,” Lachlan said with a shrug, “but dungeons are strange and mysterious beings. Nobody really understands what they know and don’t know about the world. One thing’s for sure, though—they know more about the pathways of time and fate than we do. If that dungeon chose you to give its power to, then that has to mean something. Whatever the greater purpose is, it’s our job to train you in your powers and make sure you’re ready for whatever challenges the world throws at you. It may turn out to be more important than any of us can predict at this point.”  
 
    “Give me a go of that pickaxe, Jack,” Melinda said, and they swapped jobs.  
 
    “So what exactly is a dungeon’s power, then?” Jack asked as he picked up Melinda’s job of sweeping the work space and separating out the bits of ore from the bits of rock. 
 
    “Well,“ Lachlan said thoughtfully, “you’ve seen a bit of it yourself already. A dungeon absorbs the elemental material from the environment around it and reshapes it. A dungeon can absorb and shape the very fabric of reality around itself, Jack. It takes elements like rock, water, earth, plants, and metals, and creates structures and even entire environments. Dungeons are endlessly creative, but they are also endlessly hungry for new material to work with, and new knowledge to apply.”  
 
    “You mean like the way I absorbed that rock?”  
 
    “Exactly,” Lachlan said. “But it goes further than just elements. You see, a dungeon can also absorb energies. That means simple things like heat, light, and sound, but also less tangible things like life force. Some dungeons can absorb the energy that comes from emotions—joy, excitement, even fear. And, most importantly, a dungeon absorbs mana. When a mage enters a dungeon, Jack, it’s like a feast day for the dungeon. A mage will fight monsters in the dungeon, expending mana on spells while doing so. That means that the dungeon will get a massive meal, absorbing the mana that’s expended in spells, as well as getting sustenance from the mage’s emotions, the sounds he makes, the fear or excitement he feels during combat. All that is used to power more creative activity by the dungeon, to make a more enticing environment for adventurers to journey to.”  
 
    “So you’re saying I could learn to do all these things? Absorb mana and all the rest?”  
 
    “Undoubtedly!” Lachlan said. “In fact, let us try a small experiment.”  
 
    Lachlan stepped away from Jack and raised his hand. “I’m going to cast a low-level spell. Try to use your magical senses to engage with the spell that I cast and see what happens.”  
 
    Melinda broke off her work and turned to watch. Lachlan raised a fist, muttered a word under his breath, and then suddenly swung his hand as if tossing a rock into the air. 
 
    A spinning ball of orange fire crackled into the air in front of him. Jack didn’t miss a beat. He extended his magical awareness toward the spell, then sent a stream of his own mana out toward it too. All in a moment, the structure of the fire was clear to him. He felt its heat, its crackling noise, and the gleaming ball of swirling mana at the heart of it.  
 
    As smoothly as if he was breathing in, he absorbed the spell.  
 
    “Wow!” he yelled, jumping up in the air. “Yeah! Oh, that felt amazing!”  
 
    The energy went straight to his head and made him feel like he could run a mile. He hopped around the quarry, letting out wordless yells of delight, then came to a stop, panting, in front of Lachlan.  
 
    “My mana pool feels like it’s increased in size!” he said. “And I feel like I could… wait a minute… I feel like I could cast that spell back at you!”  
 
    “Don’t try!” Lachlan warned. “Learning spells is not that simple! Absorbing a fire spell will give you knowledge of the fire element, and absorbing more fire spells will increase that knowledge. But you will be able to put knowledge of elements to different uses. If you tried to blast a fireball right back at me, it would empty your mana pool at a stroke and leave you having to recuperate for days. We don’t want that to happen.”  
 
    “So can we train me up just by having me absorb loads of your spells?”  
 
    Lachlan shook his head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea. It would probably increase your mana pool, yes, but it’s likely to also overburden your pool too quickly, and it would run the risk of drawing too close a link between your mana and mine. A dungeon who only absorbs his power from one source becomes dependent on that source of power and finds it difficult to draw power from anything else. Dungeons at an early stage of development are particularly prone to that, and for such young dungeons, the results can be disastrous.”  
 
    “Our court mage used to tell the story of Max the sorcerer, who found a young dungeon in a hidden cave and tried to increase its power quickly by blasting spells at it all day,” Melinda said. “After a while, the two of them developed an unshakable bond. When Max tried to leave, the dungeon wouldn’t let him. The story goes that the two of them are trapped together, endlessly feeding off each other’s magic and unable to break the link and do anything else in the world.”  
 
    “An old tale,” Lachlan said, “but one that no doubt has a grain of truth. Take it as a warning, Jack, not to try to level your abilities using shortcuts. You’re already a remarkably adept young magic user, and there is no need for such devices. You’re going to do amazing things anyway. No need to try to hurry the process.”  
 
    Jack held up his hands. “Point taken,” he said. “Nothing worth having ever comes easy, right?”  
 
    “Well, at least not too easy,” Lachlan said with a smile. “Now, about the other properties of dungeons that you should know about…”  
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, but I think we’ve come to the end of this deposit of enchanter’s gold,” Melinda said. She was peering into the hole.  
 
    “We’ve probably got as much as we can carry here anyway,” Lachlan commented, hoisting a full sack onto his back. Melinda did the same.  
 
    Jack was about to pick up a sack too, but then he glanced at the rockface.  
 
    “Let me make sure there’s no more left,” he said. 
 
    He lifted his illumination spell and looked through it at the rockface, giving himself the goal of finding enchanter’s gold again.  
 
    The silver guideline wavered into place, but then something new happened—it divided up into several strands that all led to different areas of the quarry face. “There’s more,” he said excitedly. “Lots more! Look, here, there’s some here, and here, and here…” 
 
    Jack went up to the rock, marking out where the silver strands led. Not all the areas were within his reach. The quarry face was thirty feet high, and there were several strands that led up to points higher up on the face.  
 
    Lachlan nodded, smiling and seeming pleased. “We will have to return later and carry on this work. This is a very valuable commodity, for us and for others. Well done, Jack!”  
 
    “Aren’t you worried that someone else will come and harvest it?”  
 
    Lachlan thought for a moment. “The glamor should protect the valley, but I think I’ll add another glamor to the entrance, too, just to be certain.”  
 
    Jack stood next to Lachlan as his mentor raised a hand and moved it purposefully in front of the cutting that led to the quarry. As he did, Jack instinctively extended his magical awareness toward the spell.  
 
    “I can see your magic,” he said as his awareness showed him a fine net woven across the opening. “And I can feel it too!”  
 
    Lachlan’s expended mana was like mist in the air around him. Jack found himself absorbing it the way a fine mist of water might soak up into a dry cloth. He felt invigorated, and the strange hunger—he was now beginning to think of it as his ‘dungeon hunger’—felt satiated.  
 
    “You are absorbing the residual mana from my spell, just as if I were in a dungeon and you were the dungeon core,” Lachlan said, shaking his head in amazement. “This is great—I hardly dared to hope that my theory was correct. Now that I know it’s true, I can tell that it’s going to take some time to get used to!”  
 
    As they made their way back up the road to the tower, Jack asked a question. “You said that a dungeon absorbs the residual mana and energy expended within its walls. It’s beginning to seem that I can absorb residual mana from the environment around me. But what can I actually do with that mana? So far, I’ve managed to create some bricks, but what else can I do with absorbed mana?”  
 
    “It goes into your mana pool, concentrating the mana and expanding the pool over time. A dungeon will require—and will be able to contain—a bigger mana pool than any other known magical entity. Yes, you can create materials and use mana to reconfigure the environment around you, but you can also use it to create creatures and to create traps.”  
 
    “Traps?”  
 
    “A vague term,” Lachlan admitted. “But it takes in everything from magic spells set to trick an enemy to actual traps like tripwires and hidden explosive runes. Take the fire ability, for example. You might not be able to cast fireballs just yet, but you could create a jet of flame from the ground, perhaps, or a sheet of fire that could block a doorway.”  
 
    They were approaching the gates to the tower grounds, and Lachlan held up a hand and opened them with magic. Again, Jack felt a satisfied shudder as he absorbed a small amount of the residual magic from the spell.  
 
    “There are many other elemental kinds of magic,” Lachlan continued. “Take poisons for example, an area that I’m particularly interested in. You could absorb knowledge of poisonous plants, or perhaps from certain snakes that have powerful venom. Given enough knowledge of the poison elements, you could create traps that would poison enemies, with poisoned darts or toxic mists…”  
 
    “But why would I want to do such a thing?” Jack asked. “From what you said, it seems that as a dungeon it would be in my interests to have people come in and survive, not to kill them!”  
 
    “There are different uses for different things here,” Lachlan said. “For a start, an adventurer is going to want a challenge if they come to a dungeon, and so traps give the adventurer the chance to navigate dangerous challenges. Also, sometimes, a dungeon might want to kill for some reason, and it makes sense to know how. Traps can be used to herd adventurers through a dungeon in a particular direction… there are lots of reasons to know all these things. Dungeons thrive on increasing their knowledge.”  
 
    “But I’m not a dungeon,” Jack mused. “I’m different—I’m a man with the powers of a dungeon.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Lachlan said, “and that gives you a distinct advantage over regular dungeons. Can you guess what that is?”  
 
    “Well, I’m not fixed in place. I’m not a cave system, I have a body, and I can travel around easily.”  
 
    “Got it in one,” Lachlan grinned. “And so the powers of a dungeon can be deployed in new and unexpected ways, and for different purposes.”  
 
    Melinda spoke up. “Dungeons sound like dangerous places. Do adventurers only go there for the loot?”  
 
    “Yes,” Lachlan replied. “Most of the time.” He gave Jack an odd look. “Have you ever heard of the anglerfish, Jack?”  
 
    “Uh, Lachlan, I grew up in the mountains. I’ve never even seen the sea, though I’ve heard about it.”  
 
    Lachlan smiled. “Anglerfish prey on other, smaller fish. They live in the deep waters, where it’s very dark. There, other fish are on the lookout for prey. The anglerfish has a little light on a long antennae that dangles in front of its mouth. Other fish see the light and come toward it, thinking it’s a meal. Once they get close, however, they become the meal. Anglerfish and dungeons share that mode of attracting prey. The difference is that a dungeon uses valuable loot to draw its prey in, and the dungeon feeds on the powers used in dungeon battles rather than off the body of the prey.”  
 
    Jack nodded thoughtfully. Then he frowned. “But if such creatures only live in the depths of the sea, how do you know about them?”  
 
    Lachlan raised one eyebrow. “There are few limits to the power of magic, properly used,” he said mysteriously, then held up a hand. “But we’re talking about you, not me. What other questions do you have about the power of dungeons?”  
 
    Jack frowned at that, but then shrugged it off. “Well, what about the loot, then? What kind of things does a dungeon produce as bait for adventurers?”  
 
    “Dungeon monsters produce cores, of course,” Lachlan said, “and they are very useful in various different ways. But dungeons generally produce other kinds of loot for the adventurers as well—weapons, gold, crystals, even armor sometimes, but it could be anything in theory. A dungeon can essentially produce anything that it has absorbed already. It can even recreate different versions of a thing it has absorbed, the way you produced a stack of bricks after absorbing the rock in the quarry.”  
 
    They had stopped in the garden outside the tower.  
 
    “When the dungeon absorbs something, the pattern of that thing is stored in the dungeon’s memory. I expect that with practice, Jack, you’ll find that you can absorb anything—metals, foods, jewelry, any material thing at all. And you’ll be able to reproduce multiple copies of that item at will, the way a dungeon would when producing loot for adventurers.” 
 
    “But,” Jack said excitedly, “the difference is that I won’t be limited to just doing it to reward adventurers, because I’m able to move around like a normal person! Imagine the different uses that I could put that to! The possibilities are endless!”  
 
    “They are,” Lachlan said with a smile as he led them inside. They put their bags of enchanter’s gold ore down in the entranceway to the tower then walked to the dining room, where they sat down.  
 
    Ivan came out, glanced disapprovingly at their dusty clothes, then reappeared with bowls of warm water and cloths. They all washed the quarry dust off their faces and hands. 
 
    Outside, the light was fading. When they had finished washing, Ivan came back and removed the bowls of wash water, returning shortly afterward with hot soup, sharp cheese, fresh bread, and a pitcher of ale. Lachlan, Jack, and Melinda all tucked into their meal hungrily.  
 
    “The most important kind of adventurer for a dungeon,” Lachlan said once they’d all taken the edge off their hunger, “is the mage. Dungeons desire mages to fight within their walls more than anything because dungeons can learn spells over time from mages. Oh, warriors are fine, there’s nothing wrong with them, but mages are the number one type of adventurer for any dungeon to attract. They use the most mana, and the dungeon can get an affinity and strengthen it over time through repeated contact with magic users.”  
 
    “Like I got a start on the fire affinity through absorbing your spell in the quarry?” Jack asked.  
 
    Lachlan nodded. “Exactly. That’s how dungeons learn spells. You have an advantage because you can also learn magic by instruction, as we have been doing since you arrived here. We’ve yet to fully understand exactly how that is going to work with you—there’s going to be a crossover between the dungeon powers and the regular powers of a mage in you, Jack, and that’s going to make you uniquely powerful.”  
 
    “This is so amazing!” Melinda said. She had not spoken for a while, and Jack was glad to see that her eyes were sparkling with delight. He had been aware that she had listened very carefully to all that Lachlan had said on the walk back from the quarry and during dinner, and he had wondered if she might be jealous of his awesome power and the attention he was getting from their tutor. He needn’t have worried. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you, Jack,” she said, reaching out her hand to touch him on the arm. “It’s such an honor to study alongside you, and it will be great to see you progress. I hope I can help you in your journey to discovering your full potential.”  
 
    “Thanks, Melinda,” Jack said, feeling a bit bashful at her obvious regard. 
 
    “It’s great,” Lachlan said, “but we’ve not gotten to the best part yet.”  
 
    “We’ve not?” Jack and Melinda said together, sounding disbelieving.  
 
    Lachlan chuckled. “No, all this is necessary, but it’s not the heart of the dungeon power. At the heart of it is the power of enhancement. All mages can do enhancement to some degree—in a way, all magic is enhancement—but for a dungeon, it takes on a whole new level. You know the trees around the dungeon that you entered, Jack?”  
 
    “Sure,” Jack said. “They’re enormous, with glowing purple leaves. And the grass and vines around the dungeon entrance glowed purple too, didn’t they?”  
 
    “They certainly did,” the warlock replied. “What you see there is the power of the dungeon’s enhancement ability. It’s so powerful that things in close proximity—the trees and plants in this case—take on magical characteristics over time.” 
 
    Lachlan leaned forward with his elbows on the table, gesturing with his red and black hands. His eyes were intense. “But that’s not all. A dungeon can absorb creatures, Jack—rats, spiders, goblins, you name it—and create from them new and more powerful versions of themselves. The new versions have monster cores that can be harvested. In the dungeon, they’re disposable. Adventurers kill them, but the more of them the dungeon creates, the more the dungeon can increase their power and develop their form over time.”  
 
    He leaned back in his chair again, looking at Jack and Melinda and opening his hands wide. “Dungeons create vastly powerful systems around themselves, changing and molding their environment into new and fantastic forms, and creating marvelous dungeon monsters and incredible loot for adventurers to harvest. What a power like that will be able to do in the hands of a man, well, I can only begin to guess.”  
 
    “Wait a minute!” Jack said, sitting forward. “Spark! You’re describing exactly what happened with Spark the lizard! I absorbed a tiny lizard without really meaning to, and then created Spark, a bigger and better version! Do you think he’s a dungeon monster?”  
 
    Lachlan’s eyes widened. “I’d forgotten all about him! Where is he?”  
 
    Jack looked around and whistled, and a moment later a very full and rather sleepy-looking Spark emerged from the kitchen, licking his lips. They all looked at the creature, a monstrous lizard as big as a dog, with gleaming red scales and rows of strange horns down his sides. It was obvious now that they had all the pieces of the puzzle in place. He was a dungeon monster.  
 
    “There’s one test to make, to be certain,” Lachlan said. “Jack, you need to find out if he has a monster core. If he does, then he’s a pure dungeon monster. If not, then he’s the product of a more general enhancement power that we’ll need to look into further.”  
 
    Jack was about to ask how he should go about finding that out, but then the answer occurred to him. Of course. He would use his magical sensing ability. What else? 
 
    Taking a breath, Jack reached out his senses to the lizard, who stared at him curiously. The bright colors of the room around him faded out, and he became aware of the magical forces in the room. Lachlan was a dark pool with a glowing fire deep inside. Melinda, her mana pool regenerated by days of meditation, glowed like a bowl of liquid silver. Jack swept his awareness around the room. There was a background hum of magic from the tower, and from the kitchen there was the distinctive magical shape of Ivan the goblin.  
 
    And right in front of him, Spark the lizard shone brightly with a powerful magical signature. Jack could sense every bone and sinew of him, from snout to tail tip. His awareness of Spark was much stronger than his sense of any of the others. There, sure enough, in the center of the lizard, there glowed a pure green monster core.  
 
    “He has a core,” Jack said aloud. “I can sense it. And I can sense him so strongly, it’s almost like he’s a part of me.”  
 
    As he withdrew his awareness and let his normal senses take over again, he saw Lachlan looking in wonder at the Lizard. “It’s true, then,” he said. “A real dungeon monster, the first one to be created outside of a dungeon in a thousand years.”  
 
    “There must be some catch,” Jack said. Out of nowhere, a strange doubt had appeared, gnawing at him. “Surely no one can get this lucky without some cost. Lachlan? Is there some bad thing about being a dungeon? Something that balances all this amazing power?”  
 
    Lachlan looked sharply at Jack. “It’s interesting that you should say that,” he said consideringly. “You’re right, of course, there are some disadvantages to being a dungeon. Or at least there could be, if you don’t keep a firm hold on yourself.”  
 
    “Like what?” Jack demanded.  
 
    Lachlan looked a little uncomfortable for a moment, but then he plunged in. “Dungeons can be… that is to say, they can have some undesirable characteristics. Some… shall we say… unhealthy appetites.”  
 
    “Such as?”  
 
    “Bloodshed. Chaos. Slaughter. I said earlier that it’s not in a dungeon’s best interests to kill adventurers. That’s true, it’s not, but at the same time a dungeon that does kill gets a massive one-off boost. To absorb an entire life force, well… That’s a serious dose of power. You have to be wary of that instinct.”  
 
    Jack raised his eyebrows. “Yes, I guess a tendency to murder for power could be a disadvantage to say the least!” He tried to make it sound like a joke, but his voice shook a little. “I’ll have to keep an eye out for signs of that!”  
 
    “Not all dungeons have such traits,” Lachlan said, “but ultimately most dungeons become more than capable of outright killing anyone who enters. The desire to do so can become addictive. I sincerely hope you have not inherited such traits from the dungeon core you absorbed, but then, we all have our burdens to bear…”  
 
    As Lachlan spoke, Jack felt that a darkness settled around his mentor. A deep shadow, as if something stood behind Lachlan and blocked the light from reaching him. A flicker of flame jumped up around the warlock’s feet in the corner of Jack’s eye, but when he looked straight at it, it was gone. He thought he heard a sound, like a far-off rumble of thunder.  
 
    Then, the impression was gone.  
 
    Melinda spoke. “Well, this has been the most interesting thing I’ve seen for a long time!” she said. “Such amazing powers, and so much potential. I can’t wait to see Jack master all these new powers!”  
 
    “It will take time,” Lachlan said, and Jack noticed that his mentor had shaken off whatever darkness had passed over him. “It will take time and work, but yes, in time Jack will be able to master all these things and more!”  
 
    “More?” Jack exclaimed, “I can’t imagine anything more than what you’ve told me!”  
 
    Lachlan laughed happily, like a man who sees a pleasant road stretching out before him. “Yes,” he said, “there will be more. You are a man, Jack, with your own will and desires. Mostly only the oldest and wisest of the dungeons ever achieve any form of real sentience, and that takes hundreds of years. You are beginning your journey into this power as a fully sentient being. With enough time and hard work, you could do things that even the eldest Elder dungeons only ever dreamed of.”  
 
    “Well,” Melinda said, “I don’t know about you, but I’m keen to try and do a bit of magic for myself. With all this awesomeness, Jack, I’m going to have to put work in to keep up with you! Now that I can actually do something with my magic other than give myself a stomach ache, it’s all I want to do.”  
 
    “I’m with you on that!” Jack grinned. “I can’t wait to get going and start to explore this magic I have!”  
 
    Lachlan chuckled at their enthusiasm. “There’s nothing so satisfying for a teacher as having students who want to learn,” he said. “But let’s leave it to tomorrow. I think you’re right, Melinda, it’s time for you to start practicing your spells again. And Jack, the sooner you start exploring your magic with the benefit of your new understanding, the better.”  
 
    Both students glanced excitedly at each other, ready to leap into action despite how late it was, but Lachlan held up his hands. “I think it best to leave it until tomorrow, however. Don’t look so disappointed! I need my sleep, and you two would be no worse for a night’s rest as well. Tomorrow, I have a place for you to train that I think you’ll both be pleased to see.”  
 
    “Will you take us somewhere out into the forest again?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “No,” Lachlan said, “I’ll do better. Tomorrow, I’m going to introduce you to the plaza of the portals!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack did as he was asked, considering all the various things that he might be able to do with his abilities. When morning came, he met Melinda and Lachlan outside in the garden. As usual, Ivan served them bacon, eggs, coffee, and toast with butter and fruit preserves. After he’d satisfied the night’s hunger, Jack sat back with coffee and looked at his mentor.  
 
    “I’ve thought over everything you said,” he told Lachlan, “and I’ve decided that it would be best for me to start by focusing on enchantments.”  
 
    “Interesting,” Lachlan said. “What’s made you decide to take that as your path to begin with?” 
 
    “It’s the room in the workshop,” Jack replied. “The room with the enchanting table. I think I found that brooch by the well as a sign of what I should be doing as a mage, and it feels right to pursue it. Also, I feel like the enchantments would give me a good way to harness different aspects of my dungeon power. It’s hard to explain…”  
 
    Jack thought hard for a moment while he tried to come up with a way of expressing how he felt about enchantments. These thoughts had come to him as he’d dropped off to sleep the night before, and they had made sense then. They still made sense now, but they were difficult to put into words. After a little silent time had passed, he began again. 
 
    “It’s like this,” he said. “Dungeons—regular dungeons, I mean—would have different chambers for an adventurer to fight through. Each chamber would have a different theme or aspect, a different monster, for example, or a different style of elemental trap. For me, I think that I will need some way to split up the different aspects of my dungeon power in the same way, but I want to be able to use enchanted items to do it. Different items can be used to boost different aspects of my dungeon power, or to store the patterns for spells. Other dungeons might store their power in the ground and the walls, but I’ll do so with my garments and gear. Since we have enchanter’s gold to work with, and since I know my way around the smelter and the forge, it seems like a… well, a golden opportunity, if you’ll pardon the pun.”  
 
    Lachlan laughed, then smiled in amazement at him. “I would never have expected you to have such a full understanding of the mechanism of dungeon power yet,” he said, “but it seems that the power of the dungeons has granted you understanding and insight as well as raw ability. Very good! I shall let you get on with working at the enchanting table.”  
 
    He turned to Melinda. “And what will you do, Melinda?” Lachlan asked. “Will you accompany Jack at his work in the enchanting room?”  
 
    “If Jack doesn’t mind…” Melinda said a little doubtfully, looking at Jack.  
 
    “Of course not!” Jack said smiling. “Will you work on your meditations?”  
 
    “I think so. I have a few ideas for how to progress my abilities.”  
 
    “Very good!” Lachlan said again, clapping his hands together once and rising from the table. “I have a few things of my own to be getting on with, so this arrangement suits me well. Ivan, will you come along with me today? I could use your help.”  
 
    The goblin bowed as he cleared away their dishes. “As you wish, master,” he said politely, though Jack caught a cheeky glint in Ivan’s eye and thought that the goblin might be making a joke rather than being respectful. Jack suspected that Ivan and Lachlan’s relationship was close enough for the goblin not to need to be too courteous. He caught Lachlan’s gaze, and the warlock rolled his eyes. Jack chuckled as he and Melinda went off to the enchanting room.  
 
    When they got there, they found that someone—probably the ever-practical Ivan—had deposited the bags of enchanter’s gold ore beside the door. Melinda went out into the garden and began her meditations, and Jack was aware of the pulsing of magic coming from her as he began to unload the ore and fire up the smelter outside.  
 
    He carefully ignored the brooch that still lay on the enchanter’s table. He had not managed to get into its enchantment yet, but he had decided that he would leave it for now and work on other aspects of the enchanter’s art, and hope that perhaps some insight would show him where he’d been going wrong with the tuning process. 
 
    The day had started warm, but it clouded over and became foggy as Jack worked. Melinda stood quietly, building her meditation as she moved her internal magic through her pathways. The feeling of her magic moving was a pleasant counterpoint to Jack’s magical senses of his own internal power that waxed and waned as he worked.  
 
    He soon found that the enchanter’s gold called to him in a strange way. It almost feels like a blank page ready to be written upon, or like clean fresh snow that I might walk on. He smiled—the thought of clean white snow brought back memories of his childhood in the mountains.  
 
    Jack was careful not to implant anything into the enchanter’s gold just yet, though it seemed to be crying out to him to put some magical power into it. He focused on the smelting, then cooled the resulting ingots and moved to the small forge where he tried his hand at crafting a couple of simple bracelets. It had been a while since he had done any smithing, and he was pleased that his skill had not entirely left him.  
 
    He was back inside, polishing up the three bracelets that he’d made when Ivan came to the door.  
 
    “The master asked me to bring you this,” Ivan said, holding out a little bottle made of black glass. “He said you should use it to create an enchantment.”  
 
    “What is it?” Jack asked with interest, holding the little bottle up to the light. It seemed to be filled with a fine black powder.  
 
    Ivan glanced around warily before he spoke. Melinda was still outside, her eyes closed. They had the room to themselves. “It’s the remains of wood that was burned with hellfire,” he said in a whisper. “Hellfire is one of Lachlan’s warlock abilities. I think that if you can manage to enchant this powder into an item, it will grant you a hellfire ability.”  
 
    “That sounds pretty powerful,” Jack said. “Thanks.”  
 
    When the goblin didn’t leave, Jack asked, “Is there anything else?”  
 
    “Yes,” Ivan said. “I was just thinking… Lachlan had asked me to make a new set of clothing for you. You remember that he brought some heavy parcels back from his trip recently?”  
 
    “Sure, I remember,” Jack said.  
 
    “Well, one of them was a bolt of good cloth for clothing. I’ve been working on them, but I was thinking that if you can create enchantments, you could create enchanted buckles and decorations for the garments, fixing your power elements onto the clothing itself. Does that sound like a good idea?”  
 
    “Excellent!” Jack said. “Why don’t you bring the clothes here and we can work on them together?”  
 
    Ivan hurried off and came back with a set of nearly finished clothing.  
 
    “This is great stuff!” Jack said enthusiastically. “Thanks, Ivan!”  
 
    They spent the rest of the day working on the suit of clothes. The fabric was excellent, a rich, heavy material like wool but more pliable and finer. Ivan didn’t know the name of it, but he seemed to enjoy working on it. Jack found a stack of paper, pens, and inks on one of the shelves, as well as a few heavy dusty books. He took the paper and pens, and together he and Ivan designed the decorative golden ornaments that would go on the clothes.  
 
    Time was passing, so they left their project and said they would pick it up again the next day. Melinda was tired and seemed quiet after her day of meditation. Lachlan showed up late to dinner, but he wasn’t very talkative—he had a scroll next to him that he read continually throughout the meal.  
 
    The following day they got started early, and by the end of the day they had crafted all the decorative bits for the suit of clothes. Ivan said that tomorrow morning, he would fix the crafted bits onto the garments in his own workshop in a different part of the tower.  
 
    “Once I’m done, I’ll bring them here and you can try them on,” he said.  
 
    Jack was looking forward to it, but he felt that he needed to try to make some progress on the actual enchanting process soon. He was sure that enchanting was the next stage in his progression, as he’d said to Lachlan, but he still was not sure about it.  
 
    As they walked up the steps to their rooms, he mentioned it to Melinda.  
 
    “You probably need to look at it from a different perspective,” Melinda said to him after a moment’s thought.  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jack said, feeling a little irritated despite having asked her advice.  
 
    She chuckled. “Just that. Find a new way of looking at it. You have gotten access to a whole new range of abilities in a short space of time. You’re probably mistaken if you think your old ways of looking at things are going to be enough to interpret your new abilities.”  
 
    Before he could ask that she explain herself more, she had wished him goodnight and whisked herself away to her room.  
 
    So, the next morning, Jack got himself down to the workshop early and stood staring at the brooch on the enchanter’s table. Find a new way of looking at the problem, he thought. Well, how had he been looking at it up to now?  
 
    “As something external. Here’s me, and over here is the brooch. There’s magic in us both, but I need to tune the brooch’s magic to mine before they can join. Over there is the brooch, and over here is me… I wonder…”  
 
    He took a deep breath and summoned his magical senses again. He dropped into the sensation of the magic that was all around him. There, in that sensation, was the magic of the brooch. It was like listening to a stream of conversation in a language that was like his own, but still unintelligible.  
 
    Guided by an impulse, Jack reached for the brooch with a stream of his mana, the way Lachlan had taught him to when they were trying to enhance plants and bugs. The mana streamed in a controlled flow toward the brooch, but it didn’t merge with it in any way. It bounced back off the brooch and dispersed.  
 
    Jack withdrew the flow, feeling a moment’s frustration. But something else dawned on him. Under the brooch, there was another magical presence, something that felt more like the blank page feeling of untouched enchanter’s gold. Something that cried out to him for his mana.  
 
    The table! Jack thought. Of course! I didn’t sense it before because I was so focused on the brooch, but it’s the table I should be focusing on. It’s the table that does the work, after all. That’s the tool I need to use. 
 
    Struggling to keep control of his mana flow in his excitement, Jack turned his attention to the enchanting table and directed a stream of power to it. The response was immediate, and very satisfying. Like a key slipping into a lock, Jack’s mana flowed into the enchanting table, and he felt the table leap to respond to him. It was like a box of tools under his hands—here was where the mage placed his own energy, here was the place for the mage’s intention to go, and here was the spell that activated the table’s power, sealing enchantment to item in a powerful magical meld.  
 
    “I’ve got it!” Jack said out loud, feeling triumphant victory as the way to tune the brooch presented itself to him. He let his mana flow through the table, and then held his hand over the brooch. His mana flowed up through the table and into the item, and immediately the stream of foreign-sounding magic clicked into place in his mind.  
 
    It was his magic now.  
 
    Jack immediately understood. The brooch was a stabilizing charm that allowed the mage increased control over his mana flow. In addition, it noticeably increased the power available in the mage’s mana pool.  
 
    His magic flowed around it for a moment longer and then settled, and Jack grinned. The brooch, and its power, were now his. 
 
    He lifted it in his hand and immediately felt his mana pool expand significantly. His internal pathways stabilized, and he felt much more able to direct mana than he had a moment before.  
 
    “Wow,” he muttered. “That’s amazing!” He put it down, felt the influence disappear, then picked it up again and felt it rush back in. It seems that I need to have it on my person for the influence to work, he thought. He turned the brooch over and looked at the back of it. This had a pin on it once, I can see, but it’s long gone. I’ll have to come up with some other way of fixing it to myself. 
 
    He was about to give some thought to that problem when he heard someone calling his name. It was Melinda, calling from the entrance to the dining room. Glancing out the window he realized that time had passed, and it was now mid-morning. The others were up and waiting for him.  
 
    He brought his brooch to the table and showed the others over breakfast. Everyone was very impressed, particularly Melinda. Lachlan was pleased with Jack’s progress, but the sight of the brooch seemed to cause him a bit of discomfort so after a while Jack put it away.  
 
    “I still need to find some way of fixing it to my clothing in a permanent way,” he said. 
 
    “I have an idea for that,” Ivan said. “I’ll show you once we get back to the workshop.”  
 
    After a huge breakfast, Ivan and Jack went back to the workshop together, accompanied by Melinda. Ivan brought out the garments he had made. “See here,” he said, holding up a fine double-span belt of heavy leather. “This needs decoration for the buckle, and it slipped my mind to ask about making one yesterday. Why don’t you convert that brooch into a belt-buckle? That way it’ll always be on you.”  
 
    “That’s a great idea, Ivan!” Jack said. They got to work. Outside, Melinda had returned to her meditations. She felt she was on the verge of a breakthrough, so they let her get on with it, talking quietly together so as not to disturb her any more than they needed to. They created molds and cast a decorative setting for the brooch out of ordinary gold, and then fixed it to the belt. 
 
    “What about the other decorative parts of the suit?” Jack wondered aloud. “I think it would be good for me to enchant something else first, to get a feel for creating a fresh enchantment.”  
 
    “Good idea,” Ivan agreed. “How about that bracelet you made the other day?”  
 
    “Perfect,” Jack said. He got the bracelet and placed it on the enchanting table. He was about to dive into his magical awareness and see what was possible when he remembered the bottle of black powder that Ivan had brought from Lachlan. Wood burned with hellfire. Well, that would certainly create something interesting, Jack was sure.  
 
    He didn’t know for certain how to go about this process, but he figured that the table should be able to show him well enough. He removed the stopper from the bottle, held it above the table, then let his mana flow into the table along with his awareness.  
 
    Ah, he thought, it’s simple once you see it. He let the enchantment table guide him as he allowed his mana to flow through the table and into the enchanter’s gold bracelet that he’d fashioned. He placed his intention to have the power that was contained in the black powder pass into the bracelet. When he felt the time was right, he lifted the bottle and poured the contents over the enchanter’s gold.  
 
    When growing up, he had seen his stepfather fling powdered minerals onto hot metal to create peculiar effects in the finished product. He used various things, but there was always an impressive flash and flames of unusual colors lighting up the forge.  
 
    In a magical way, this was similar. The hellfire powder flashed bright against his magical senses as it poured over the enchanter’s gold, bringing flashes of power and magical sparks that flew up through the air from the enchantment table.  
 
    He felt the power of the enchantment resonate through the table, and then coalesce into the very being of the enchanter’s gold. There was a swirl of dark fire around the table, and then the power settled.  
 
    “You did it!” Melinda’s voice said, sounding awe-struck. Jack turned to see her standing nearby, gazing at him. “You created a new enchantment! Congratulations, Jack!”  
 
    Jack grinned as he picked up his bracelet. “Thanks, Melinda,” he said, and he slipped the bracelet on his right wrist.  
 
    Fire blasted from his right hand, scorching the floor, and making Melinda leap backward.  
 
    “Careful!” Ivan shouted, laughing, as Jack hurriedly took the bracelet off again. “I suggest,” the goblin said, “that you wait until you’ve got your other enchanted item in place, since that will give you more control.”  
 
    “That sounds like a plan!” Jack said with a shaky laugh. “Perhaps I should try on the new suit of clothes?”  
 
    “How about trying to place a new unique enchantment into the enchanter’s gold elements first. You’ve had a go at creating a fresh enchantment and succeeded—let’s see if you can do another one.”  
 
    “All right,” Jack said with a smile, and Melinda nodded, encouraging him. He went searching in the workshop for ingredients to use, and found a little wooden box with Granite written on the side.  
 
    Opening this, Jack found that it was full of little chips of grey granite, very hard and cold, and with black speckles throughout it. “I’ve got an idea,” Jack said. “I’m going to combine this and something else to create… Well, I guess we’ll have to see what it creates.”  
 
    He moved to the enchanter’s table again and placed the new clothes on it. Then he sank into the deep sense of awareness that was now becoming more familiar to him. He held up a handful of the granite chips, but instead of putting them on the table he tried to absorb them the way he had done in the quarry. It worked!  
 
    The granite chips vanished into Jack’s chest in a cloud of grey and black dust, and he felt their essence and their pattern flow into his mana pool.  
 
    In his aware state Jack could feel a whole lot of different things. Here was the granite he had just absorbed, ready to be recreated at a moment’s notice. Here was the soft red stone from the quarry—that was not much good for his purposes now, since it was too soft. And here, deep, and powerful, was his fire affinity.  
 
    Without fully realizing it, Jack had built his affinity with fire steadily and it had been boosted by his contact with Lachlan’s spells and with the hellfire in the bottle. Now, he felt that the power of fire was his to command, at least when it came to creating enchantments.  
 
    Carefully at first, then more boldly, Jack took the fire element and the granite element and combined them. In his intention, he saw a suit of powerful armor, stone plates that burned with flame and gave strength and speed as well as protection. He imagined them carefully and in detail, thinking of how they would feel—they would be light, move smoothly, and look awesome, too!  
 
    Smiling at that thought, he held all the elements in motion for a moment and then plunged them into the gold elements of his clothing that lay on the enchanting table. The power flowed unhindered into them and there was a great loud rumble in the little chamber. The floor shook and the light outside dimmed. Then it passed and Jack found himself standing in front of the table again, his friends watching him in admiration and amazement.  
 
    “It’s done,” Ivan said.  
 
    “Your powers are amazing!” Melinda said with feeling.  
 
    Jack grinned. “Thanks, guys,” he said. “I couldn’t have done it without your help.”  
 
    Ivan and Melinda went out into the corridor to give Jack the privacy to get changed. He stripped off his old clothes and put on the new suit, then admired himself in the long mirror that stood in one cluttered corner of the workroom.  
 
    The suit was comfortable and light, and the alternate plates of lighter and darker blues set off the gleaming gold of the elements he had crafted to decorate the edges. Gold swirled and curled about the edges of the garment and joined it in a neat line down the center. Jack was pleased with his work—he had beaten the gold until it was thin and pliable, and Ivan was a genius when it came to melding the gold to the garments.  
 
    “Can we come in yet?”  
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    “Yes, come in,” Jack called.  
 
    Ivan and Melinda came in, and Melinda gave a whoop of delight to see Jack in his new clothes, while Ivan grinned around at everyone with great pleasure.  
 
    “It’s really great!” Jack said, turning slowly and stretching his arms out so that Ivan and Melinda could both get a proper look. “Thank you, Ivan.”  
 
    “What about the enchantments that you added to it?” Melinda asked eagerly. “Have they worked out?”  
 
    “I think so, though I’ve not tried them.”  
 
    “Let’s try!” Melinda urged.  
 
    Jack laughed. She was eager to see his magic, but he suspected she was keen to show him something as well. She had said that she felt she was approaching a breakthrough, and Jack figured she might have something new to show off as well.  
 
    “I’ll go and find Lachlan,” Ivan said. “I’m sure that he’ll want to see this. I think he might have somewhere even better than this workshop’s garden for you to practice in.”  
 
    “That sounds promising,” Jack said, and Ivan nodded before heading out the door.  
 
    Jack and Melinda headed into the small garden. There was not a lot of space there, but there was enough to move around a bit without getting in each other’s way.  
 
    “What about your work, Melinda?” Jack asked. “How’s that been going?”  
 
    It was just the prompt that Melinda needed. “Actually,” she said excitedly, “it’s been going really well. I’ve tried this out privately and it’s worked well enough, but I think I’ll show it to you now. I’m a bit nervous in case it doesn't work!”  
 
    “Relax,” Jack said with a smile. “It’s only me you’re showing it to. I promise I won’t laugh if it doesn’t work.”  
 
    Melinda nodded. “Right,” she muttered, walking away from Jack. “Let’s see…”  
 
    She concentrated for a moment and Jack could sense her magic increasing in intensity. As he did when maintaining his light spell, Melinda was building a circuit between her mana pool and a spell that was on the surface of her body. Jack could almost hear it, like a crackling and a rumbling sound all rolled into one. His skin tingled with the proximity of her magic, the way he had sometimes felt his skin tingle when the air was charged with a coming thunderstorm.  
 
    Melinda suddenly flung her arms up in the air and cried out as her spell reached a critical mass. She began to transform, and Jack watched in amazement as she became larger and stronger before his eyes. Her skin became like stone, grey and dark and solid, and her garments expanded to accommodate her new larger size. Flickers of energy ran through her stone skin as her muscles bulged outward. Her eyes changed from their regular green and became bright yellow, shining out brightly like lamps before reducing in intensity slightly.  
 
    Unlike before, her transformation stopped there. She had a tight control over her magic now—Jack could feel it—and the transformation ceased, leaving Melinda transformed into a shape that made her look like she could take on a troll with her bare hands.  
 
    When she spoke, her voice rumbled like falling stones. “What do you think, Jack?”  
 
    “That’s immense!” Jack said. “You look like a formidable enemy for anyone, and I’m glad I’m your friend and not your foe! Can you maintain that indefinitely?” 
 
    “Certainly,” she replied. “At least I think so. I’ve not tried to maintain it for long, but there’s no drain on my mana pool from doing this so I don’t see why not. Come on, I’ve more to show you, but let’s see something from you first.”  
 
    Jack laughed. “All right! I’ll show you my own armored skin and see if it matches up to yours!”  
 
    “You have an armored skin as well?”  
 
    “Not exactly. This is the spell I put into my new clothing, by enchanting it into the enchanter’s gold. This should be a granite fire armor spell… let’s see if I can activate it…”  
 
    It was new to him, but he figured it would be similar if not exactly the same as creating an internal magic circuit. With care, he extended a bit of his own mana toward the enchanted metal on the outside of his clothes.  
 
    To his immense satisfaction, he found that the swirls of enchanter’s gold on the outside of his clothing worked like magical pathways for internal magic. They took mana from his pool smoothly, and then Jack was able to build a stable circuit between his pool and the enchantment that was present in the gold.  
 
    “Yes!” he muttered through his gritted teeth as he felt the spell begin. It ran over his clothing, stitching a pattern in the air like hands molding clay impossibly fast in the air around him. They were weaving together a suit of armor made of pure magic.  
 
    As the spell took effect, Jack felt a significant portion of his mana pool empty out to power the spell all at once. But immediately the pool began to regenerate, and the charm that was part of his belt now gave him enough of an increase to his pool that he didn’t feel like he was at risk of running out of mana.  
 
    Stone plates slammed into place around Jack, creating a suit of armor piece by piece. Huge shoulder plates and an enormous carved chest-piece snapped into place, gauntlets of grey stone appeared to cover Jack’s wrists and forearms, and perfectly articulated gloves slipped into place all around his hands.  
 
    Stone boots and stone greaves finished the lower part of the suit, and a stone helmet with a curving retractable visor slipped into place.  
 
    Melinda clapped her huge, powerful hands together in delight—but Jack’s transformation was not complete yet. Fire suddenly rippled through the stone armor and it all suddenly glowed a deep, ruddy orange. It slipped closer into place around him, becoming like a second skin.  
 
    “This is amazing!” he said. “It feels as light and flexible as my normal clothes, but it’s as hard as granite and hot enough to set fire to anything that touches it!”  
 
    Melinda strode forward, her feet making the ground tremble as she did. She leaned forward to peer at the armor, then experimentally flicked the carved chest piece with a strong finger.  
 
    There was a powerful crack as her finger impacted the armor. She was immensely strong now, and the flick of her fingernail was more like the impact of a sledgehammer. But something amazing happened. In the spot where the impact hit, the armor became instantly incredibly hot, then cooled again to its usual red glow.  
 
    “Wow!” Melinda said. “That would stop anyone from trying to grapple with you, or even from getting too close! If your armor takes a hit, it responds with heat!”  
 
    “I’m pretty pleased with this!” Jack said. “But you said there was something else you had that you could show me?”  
 
    Melinda laughed. “I almost forgot. Yeah, check this out!”  
 
    With no more ceremony than that she raised her hands flat in the air and punched them forward. Huge talons immediately sprang from her fingertips, nearly a foot long, only slightly curved, and gleaming razor sharp. They looked like they were made of the finest steel.  
 
    “Woah!” Jack said. “You’ve got swords for fingernails! Deadly!”  
 
    “Great, isn’t it?” Melinda said, sounding immensely pleased with herself. She whipped her hands through the air in front of her and the unimaginably sharp blades made a sharp hiss as they cut the air in front of her.  
 
    “Let’s try something,” Jack said, then paused. “Wait a minute… Melinda, does my armor give off passive heat? Can you tell?”  
 
    She moved closer and held her hand out, an inch above the surface of his armor. She shook her head. “It doesn’t seem to. Why?”  
 
    “Just wondering if I’m at risk of setting stuff on fire by touching it,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Good point,” Melinda said. “I think you should be ok. It seems like your suit only transmits heat when faced with a hostile impact.”  
 
    “Good! I could do without setting the tower on fire by accident. Lachlan wouldn’t be pleased.”  
 
    “Lachlan wouldn’t, it’s true, but it’s Ivan I’d be really worried about if that happened!”  
 
    They both laughed. Jack, confident now that he wasn’t going to accidently set the place on fire just by walking around, walked to the little door in the side of the enchanting room garden. Here, he remembered, there was a cut through to the wood store where he’d chopped wood for Ivan. He pushed the door open carefully and was reassured to find that the door did not explode into flame. Feeling more confident, he walked to the stack of wood and found what he was looking for—a big branch about six feet long that had been stripped of twigs, ready for cutting into log-lengths for splitting.  
 
    He picked this up and hefted it in his hand. “This will do,” he said, turning back to the doorway.  
 
    Melinda was standing on the other side of the doorway watching him. She looked annoyed.  
 
    “What’s up?” he asked curiously.  
 
    Melinda muttered something inaudible.  
 
    “What was that?” Jack asked.  
 
    “I said I can’t fit through that doorway in my enhanced form, okay?” Melinda growled at him.  
 
    Jack was glad of his visor because it allowed him to hide his grin from her. He stifled a laugh as she glared at him. In her massively strong and magically enhanced form, that glare was pretty intimidating!  
 
    “Well, don’t worry about it,” Jack said. “It’s not because of Ivan’s cooking that you can’t get through the door. And that is a particularly little door,” he added.  
 
    “Hmph,” Melinda said. “Anyway, what’s that stick you’ve got there for?”  
 
    “I want to see how sharp your new claws are,” Jack explained, holding out the stick. It was not small—at its thinnest point it was four inches across, and six inches at its thickest point.  
 
    Jack stepped forward and held it out as firmly as he could. “Go on, cut it with your claws!” 
 
    “All right,” Melinda said smiling. “Yahh!” She stepped forward and slashed the wood with her talons. The result was incredible. Jack had expected the claws to get lodged in the wood, or to bat it away with Melinda’s immense strength. Instead, the claws passed through the wood with only the barest sensation of resistance.  
 
    Melinda brought her other hand up and cut through the remaining wood, leaving Jack holding a stub of the stick only a few inches long.  
 
    “Woah!” he exclaimed, dropping the piece of wood. “That’s more than I expected! Those claws are sharper than anything I’ve ever seen!”  
 
    Melinda twirled her foot-long sword-talons and grinned at him, then retracted them. “What about your fireball bracelet?” she asked. “Don’t you want to try that out?”  
 
    “I’d almost forgotten about that,” Jack said. He raised his right hand and examined the bracelet. “I’m not entirely sure how to operate it,” he said, “but I’ll give it a go.”  
 
    He wondered about it for a moment. This was a bracelet imbued with hellfire. Hellfire was very much a warlock power, and it was Lachlan who had given him the substance that he’d used to enchant the bracelet. Lachlan was cagey about his warlock status, and understandably so—even the word ‘warlock’ had some very bad connotations, and Lachlan had been convinced that Jack would up and leave when he found out.  
 
    Jack had not left—he did not believe that having the power made Lachlan a bad person by default—but he did not think that everyone would react that way. What would Melinda think if she found out Lachlan’s true nature? Her high-born upbringing might make her less likely to take something like that in her stride so easily. Would she abandon Lachlan and her training if she found out?  
 
    And might she find out through Jack’s demonstration of the power of his hellfire bracelet? 
 
    There seemed to be no way to avoid it, so Jack would just have to hope that Melinda wouldn’t draw any connection between his fire and any darker kinds of magic. After all, why should she? Surely Lachlan wouldn’t have encouraged Jack to take on this bit of warlock magic if he thought it would cause the risk of strife among their group?  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Melinda said, interrupting his thoughts.  
 
    “Ah, nothing,” he said. “I was just thinking about something else. Uh, let’s give it a go!”  
 
    “All right,” Melinda said. “Heads up!”  
 
    She crouched and grabbed one of the logs that she’d just cut up from the ground. Jack let mana flow to his bracelet. The influence of the charm at his belt took effect, and Jack was impressed with the level of control that he was able to get over the flow and the resulting spell.  
 
    He held the magic in readiness as Melinda hefted the wood and then flung it through the air toward him. Immediately, Jack raised his hand and released the spell. Fire crackled from the bracelet down across his hand and then blasted in a powerful jet through the air.  
 
    It engulfed the wood, and there was a flash of bright flame. Jack pulled the spell back in. There was no sign of the wood.  
 
    “What!? You totally incinerated it!” Melinda cried. “Jack, that’s brilliant! I never expected it to be as powerful as that! I thought you would just set fire to it! That’s some pretty special fire—I’ve never seen anything like it before.”  
 
    She looked at him strangely for a moment and seemed about to ask a question. Jack took a breath, not wanting to lie but also not wanting to betray Lachlan’s secret. But he was saved by the sound of Lachlan’s voice from behind him.  
 
    “Very impressive, both of you!” the warlock said, smiling broadly from the doorway that led back into the work room. “But perhaps it’s time for you both to practice your newfound abilities on something a bit more challenging than a block of firewood?”  
 
    “Yes, please!” Jack and Melinda said together, turning to look at Lachlan.  
 
    “Follow me, then. I’ve got something to show you that I think you’ll appreciate.”  
 
    Lachlan got them both to take off their magically enhanced forms before entering the tower. “As you know, the tower has a mind of its own,” he began once Melinda and Jack were both in their regular forms and following him through the corridors. “In the grounds we can do just about whatever we want, but within the walls of the tower itself I tend to discourage the use of armor and combative spells. The tower has a range of self-defense mechanisms which—despite having lived here a long time—I still don’t fully understand. The tower can sometimes be a bit jumpy, and though I’m sure it knows you both well by now I don’t want to risk disturbing it by letting you wander around the corridors in full combat gear.”  
 
    That made sense to Jack, though it also made him wonder again about the nature of the tower. What was it? It was conscious, aware of its surroundings and even able to communicate with its inhabitants in a limited way. What kind of strange creature was this thing that they lived within, and could it end up being a danger to them if they were not careful?  
 
    “The place where I’m taking you,” Lachlan continued, “is a place where combat is acceptable, even encouraged. The rule I just mentioned doesn’t apply down there. Up here in the domestic areas of the tower it’s not a good idea to wander about in battle dress with weapons out. But down in the combat chambers, it’s positively encouraged!”  
 
    “The combat chambers!” Melinda said excitedly. “But shouldn’t Jack bring his spear?”  
 
    “I think you’ll find that your spear, Jack, is there waiting for you.”  
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    Lachlan took them through the corridors that led away from the work room, deeper into the tower. Jack and Melinda followed closely, but there was no sign of Ivan.  
 
    Even though Lachlan had said that the downstairs area of the tower didn’t change massively, they were quickly confused by the maze of winding and windowless corridors that led into the heart of the tower. It was very quiet here. The floors were carpeted with plush rugs of dark reds and browns and greens, woven with golden patterns. The deep carpets muffled their footsteps and Jack felt the awareness of the tower itself watching them with interest as they went deeper in.  
 
    Then Lachlan turned and pointed to a doorway. “Down there,” he said. “Head down the stairs until you reach the corridor, then go through the double doors and into the chamber beyond. That’s the combat chamber. There’s a lever by the door. When you’re ready, pull the lever down and the doors will lock, and you’ll be presented with some monsters to fight. When you’re done, the tower will stop producing enemies. If you want to leave before that, just push the lever back up to open the door. Got it?”  
 
    “You’re not coming with us, then?” Melinda asked.  
 
    Lachlan smiled. “You two are more than capable of tackling the combat chamber by yourselves. When you’re done, come and find me and let me know how you got on.” 
 
    With that, he turned and marched off, whistling a tune between his teeth.  
 
    Jack looked at Melinda and she raised her eyebrows and then looked at the yawning doorway. Unlike the other doors in the tower, this was not square. Instead, it was carved into a gothic archway and the stone that made the door was all carved with plant forms decorated with little demonic faces that peered out from among the stone leaves and winding vines.  
 
    “Looks pretty creepy,” Melinda commented, examining the stone figures. “What kind of monsters do you think we’ll face?”  
 
    Jack shrugged. “Impossible to say. I’m sure we’ll be able to handle it though, don’t you think?”  
 
    “Yeah…” Melinda said, though she was obviously a little unsure about it. Jack thumped her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it! Your magic is awesome! With your stone skin and your super strength and your talons, not to mention my excellent powers, we’ll make short work of whatever this tower chamber throws at us!”  
 
    “Yeah!” Melinda said again, sounding much more enthusiastic this time. “You’re right! Let’s do it!”  
 
    She pumped her fist and then set off down the stairs. Jack smiled at having been able to encourage her. It was fair enough to be nervous, but he was pretty sure Melinda was going to surprise herself.  
 
    The steps went down steeply for a long time. It grew cold, and the stone walls grew damp. There were no carpets or wall hangings down here, just bare stone steps, stone walls, and the curved stone roof of the passage above. A torch burned in a sconce every hundred yards or so, and the second time they passed one of these Jack pulled it from the sconce and carried it himself to light his way.  
 
    The next one they passed, Melinda did the same.  
 
    Eventually, the two little torch-wielding figures got to the bottom of the stairs. A low, damp corridor stretched away before them for a few hundred yards before ending abruptly in a double door of carved dark wood.  
 
    “It feels like we must be a mile underground by now,” Melinda said in a hushed voice.  
 
    “I suspect that it’s the tower’s magic we’re feeling,” Jack said. “That stairway was impossibly long. I think the tower must be able to bend space in some way to make things larger than they should be.”  
 
    “A strange place, this tower,” she said with a shiver.  
 
    “Come on,” Jack said. “Let’s go through the doors.”  
 
    Together they stepped up and pushed the doors aside, each with a torch raised above their heads. The doors swung open, and they were presented with the most unexpected scene!  
 
    Both Jack and Melinda had expected a dingy chamber, damp and dank like the rest of this apparently deep underground corridor. Instead, a blaze of firelight met their eyes, and a blast of trumpets!  
 
    “What in the…?” Jack said as he instinctively raised his arm to shield his eyes from the glare. 
 
    They were standing on a raised platform looking out into a wide circular space. It was like a massive arena filled with sand, easily two hundred feet across. On another platform at the opposite end of the arena, a troop of goblins in brightly colored clothes held long golden trumpets and blasted a welcome to the adventurers.  
 
    The walls of the chamber were high and perfectly smooth and seemed to be made of white marble with veins of blue running through it. There were giant carvings of strange monsters etched into the white stone.  
 
    The whole space was lit by a single gigantic lamp that hung from the ceiling, turning slowly where it hung and lighting up the chamber with a steady, yellowish light.  
 
    “Step up, step up, and face the monsters of the deep!” cried one of the goblins, and the trumpeters blew another blast. The herald stood forth and waved a golden flag in the air. “The first round will challenge your senses. The second will challenge your strength. And the third will challenge your teamwork! Step up and test your new magic, courtesy of the tower’s imagination!”  
 
    Jack and Melinda both laughed at this spectacle. Jack looked around and saw the lever by the door as Lachlan had described.  
 
    “Ready?” he asked Melinda.  
 
    “Ready!” she said. She was already concentrating her magic to summon her powerful strength and stony exterior skin. Jack glanced around, and then he saw his own spear standing by the door.  
 
    He stepped up, grabbed his spear, and then pulled the lever down. The doors swung closed with a boom and a flight of wooden steps unfolded from the platform where they stood down to the sand of the arena.  
 
    As soon as the steps hit the floor, Melinda bounded down them. She was transformed now into a rocky behemoth, her strange lamp-like eyes shining as she gazed around, and flickers of golden energy running across the surface of her stony skin.  
 
    Jack summoned his granite fire armor with a twist of his magic. The circuit snapped into place and began to move round the pathways, and the incredibly light and flexible stone armor appeared around him, neat and close like a second skin and as flexible as oiled leather. It glowed dully with its inner heat.  
 
    Melinda hit the sand running and Jack leaped the last two steps to join here.  
 
    “Round one!” howled the goblin herald, and the troop behind him blew a blast on their trumpets. 
 
    Immediately, there was a hissing noise like water falling on hot metal. Plumes of white vapor like steam shot up from the ground in several places across the arena. Jack and Melinda stood back-to-back, turning slowly to see what was about to appear.  
 
    The white vapor drew together until it seemed like it was turning into the form of tall humanoid figures. Each one was seven feet tall, and they were ghostly thin. Red eyes glowed where their heads should be, and there was a suggestion of gleaming teeth. With a sudden clang they all drew long swords that they gripped in cold, pale, bony hands. There were nine of them.  
 
    “Wraiths!” Melinda said. “I’ve heard stories of such things in the past, but I never thought I’d face them in battle! Do you think my claws will cut them?” 
 
    “I think we’re going to find out at least!” Jack replied grimly. “Here they come!”  
 
    The wraiths were ungainly in their movements, but they were fast. They darted forward swiftly as striking snakes, swinging their swords first as Jack, then at Melinda. Jack deflected a blow with his spear and grabbed the sword of another one in his stone-gloved hand. The swords, at least, were solid enough.  
 
    Jack twisted the sword in his grip. His stone armor flashed out heat and the sword bent and melted in his hand. With the other hand, Jack jabbed the spear forward into the center of the wraith.  
 
    It vanished. 
 
    “I can’t hit them!” Melinda said. “They just disappear and reappear somewhere else!”  
 
    Jack deflected another sword thrust, then stabbed the wraith with his spear. It vanished, but there were still nine of the ghostly figures moving around the arena. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Melinda swipe her talons through the nearest wraith only for it to vanish in exactly the same way as the one Jack had just hit.  
 
    “Why don’t they die?” Melinda growled.  
 
    One got close to Jack and he flipped his spear to his left hand and fired a bolt of hellfire from his bracelet to his right hand then out at an approaching wraith. Again, they simply vanished and reappeared elsewhere in the arena. The fire Jack had blasted at them was so hot that it turned a long strip of the sand to glass, but it seemed to have no effect on the wraiths.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Jack said as the wraiths circled them threateningly. “The herald said that round one would challenge our senses. Maybe that means that we need to think about this differently?”  
 
    The wraiths attacked again, suddenly, and unexpectedly this time. Jack stepped away from Melinda, blasting a sheet of flames against two wraiths while swinging his spear through the chest of another. Melinda slashed her enormous claws though the lower half of two wraiths and punched another in the head. A third wraith’s sword rang off her stony skin, striking sparks from her magically enhanced surface, but doing no actual damage.  
 
    As before, all the wraiths that the adventurers had hit with deadly blows instantly vanished and reappeared in another part of the arena. The ones that had not been involved in the attack backed off to join their comrades, and then all nine began to circle again.  
 
    “I don’t see how we can think about it differently!” Melinda protested. “They’re attacking us with swords, but we can’t kill them! What else is there to say about the situation?”  
 
    Jack laughed. It was true, and he liked how bluntly she stated it. It was true, unless… 
 
    “That can’t be right, though,” he said suddenly, as the wraiths began to approach again. “We can’t kill them, but how can that be? It’s not possible! Who ever heard of an enemy that can’t be killed?”  
 
    At that moment, a group of wraiths attacked from Melinda’s side, but the others held off as if not wanting to get too close to Jack.  
 
    “Be ready,” Melinda said. “I’m going to try something different.”  
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Melinda leaped up into the air and came thundering back down with both fists smashing into the floor. Jack jumped in the air at the right moment to avoid the shockwave that expanded from her super-strong fists.  
 
    To both their surprise, the shockwave was visible as an expanding circle of crackling yellow lightning spreading outward from where Melinda landed like the first ripple when a stone is thrown into a pool. Jack had leaped in the air, and the crackling lightning passed under his feet just before he landed, but when it hit the wraiths, they were all vanquished. They disappeared and reappeared at the outer edges of the arena.  
 
    “That was amazing!” he said to Melinda. “Though I’m glad I wasn’t hit by that shockwave!” 
 
    “It’s bought us a little time at least—that strike has depleted my mana pool. What were you saying?”  
 
    “These wraiths can’t be killed, so there must be some other way to destroy them. Something we’re not thinking of… Of course! Senses! I must use my magical senses!”  
 
    Quickly as he could, Jack let his magical sensing of the world expand around him, through the arena. He had been right. There was something else here.  
 
    The wraiths were indistinct presences to his magical senses, thin things like vanishing bits of morning mist as the sun climbs up the sky. But here was something solid, something that rang clear as a bell against his senses. An orb of pure magic, invisible to the naked eye yet clearly defined within his magic senses. It was the size of a human head, and there were fine lines running between it and the wraiths, thin as silver spider webs.  
 
    The orb hung just above head height, near the base of the platform where the trumpeters stood.  
 
    “Melinda!” Jack gasped as he came out of the trance. “Over there, there’s some sort of magic orb that I can only see with my magic senses! It’s connected to the wraiths somehow. If I can get over there and destroy it, I’m sure it will kill the wraiths.”  
 
    “I can’t use another shockwave just yet,” Melinda said, “because my mana hasn’t recovered from the last use. But I can use my strength and my claws! I’ll hold them off!”  
 
    With that, she surged forward, attacking the wraiths that stood between them and the herald’s platform where the orb lay. Jack let her take the strain, concentrating on dipping in and out of his magical sense to locate the orb.  
 
    It didn’t move, and after a moment Melinda had cleared the way for him. Every wraith she hit reappeared in a different part of the arena, clearing the path toward the orb. Jack dashed up, opened his magical awareness, and grabbed at the orb with both hands.  
 
    It was light in his grip, and as soon as he grabbed it all the wraiths rushed forward.  
 
    “Look out! Shockwave!” Melinda yelled. Jack turned to see the wraiths mobbing her. She raised her fists, and at that moment Jack yelled aloud and cracked the orb between his palms.  
 
    It shattered as if it had been made of ice. There was a brittle cracking sound and the orb disintegrated into dust. The wraiths all suddenly flared up like dry parchment in a candle flame. At the same moment, Melinda’s shockwave blasted out through the arena.  
 
    Jack was not quick enough this time. Too much else was going on and he didn’t get the chance to jump. But the lightning wave passed around his feet, parting around him like water around a stone and running harmlessly across the sand to disperse when it hit the arena walls.  
 
    “Hey! The shockwave doesn’t affect allies!” Jack called to Melinda.  
 
    “That’s good to know!” she said, grinning. They walked toward each other through the now-empty arena.  
 
    “Round one complete!” the goblin herald crowed from the balcony. “Prepare for the second round!”  
 
    “Wow, not even a chance for a breather?” Melinda shouted.  
 
    “Let the combat commence!” replied the goblin.  
 
    There was a blast of trumpets from the platform and the sand erupted over at the far side of the platform.  
 
    “Remind me, Jack, what was this one supposed to test us on again?” Melinda asked as she and Jack stood side by side, facing the churning sand.  
 
    “Strength,” Jack said.  
 
    As he spoke, three creatures emerged from the churning cloud of sand.  
 
    “What are they?” Melinda yelled.  
 
    From the cloud of sand, three monstrous figures had appeared. They were taller than Jack, even a little taller than Melinda in her enhanced form. They were like trolls, big lumbering humanoids with massive fists and long, tangling arms. They were hairless and wore nothing but leather loincloths, and they carried no weapons. Their skin was grey and stony-looking, with bulging muscles, and huge, thick fingers.  
 
    Their faces were flat and stupid-looking, with tiny, hate-filled red eyes and small mouths under stubby, pig-like noses.  
 
    “They’re stone-golems!” Jack cried. “I heard about these kinds of creatures when I lived in the mountains – they used to inhabit the cave systems higher up in the mountains, above where my village was.”  
 
    “Let’s focus less on their backstory and cut to the chase,” Melinda said. “How do you kill them?”  
 
    “Strength!” Jack replied. “The only way to kill a stone-golem is to bash it into submission. Blades are next to useless – look, these stone golems are covered from head to foot in skin that is as hard as rock. But they’re brittle—if you can smash them about the head with a blunt object you’ll crack their outer shell and put an end to them that way.”  
 
    “What about their eyes?” Melinda said. “Can’t you stab them in the eyes with your spear?”  
 
    “No good,” Jack said. “Their eyes are as hard as the rest of them. Brute strength is the only way to beat them.” As he said so, he planted the point of his spear in the ground and left it there, freeing up his hands for the coming fight.  
 
    “They look pretty slow and stupid,” Melinda said.  
 
    Jack and she were moving slowly away from the stone-golems, who were standing together blinking stupidly around the arena.  
 
    “They are,” Jack said, “but they’re mean and vicious when they get going. The main thing is to not let them get ahold of you, because they’ll never let go once they do. They don’t see very well, so if we keep still they might lose sight of us.”  
 
    “All right,” she said. “I’ve got plenty of brute strength, but I’ll need to take them on one at a time…”  
 
    “I’ll try to distract two of them, and separate them from the third. You can get in and try to bash it! Aim for the head!”  
 
    It was at that moment that the stone-golems caught sight of Jack and Melinda. Melinda kept still like Jack had suggested, and Jack darted away to the left, waving his arms and shouting.  
 
    All three golems began to lumber toward him. They were slow, and if he wanted to, Jack would be able to outrun them almost indefinitely so long as they didn’t get him cornered.  
 
    “Come on, you useless lumps!” he taunted them, rushing forward and then darting away in a different direction. “Come and get me!”  
 
    By zig-zagging away from them, he found that he was able to confuse them so that they ran into each other. He ran forward, then away, then forward again, trying to break their cohesion and stop them from moving forward as a unit. After a moment, he succeeded in drawing two of them away from the third, by getting out of the third one’s line of sight. The third one stood glaring about and bellowing like an angry bull, while the other two fixed their beady eyes on Jack and lumbered toward him.  
 
    Melinda saw the opportunity and took it, rushing round so that the third golem was looking at her and not at its fellows. As soon as it saw her, it bellowed again and lumbered forward, swinging its hands at her. It did not clench its fists – instead, it seemed to be trying to grab her in its massive hands to crush her.  
 
    Despite her size, Melinda was still swift and nimble, so she was able to duck and weave to avoid the clutching grip of the huge stony monster. Jack circled around, away from her and around the outside edge of the arena, drawing the other two after him.  
 
    Melinda charged in, using her fists to smash at the clutching hands and knock them away, before jumping up and cracking a mighty blow to the stone-golem’s face. The monster reeled backward, and Melinda followed up with a rain of blows. A crack appeared in the monster’s face, running down into its chest.  
 
    One massive hand seemed about to get a grasp on her leg but she kicked at it and it swung away again, giving her the chance to rain blows on the monster’s head again.  
 
    Jack realized that if he didn’t change course, the two that were following him would in a moment catch sight of Melinda and the third golem. A change of tactic was required.  
 
    My hellfire might not make any impact on them in terms of damage, but it might cause a distraction for long enough that I can change direction, he thought. Raising his hand, he blasted a stream of fire at the two monsters’ faces.  
 
    It had the desired effect. The trolls held up their hands to protect their faces, and Jack was able to charge through the gap between them so he was behind them. Then he ran forward and punched at the backs of their heads with his stone armored fists.  
 
    To his surprise, his own strength seemed greatly increased. He hadn’t felt any increase in his physical strength when he put on the stone armor, but it certainly seemed to be there all the same. He bashed one of the trolls in the head and found that his blows made an impact, flaking off some bits of stone from the monster’s skin.  
 
    Brilliant, he thought, feeling pleased with this new discovery as the monsters turned toward him again. I wonder what the cause of this is? It still doesn’t compare to Melinda’s strength though! 
 
    Having succeeded in getting the monsters’ attention away from Melinda again, he risked a quick look over in that direction to see how she was getting on. As he looked, he saw her right fist smash right through the stone golem’s face and out through the other side. The monster shattered into fragments. The bits hurtled in every direction as if propelled by an explosion.  
 
    Jack darted out of the way as a shapeless chunk of rock nearly hit him in the head. Melinda was peppered with fragments, but her stone skin was strong enough that it didn’t do her any damage. She let out a loud whoop of victory and dashed over to join Jack.  
 
    As she ran toward him, Jack had an idea. He grabbed a chunk of rock up from the floor and flung it at the nearest troll’s head as hard as he could. The monster reeled back as the chunk smashed into its face and sent up a cloud of dust as it pulverized. Jack took a running jump and leaped up onto the monster’s head, where he began to pummel the golem with his fists. His strength was not as much as Melinda’s, but after a rain of punches he managed to make a crack in the top of the monster’s misshapen head.  
 
    The golem’s arms flailed about, trying to get a grip on him while Melinda raced up and engaged the other one, smashing her huge fists into the monster’s legs and arms. Jack reached his fingers into the crack on the golem’s head and began to heave with all his strength.  
 
    For a moment, nothing happened, but then Jack found that his mana pool seemed to be responding to his effort. It was sending mana down the pathways to his hands and arms, boosting his strength.  
 
    Sudden inspiration struck Jack, and he channeled more mana into the physical effort of pulling the crack open. It worked! His strength was suddenly increased and he tore the monster’s head in two with a great rending crash! 
 
    The monster exploded at the same time as Melinda finished hers. The two exploding stone golems created a chaos of flying stone shards and dust that filled the air for a moment, making both Melinda and Jack duck to protect themselves.  
 
    But they needn’t have worried. The smaller stone chips that hit Jack were vaporized by his armor’s heat, and the larger chunks bounced off him without doing any real harm. Melinda seemed impervious to the impacts, and they both stood up again as the dust settled, surrounded by the wreckage of the monsters they’d just demolished.  
 
    “Yes!” Melinda cried, slapping Jack on the back. “Ow!” she yelled, as his armor responded by becoming white hot for a moment.  
 
    Jack had sunk to his knees under the impact of her congratulatory pat on the back. He got up. “Steady on!” he said. “We need to be more careful than that when we’re in our enhanced forms! Don’t slap me on the back again, please, I don’t know if I could handle that!”  
 
    Melinda regarded her blackened stone-skinned hand. “Yeah, don’t worry, I’ll remember!” she said, and they both laughed.  
 
    Jack’s spear stood where he had planted it in the middle of the arena, and together he and Melinda jogged over so he could retrieve it.  
 
    “Are you ready for the third round?” the herald called. “This will test your teamwork! Do you wish to continue?”  
 
    “Bring it on!” Melinda yelled up at him.  
 
    “Very good!” the herald replied. He waved his flag and the trumpeters blared a blast, and with that the floor around them began to change. The sand fell away as a network of hexagonal interlinked platforms rose up from under the sand. This took up two-thirds of the arena, and each hexagon was four feet across.  
 
    On the other side of the hexagonal platform network a stone pillar appeared, and on top of it was a crystal, carved into a triangle shape.  
 
    “You must cross the grid and get the crystal!” the herald cried, then stepped back to watch.  
 
    “I don’t get this,” Melinda said. “We just need to walk across these hexagons to get to the crystal?”  
 
    “There’s got to be more to it than that,” Jack said. “I suspect a trap of some kind. Look how the hexagons are all different colors? There are blue ones, green ones, and red ones, all scattered about randomly. I bet that means something…”  
 
    “I’m just going to give this a go,” Melinda said obstinately.  
 
    Before Jack could protest, she leaped up onto one of the closest hexagons, a red one. As soon as she touched it, it flipped up into the air with incredible force, as if on a giant spring. She hurtled backward and landed hard on her backside with a cry of pain and annoyance.  
 
    “Teamwork!” Jack said, trying to restrain a laugh as Melinda got to her feet, glaring at him. “This task tests our teamwork, we can’t just go it alone!”  
 
    “All right, what’s your idea then?” she demanded glaring as he let his laughter out.  
 
    “Well, let’s look at it. See how there are groups of reds running in a nearly straight line between us and the crystal?”  
 
    “Yeah…”  
 
    “But look at the blues. They look random but see how they’re nearly all over at this side of the grid?”  
 
    “What are you getting at?”  
 
    “Count them.” 
 
    Melinda growled at him. “Count them? If you’ve got an idea why can’t you just come out and say it?”  
 
    “Because I want to see if you see what I’m seeing without being influenced by my idea.”  
 
    Melinda ran her eyes over the hexagons. After a moment, her face lit up. “I do see! There are reds and blues scattered all over the grid, but in the center the reds make a distinct pathway. There are thirteen reds in the path, and thirteen blues laid out in a similar shape here at this side! You’re saying there’s some relationship between them?”  
 
    “Exactly! If this is all about teamwork, then it makes sense that one of us has to do one thing to help the other do something else. The reds are booby-trapped—what if having the other person stand on the reds deactivates the trap?”  
 
    “And the person on the blues needs to move along the blues at the same time as the red person moves along the reds!”  
 
    “Makes sense, doesn’t it?” Jack said.  
 
    “Definitely! I’ll stand on the blues!”  
 
    “You sure? You don’t want to be the one to pick up the crystal?”  
 
    She shook her head. “You worked it out—you go for it. Come on, let’s try… but wait a minute—what about all the other colors?”  
 
    She was right – there were many other tiles in the grid, yellows and greens and whites and purples. Jack shrugged. “I don’t know, but I suspect they’re all traps in some way too, but traps without a way to deactivate. See how there are no other patterns?”  
 
    Melinda nodded. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s give it a go.”  
 
    She jumped up onto the nearest blue hexagon, the one that looked as if it was the start of the sequence. Jack was braced for something to happen, but nothing did. The blue hexagonal tile went down six inches and there was a loud, mechanical click. 
 
    “I think you’ve cracked it, Jack,” Melinda said.  
 
    Gingerly, Jack stepped onto the red hexagon, half-expecting still to be flung into the air and come down with a bang. But nothing happened, except that the hexagon also sank a little and clicked into place.  
 
    “Number two!” he called, and Melinda moved to the second blue in the sequence. Click. Jack stepped to the next red. Click.  
 
    “Yes!” Jack yelled. “We did it! Number three!”  
 
    Click. Step. Click. 
 
    “Number four!”  
 
    Click. Step. Click. 
 
    As they moved across the hexagons, Jack and Melinda moved further away from each other. The blue path took Melinda across to the right, while Jack’s path took him straight toward the crystal. By number seven, they were calling to each other across a fair distance, and by number thirteen Melinda was almost at the right-hand wall of the arena.  
 
    “Got it!” Jack said as he reached up and grabbed the crystal off the pillar.  
 
    There was a clattering noise, and he turned to see that all the colors on the hexagons had changed! Now, Jack was standing on a blue and Melinda on a red!  
 
    “What do we do now?” Melinda yelled across the space.  
 
    “Just look at the patterns—see the path?”  
 
    “I see it,” Melinda called back after a moment. “It takes us out over that way!”  
 
    “Right! There are fourteen hexagons in the new path, and this time it’s on me to deactivate them!”  
 
    Calling out the numbers, they navigated their way back across the grid of hexagons, until the blue and red paths merged at the far side near the door.  
 
    “Whew!” Melinda said as they finished. “That was unexpected, but we managed it!”  
 
    “We certainly did,” Jack said. “Here, check out this crystal!”  
 
    Melinda took it and held it up. It was clear and at first it seemed colorless, but on closer inspection they could see that it was actually a pale yellow color. It was big enough to fill two hands.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Melinda said. “I wonder what it’s for?”  
 
    “Who knows?” Jack said. “Maybe Lachlan will know?”  
 
    “I can’t wait to tell him all about this!” Melinda said.  
 
    They went back up the steps to the door and turned around to look out over the combat chamber one last time. Jack raised a hand and waved to the herald, who waved back at him.  
 
    “You have done well!” the goblin cried. “Next time you return, you shall face a new challenge! Don’t delay too long before returning!”  
 
    Smiling, Jack pushed up the lever that opened the door. Behind them, there was a last blast of trumpets from the goblin heralds and the double doors opened.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Melinda and Jack had transformed out of their battle gear and were up in the workroom again before much time had passed. They put the crystal they’d won on the big workbench, though neither of them had any idea what to do with it.  
 
    It was growing dark outside, and Jack felt sure it would be time to eat soon. They were both looking forward to telling Lachlan about their exploits in the combat chamber, but Jack felt the urge to work a little longer before it was time for dinner. Melinda drew up a seat and stretched her feet out in front of the little fire, closing her eyes and beginning her meditations again, but Jack went to the enchanting table and stood looking at it.  
 
    Something caught his eye.  
 
    “Hello, little guy,” he said quietly, leaning forward to look closer. There was a big shiny black beetle making its way resolutely across the surface of the enchanting table. Jack reached a hand down and after a moment the beetle crawled up onto his palm. He held it up, looking closely at it.  
 
    The magical sense of the life of the world around him had grown stronger since he’d first become aware of it, and this little beetle was giving off a powerful life signature that Jack was easily able to isolate and focus on. Without thinking too much about what he did, he let a stream of mana flow from his pool to his hand, then out to connect with the life force of the little creature.  
 
    He had a flash of inspiration. He had struggled to successfully do the enhancement spell on an insect before, and even now he felt the focus of the spell wavering. Something about the process was slightly off, and he hadn’t been able to pin it down. Now, he saw clearly what was missing. There was a need for a third thing, an extra focal point for the enhancement to flow through.  
 
    When he had done it well with the plants, the idea of fire or taller had been enough, but something more solid was required for working with insects and animals. Something solid. Something elemental. 
 
    As he held the magic in balance, he reached for the stone pattern that he’d absorbed in the quarry. There were two stone patterns in his pool—one of the soft brown quarry stone and one from the hard granite chips he’d absorbed to make his armor enchantment. He went for the soft brown quarry stone for no reason except that it felt better fitted to this little beetle’s energy.  
 
    Focusing the enhancement mana through the quarry stone pattern, Jack increased the flow of mana to the beetle. He felt the belt charm’s magic kicking in, steadying his control over his mana flow and giving him more mana to work with. The beetle in his hand stopped moving and seemed to stare at him, waving its feelers curiously in the air.  
 
    Then it began to transform as the spell took effect. It grew bigger, first as big as Jack’s palm, then bigger still. He crouched, placing it on the ground gently as it increased in size again, becoming as big as a rat, then as big as a cat, then up to the size of a dog.  
 
    “Wow!” Jack said, and became aware of Melinda standing up and coming over to look as the beetle grew and grew until it was five feet long and three feet tall. Its skin had taken on the dusky brown color of the crumbly quarry rock, and it had a gorgeous pattern of red swirls down its back. Its eyes under the hood of its carapace were green and remarkably beautiful and intelligent.  
 
    It swung its head from side to side, looking at Jack and then at Melinda.  
 
    “Oh, he’s lovely!” Melind said, clasping her hands in front of her chest. “What is he?”  
 
    “I guess you’d call him a stone beetle,” Jack said. “I had no idea that would work so well!”  
 
    “Oh, I love him!” Melinda said with feeling, kneeling down to extend a hand toward the beetle’s face. It touched her fingers with the soft feelers around its mouth, then made a pleased chirrup. It was an odd noise, but not unpleasant. It reminded him of the noise cats sometimes make when they’re hunting.  
 
    As he withdrew his magic from the creature, he felt something strange and slipped deeper into his magical awareness to get a closer look at it. The beetle, he soon saw, was extending a magical thread outward into the world. It took Jack a moment, but then he recognized it for what it was—the beetle was extending a loyalty connection outward, seeking someone to attach itself to.  
 
    Interesting, he thought. The creature needs a master. It instinctively seeks a master to attach itself to. He reached for the tendril of loyalty that the creature extended and was about to connect a stream of his own mana to it when he had an idea.  
 
    “Melinda,” he said. “Do you want the stone beetle to be your companion creature?”  
 
    “Oh, can i?” she said, delightedly.  
 
    “Sure. That would work. The beetle is trying to make a connection with someone. If you extend a little mana outward…”  
 
    “I can’t!” Melinda said, sounding hurt. “You know I can’t. It doesn’t work for me that way!”  
 
    “Of course, of course,” Jack said hurriedly. “Sorry… just, be still for a moment and let me figure this out then.”  
 
    Sinking deeper into his magical senses, Jack reached about him for a solution to this problem. He could feel the beetle in front of him, and he held the end of its loyalty tendril with his mana. Next to him, he could feel Melinda’s life force burning brightly, and he was aware of her mana pool within her. It was still like a pond, and it seemed distant from him.  
 
    Maintaining all these elements was becoming tiring, but he forced himself to keep focus as an idea formed in his head.  
 
    “Melinda,” he said. “Get your mana flowing through your pathways, the way you do in your meditation. Just get it moving, don’t try to do anything.”  
 
    She did, and Jack could see the mana move out of her pool like silver liquid flowing through an intricate network of veins and arteries. It filled her, and her life force flared brightly in his awareness. Jack let a stream of mana flow out from him toward her, the way he would if he were trying to enhance her like he had done with the beetle.  
 
    “Oh, Jack…” she said breathlessly, as she felt his magical touch. He felt her draw back from him, then felt her hold steady, opening herself to the flow of his mana.  
 
    “You may not be able to reach out,” he said, his voice sounding fuzzy through the magic that seemed to be all around him, “but if you let me, I can reach in.”  
 
    It was a strangely intimate feeling, and it made them both feel strange, but Jack pressed ahead, connecting his mana stream to the strong pathway that ran from her pool to the center of her chest, just beside her heart.  
 
    As their mana connected, he heard Melinda gasp and give an odd little moan, but he pressed on. With the connection established, he took the beetle’s loyalty tendril and merged it with the flow of mana he was sending to Melinda.  
 
    “It’s working!” he said exultantly, as he felt the loyalty tendril leave his control and slip smoothly into connection with Melinda’s mana pathway. The connection between Melinda and the beetle snapped into place like a key in a lock, and Jack gently but firmly withdrew his own mana stream from both Melinda and the beetle, pulling all his mana back into himself.  
 
    He looked at the connection between Melinda and the beetle. It was solid.  
 
    Jack’s magical senses had completely taken over, and it took a moment for him to come out of that state and find his regular vision and hearing again. When he did, he blinked and found that he was standing very close to Melinda. Their faces were only inches apart, and her hand was on his arm.  
 
    Feeling suddenly strangely awkward, he stepped hurriedly back and banged his foot against the enchanting table.  
 
    “Ah, that worked, right?” he said, scratching his ear and looking at the beetle.  
 
    Melinda’s face had colored, and she wasn’t looking directly at him, but she smiled and looked up. “Yes, it worked. I can feel him connected with me now. I’m not entirely sure how you did that, but it was impressive!”  
 
    She stepped suddenly forward and put her arms round him to give him a quick, tight squeeze then step away again. She dropped to her knees and began to make a fuss of the stone beetle, who chirruped and waved his feathery feelers with pleasure.  
 
    “Thank you so much, Jack,” she said. “I always wanted a pet of my own, but no one would ever let me have anything interesting.” 
 
    Jack looked at the stone beetle and the woman together on the floor before him. The beetle was certainly interesting, there was no doubt about that. Up to now, Jack had only really looked at the beautiful eyes and red markings, and the gentle feelers on the front of its face. Now, he looked at the feet, each one tipped with a curved claw that looked iron-hard and razor sharp. The mouth was equipped with delicate feelers, yes, but below it were two black pincers that looked like they could easily take off an arm given the opportunity.  
 
    “Well, he’s certainly an interesting pet,” Jack said, trying to keep the amusement out of his voice.  
 
    “I love him,” she said, grinning up at him. “I’m going to call him Max, after Max the sorcerer, who found a young dungeon in a hidden cave and tried to increase its power quickly by blasting spells at it all day.” 
 
    She stood abruptly. “I’ll go for a walk around the tower with him, I think, before it gets dark. Come on, Max!”  
 
    With that, the pair headed out of the workroom together without a backward glance.  
 
    Chuckling and shaking his head at the strange ways of life, Jack turned to the worktable again.  
 
    “Missed you.” 
 
    The words appeared in his mind and had come distinctly from the direction of the doorway. He turned his head in time to see Spark the lizard come quietly into the room.  
 
    “Hey, buddy,” he said, going down on one knee to pat the lizard on the head. “I missed you, too! How are you doing?”  
 
    The lizard didn’t reply, but grinned with his strange flat mouth as Jack scratched around his ruff and down his back. As he did, Jack thought of the loyalty connection that the beetle had thrown out. Did Spark have one of those as well, and Jack had just been unaware of it until now? 
 
    Letting his magical senses expand again and take the place of his regular senses, Jack looked at Spark and felt around for the connection. Sure enough, there it was, a fine but solid tendril of connection that ran from Spark’s head to the center of Jack’s chest, coming out in much the same place as the silver line from his guide spell did.  
 
    “Interesting,” Jack said out loud. “I wonder how many other bits of magic there are in the world that I’m just not able to see yet? I guess the world must be full of magic, but it’s not visible to most people most of the time.”  
 
    As he ran these thoughts through his mind, he scratched the lizard’s head and examined the connections. Spark was a dungeon monster, created by Jack as an enhanced copy of the small lizard Jack had absorbed in his room all those days ago. This was different from the enhancements that he’d used to create the stone beetle, because he hadn’t absorbed the beetle then created it anew. Instead, he’d enhanced it as it already was in the world.  
 
    “So, I can enhance creatures in that way, but I can also create new creatures, like you, Spark,” he said. “I guess in theory I should be able to produce more copies of Spark. A regular dungeon would be able to produce multiple copies of creatures at will. Why don’t I feel that I have a copy of the lizard in my pool, then? Maybe the creation of Spark was a one off as my dungeon power activated?”  
 
    He sighed. There was no way of confirming that just now. He might ask Lachlan about it.  
 
    The connection hovered between him and the lizard, and Jack had a thought. I wonder if I can add an enhancement onto Spark? 
 
    The thought of how he’d channeled mana through the stone element into the beetle came to mind, and he smiled. “What elemental attribute would suit you, Spark? Granite? Hellfire?”   
 
    “Hellfire,” Spark immediately replied, with the image of a dragon flashing from his mind to Jack’s.  
 
    “You’d have to be careful,” he said. “And promise not to use it in the tower unless in great need. It’s very, very powerful!”  
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    Jack nodded and thought for a moment. His enchanted gold bracelet gave him the hellfire power, and he’d given the power to the bracelet by putting a hellfire powder substance onto it on the enchanting table. Did that give him the level of connection needed to actually use Hellfire as an enhancement for something else? 
 
    With an effort, Jack tried to get the element from the bracelet and connect with it through his mana, but it seemed all wrong.  
 
    He thought for a moment.  
 
    “Wait for a minute,” he said to Spark and got up. He went to the table and looked at the bottle that had held the powder, but there was none left. Well, that was easily solved. After all, the powder had just been wood obliterated by hellfire.  
 
    He went outside into the little square yard outside the workroom. On the ground were the logs of wood he and Melinda had left from their earlier experiments. He picked one of these up and carried it away to the edge of the yard furthest away from the side of the tower and put it on the ground.  
 
    “Now…” he said, and raised his hand to point at the log. Jack used the power in the bracelet to blast the log with hellfire.  
 
    It was evening now, and the sky above was a deep, rich purple. The yard was in shadow, and the bright flash of the hellfire lit up the small space with an intense, pale light. Jack smiled as he withdrew the flames again. The log was charred into ashes.  
 
    Crouching, Jack lifted a handful of the warm ash and carried it into the workroom. There, he focused on it in the way he had with the stone in the quarry. He connected with it using his mana and absorbed it.  
 
    The absorption was a part of his magic that he had less experience with—he had only absorbed a few things, and he found that this hellfire ash was a little trickier than the quarry rock or the granite chips had been. Not only was the ash immensely fine, it also had retained the element of hellfire, which made it feel volatile and strange against his senses.  
 
    But he managed it, and as he did he felt the hellfire element separate itself from the wood ash element. They slipped into different parts of his mana pool, he felt, as if the wood ash went down to a foundational place, but the hellfire moved somewhere else, somewhere higher and more ethereal.  
 
    “They’re both in there, either way,” he said with satisfaction. Spark, who had watched this process with interest, came over and leaned against Jack’s leg.  
 
    Jack leaned down and put a hand on his head, then went through the stages of creating an enhancement on the lizard. When it came time to use an elemental vector as a focal point, he used the newly acquired hellfire element.  
 
    “Nice!” he said as he felt the element slip down the magical connection between him and the lizard, merging itself with Spark’s essence and changing the lizard rapidly, Infront of Jack’s very eyes.  
 
    Spark grew a little larger—both longer and taller as well as just bigger all round. But that was not the most impressive thing—as the lizard shook himself in his new shape, a ripple of pure fire flowed down his spine to the tip of his tail. It flared around his claws and his snout as well, and there even seemed to be a suggestion of flames in his big eyes.  
 
    After a moment it died away, though not in the eyes—here, it still seemed to flicker like flames at the bottom of a deep well.  
 
    “Outside to try it!” Spark thought to Jack enthusiastically, and scampered quickly out into the yard. Jack followed, and Spark swung his head, disgorging a blast of hellfire from his jaws to incinerate the remaining logs in the pile. 
 
    “So powerful,” he thought to Jack, “but tiring!” 
 
    It was only then that Jack realized something else about Spark—the lizard had a mana pool of his own! When Jack looked again at the lizard through his magical senses he saw it clearly, a small mana pool focused around the creature’s monster core.  
 
    “You’ll need to build that up before you can handle sustained feats of magic,” Jack told him. “I wonder if there are any meditations for lizards?”  
 
    He was wondering that strange question when he heard Ivan’s voice calling him to come to the dining room for dinner.  
 
    “I’ll rest here,” Spark told Jack, curling up in front of the fire in the workroom. Jack glanced around the room, taking in the enchanting table, the potion table, the workbench with the big pale yellow crystal on it. He looked at the shelves with their stacks of paper and pens and litter of odd magical tools, small bottles of ingredients, and weird bits of apparatus that he had no name for. The comfortable chair, the crackling fire, and the lizard asleep in front of it completed the picture.  
 
    A good scene, Jack thought as he closed the door quietly.  
 
    At dinner that night, Jack mainly let Melinda speak. She was full of enthusiasm about their success in the combat chamber, and Lachlan listened intently and asked questions here and there as Melinda gave him a blow-by-blow account of the entire adventure.  
 
    She then went on to tell him about Jack’s success in creating the stone beetle. Max, as she had named the beetle, was sitting quietly behind her chair, and Lachlan was very pleased with him. The mage took a good look at the beetle and made Melinda and Jack repeat the story several times while he asked questions and clarified points about the magic involved.  
 
    By the time all was told, dinner was long over, and Jack was yawning as Lachlan and Melinda spoke animatedly about the day’s remarkable progress. Ivan, seeing that the three were into a deep conversation, had brought out a bottle of brandy and four big tumblers. He’d poured a generous measure for Lachlan, Melinda, and Jack, and then taken one for himself and retreated to sit out in the garden. Jack saw the strange little figure of the goblin reclining in a chair outside in the courtyard, sipping his drink and looking up at the night sky which was by now thick with stars.  
 
    “Hey, sorry, but I’m going to have to leave you to it and get to bed,” Jack said after another yawn that threatened to engulf his entire face. “It’s been a busy day!”  
 
    “Of course,” Lachlan said, smiling. “You do as you like. As you say, it’s been a long day. Goodnight, Jack.”  
 
    “Goodnight,” Melinda echoed.  
 
    Jack drained his brandy and headed out into the hall. Behind him as he left he heard Melinda pour more brandy and Lachlan ask another question about how she had used her magic in the battle.  
 
    He smiled as he headed toward the stairs, hearing their voices behind him. As he mounted the first flight, it struck him for the first time that it was actually a little strange that he could still hear their voices. By the time he got to the top landing, he was certain that this was very weird. He could still hear their voices. He couldn’t make out what they were saying exactly, but he could hear Melinda’s higher voice and Lachlan’s deep murmur all the way up the stairs.  
 
    He went into his room, closed the door. He could still hear their voices. They’re inside my head, almost the way Spark speaks to me. That’s so weird! 
 
    He almost went back downstairs to ask about it, but his bed looked inviting and as soon as he sat down to take his boots off he felt sleep overcoming him. He hauled off his clothes, kicked off his boots, and flopped over onto the bed, with the voices of his companions still sounding quietly in his mind.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack dreamed.  
 
    Or at least, he thought he dreamed, but after a little time he wasn’t so sure.  
 
    He felt much larger than usual, much more extensive. He was not shaped the way he was used to either. He had no arms or hands or feet… or was it that he had many more of these than usual? He couldn’t tell.  
 
    With the calm acceptance of the weird that comes with dreams, Jack mentally shrugged and set about exploring his new sensations. There was more to it than he could be aware of all at the same time. He ran his awareness through strange corridors and deep foundations, across lush gardens, wild spaces, and high walls. Slowly he realized that these were his arms and hands—the stone walls were his skin, the corridors were the internal channels through which his awareness ran, the gardens were his lungs, his liver, his nerves, joints, and tendons. 
 
    And deep, deep down in the most secret and hidden part of the tower, there was something that beat like a heart. His heart.  
 
    Who am I? What am I? he wondered vaguely. This all seems so familiar, but… 
 
    Voices penetrated into his awareness. A man and a woman, talking quietly. The smell of brandy… 
 
    Everything clicked into place. He was looking at the dining room, where Melinda and Lachlan were talking. Outside, Ivan sipped his drink and gazed at the stars. Ivan leaned over and put his empty glass down on the flagstones with a clink and Jack felt it. He felt it through his skin. His skin… the flagstones… 
 
    I’m the tower! he thought excitedly. I’m dreaming, and somehow, I’m seeing the world through the tower’s awareness!  
 
    The excitement of the thought nearly shocked him out of the dream, but he kept control of himself. He was aware that he slept, and could even look at his Jack body sleeping in the high tower room, the shutters open, the covers flung back in the warm night air of the bedroom.  
 
    He looked through the tower’s awareness again, seeing the kitchens, the workroom, even the combat chamber deep under the foundations of the tower. The tower’s awareness—his awareness—stretched out through the grounds and beyond, into the whole valley. Jack understood that the tower was connected to the valley through the power of the glamor that Lachlan had cast over the whole area. Lachlan’s magic connected the tower to the outside world and allowed the tower a view throughout the whole area that was under the influence of the spell.  
 
    I wonder if Lachlan even fully understands that? Jack thought. Now that he was merged with the tower in this way, he understood that it was a much deeper entity than he had thought before. It was more than just aware—it had a whole strange inner life, with likes and dislikes, fears and desires, even ambitions…  
 
    His attention was drawn back to the dining room as Lachlan and Melinda both rose and wished each other goodnight. Melinda made her way through the hall and up the stairs. Lachlan spoke a few quiet words to Ivan, and the two of them laughed together over some joke. Then Lachlan went up to the first floor of the tower and Jack found his awareness split, following all of the waking inhabitants of the tower at the same time.  
 
    Ivan went through the kitchens to a comfortable little apartment of his own, where he built up the fire and helped himself to a large glass of some dark spirit from a green bottle in a cupboard. Then he went to a side table and picked up a long smoking pipe which he proceeded to fill from a leather pouch and light with a taper. He opened a window and leaned on the sill, puffing at his pipe and sipping his drink while the fire crackled up the new wood in the hearth behind him.  
 
    Melinda yawned and stumbled a little on the steps up to her room. “Took a bit too much of that brandy,” she muttered as she steadied herself against the wall before setting off again. Max the stone beetle came awkwardly up the steps behind her.  
 
    She made it to her room and glanced at Jack’s door for a moment before looking up at the changing corridor. There, nothing could be seen but a host of fireflies bobbing and dancing in the darkness. She pushed the door open and began to take her clothes off as she approached the bed.  
 
    Jack hurriedly withdrew awareness from her, and was pleased to find that though he was aware of her presence, he was also able to give her the privacy she deserved by not actually seeing her. 
 
    I’m getting the hang of this, he thought as he realized that he did have that much control over his tower awareness.  
 
    Lachlan, Jack saw with interest, was heading into the first floor level of the tower, where Jack had never been. Jack allowed his awareness to follow Lachlan as the warlock moved through a long corridor. Something was strange about Jack’s awareness here—it was not as clear, as if some other magic interfered with Jack’s merging with the tower. Still, he was able to follow Lachlan’s progress through the corridor to his room.  
 
    Here, the warlock pushed open a heavy carved wooden door and stepped into a cluttered chamber. There was stuff everywhere, of all kinds. Books and papers were piled high on tables and chairs and shelves, a skull sat in one corner of a shelf with a lit candle on top of it, a rack of ornate ceremonial swords leaned haphazardly against a moth-eaten stuffed bear, mounted to be standing with claws raised.  
 
    An enormous desk was almost hidden under the litter of papers and ink bottles, quill pens and knives and jars of strange-colored liquids. Crystals held down the corners of a large and ancient map that dominated the center of the desk, and the map was covered in different-colored pins that seemed to mark locations. A crystal ball stood on a stand by a shuttered window, and Lachlan went to this and stood over it.  
 
    Colors flashed from within the crystal ball as Lachlan leaned over it, the lights flashing on the warlock’s strange red and black face. “Too close,” he muttered. “They’re too close. We’ll have to get ready for them soon. How will I tell the pupils?”  
 
    That sounded ominous, but then Lachlan grabbed a cloth of fine black material and cast it over the crystal ball. A large cat came out from under the bed and rubbed itself against Lachlan’s feet as the warlock sat on his bed and unlaced his boots.  
 
    Jack withdrew, and as he did he sank deeper into his own sleep again. His awareness of the tower remained active, but became more abstract. All was silent within the walls, and the strange dreams of the tower mixed with Jack’s human dreams in a disorientating mix of images and impressions.  
 
    Somewhere, not far off, a team of soldiers were on the move. They camped around a watering hole. Their mounts were strange, not like horses at all, but scaly and grey like giant, featherless birds. Beside their campfire, their captain leaned over a map and jabbed at a point on it with a dirty fingernail. He was a swarthy, ugly man with many scars, and Jack saw that he was missing the index finger on his left hand.  
 
    “Here,” he said, pointing at the map, “this is the town the merchant spoke of. Oakwood.”  
 
    The captain turned his head sharply, as if he’d heard something far off.  
 
    The image changed. In Oakwood Town, a black-haired, black-eyed woman of about Jack’s age sat at a table in the inn alone. She wore fine chainmail and high riding boots and was nursing a tankard of ale before the dying fire. In her hand was a long, curved sword, and she was lovingly running a sharpening stone along its length with a quiet scraping sound. 
 
    Her stroke faltered and she looked up suddenly, as if disturbed by a distant cry on the edge of hearing.  
 
    And in his cozy chamber above the smithy in a distant village high in the mountains, Robin the blacksmith, the man who had raised Jack from an infant, turned in his sleep and woke for a moment. “Is that you, lad?” he murmured, then shook his head. “Can’t be. Just a dream…”  
 
    He rolled over and burrowed into his blankets once more.  
 
    Above them all, the stars wheeled in the inky black night sky.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lachlan was the first to wake. It was very early, and only the faintest grey of dawn was just touching the rim of the sky above the far distant mountains. As the tower, Jack was aware of his mentor waking, and Jack’s focus became sharper as the warlock began to move around the cluttered room.  
 
    Lachlan was robed and booted when Jack became fully aware of him. He watched through his dream haze as the warlock gathered various items and collected them into a basket.   
 
    They were not pleasant items. First, he took a bottle of thick red liquid from a cupboard. It was clearly labeled charmed blood. Next, he took a long, curved, cruel looking dagger from a shelf. Lastly, he took down the skull from the shelf, removed the candle from on top of it, and dropped the skull in the basket.  
 
    Lastly, he glanced at the map and then went to the crystal ball. He took the cover off, gazed into the flickering lights for a moment, shook his head, then covered it again. Then he went back to the map, took out one of the pins and moved it, before picking up his basket of items and heading out. Jack saw that he locked the door behind him with a big iron key. 
 
    Dreamily, Jack was aware of Melinda waking in her room as Lachlan went down the stairs. Jack kept his awareness on Lachlan as the warlock went down to the ground floor, through the dining room, and out to the big courtyard with the four stone water basins, where Melinda had demonstrated her magic for the first time.  
 
    Lachlan laid out his items in a row in front of himself in the middle of the courtyard and knelt before them.  
 
    Melinda’s door banged shut, and Jack heard it with his own ears at the same time as he felt the door close through the tower’s senses. Melinda was dressed, and she began to make her way downstairs.  
 
    In the courtyard, Lachlan took the bottle of charmed blood and poured a little of it on the top of the skull. Then he took up the dagger and made a small cut on the forefinger of his left hand. Blood welled in the cut, and the warlock dabbed a little of it in both the eye sockets of the skull, and then in the mouth.  
 
    Sickly green light flickered around the skull, and Jack watched with rising unease as the skull levitated three feet from the ground, bathed in evil light.  
 
    Melinda, barefoot, padded into the dining room. She stretched and stepped out into the small dining room garden. Jack felt her intention—she had awoken feeling well-rested and desired to practice her meditation a little before the others were up. She was heading for the big courtyard to do that.  
 
    Jack felt increasingly uneasy as he tracked Melinda’s unwitting progress toward Lachlan. He tried to wake himself, but the dreamlike awareness had taken on the paralysing feeling of a nightmare. He could not pull his awareness away, nor could he find his way back to wakefulness. Somewhere, he felt his body struggling against sleep, but he was helpless as a fly pinned to a board.  
 
    In the main courtyard, Lachlan began to speak.  
 
    “By the accursed blood of mighty Azhoth, I summon you to my aid,” he said, his hands raised in the direction of the skull. “By the seven pillars of the endless dark, I call you to hear my spell. By the ancient ties that bind the souls of the damned to their bottomless torment, I command you to my will!”  
 
    The skull spoke in a horrible, creaking voice. “We hear you, Lachlan Woe, beloved of the devourer. We shall aid you in your need, warlock of Azhoth. What is your desire?”  
 
    “I feel my enemies are near!” Lachlan cried in a strange voice. He reached into his robe and pulled out something small and wrinkled. Jack’s stomach lurched. It was a human finger.  
 
    “Here is the token of my enemy!” Lachlan said to the skull. “By its power, find my enemy and turn his face from the road. Deafen his ears to the knowledge of me, and dull his wits in the finding of me.” 
 
    “We hear you,” said the voice from the skull. “By these dread words of darkness, you have bound us. We shall obey.”  
 
    Melinda came round the corner into the courtyard. In a flash, she took in the whole dreadful scene. She let out a hoarse scream, then cut it off short.  
 
    Lachlan leaped to his feet, looking like a hunted animal. He swept a hand across the face of the skull. The light went out and the skull dropped to the ground and rolled a few feet, coming to a stop upside down, the bloodied jaws grinning mockingly up at Lachlan.  
 
    “Lachlan,” Melinda said in a choking voice. “What in the name of… What were you doing? What was that? What are you?”  
 
    Lachlan looked at her, horror-stricken. “You were not supposed to see that,” he said in a husky voice. “I… I can explain.”  
 
    Melinda’s face was white as death, her expression a terrible mix of horror, disgust, and rising fury.  
 
    Jack woke.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack lay on his bed, soaked in sweat. For a moment he was unable to think of anything except the relief of being freed from the paralysis of the dream. Then he heard the sound of Melinda’s voice yelling from outside. He couldn’t make out the words, but she sounded angry.  
 
    He sat up, rubbed his hands up and down his face a few times in an attempt to get the blood moving, then stood and moved to the water bucket by the fire. He splashed his face and neck with the cold water and came up feeling more alive. 
 
    This is bad, he thought. Melinda is unlikely to be okay with Lachlan now she knows he’s a warlock. I don’t know how badly she’s going to react, but she can be pretty impulsive! This is going to be awkward… 
 
    As Jack pulled on his clothes he stopped, suddenly struck by what had happened overnight. He had become the tower! The powerful sensations, he now realized, had completely left him. He was entirely back in his own senses. This was a relief in some ways—the experience as the tower had been intense—but at the same time Jack found himself hoping that it was not the last time he would experience that. Sharing the tower’s awareness completely had been strangely liberating and deeply interesting and exciting.  
 
    Once this is over, I’m looking forward to telling Lachlan about it.  
 
    Hopefully, he thought as he put his boots on and laced them up, Melinda would not be too mad at Lachlan and would find her way to understanding in not too long a time.  
 
    He reached out toward the tower, seeking some suggestion of the connection that he had experienced overnight. What he found was strange and more than a little disturbing. 
 
    Jack could feel the tower’s presence, could feel it strongly, but he couldn’t connect to it. Instead, he felt a rebuff from the tower, as if it was afraid to let him close. There was something here, he felt as he dropped into his magical awareness and reached toward the tower again—something that felt bad. 
 
    As his magical awareness of the tower’s sensations clarified and intensified, Jack suddenly realized what it was that the tower was feeling—it was fear, and the fear was driven by confusion, anger, and betrayal. There was a sound like a thundering heart in Jack’s ears, like blood rushing through the head as panic takes control of the body… 
 
    Jack wrenched himself out of that overwhelming awareness like a drowning man hauling himself out of the river. The tower was afraid, terribly afraid, and it was becoming angry.  
 
    “What in the world is going on here?” Jack wondered. Even now, he was still aware of the undercurrent of the tower’s emotions. It swirled around him like discordant music just below the edge of hearing.  
 
    “I need to find Lachlan,” he suddenly decided. “There’s something seriously wrong.” 
 
    He turned and put his hand to the door but at that moment there came the slap, slap, slap, of feet running up the stairs followed by a pounding on the door to Jack’s room.  
 
    “Jack! Jack! Get up! Wake up, now!” It was Melinda. Jack could hear the weeping in her voice even before he pulled the door open and saw tears streaking down her face. She had been leaning into the door and as he opened it, she staggered in and fell into his arms.  
 
    He caught her, set her back on her feet, and she stepped away, wiping her face and glaring at him.  
 
    “Lachlan. He’s a… a… Ugh, I hate to even say it, it’s disgusting. He’s a warlock! I saw him in the courtyard, doing some disgusting necromancy ritual with a skull, and, and blood, and the skull was talking! And I heard him making the most foul vows and incantations, swearing by demons and eternal darkness and I don’t know what else. Oh, Jack, it was horrible! What can we do? I trusted him, admired him, but it turns out he’s just one of the worst kinds of mage that there are in the world! Oh, I could kill him if I dared challenge him, but I don’t…”  
 
    Jack felt a sudden lurch in the world around him as if the floor had buckled beneath his feet. It was accompanied by a sound, a deep, threatening boom far below them. Melinda didn’t seem to feel the lurch or hear the noise, so Jack figured it must be something with the tower that he had felt through his magical senses. 
 
    “Melinda,” Jack cut in. “Take it easy. Take a breath. I think you’re overreacting.”  
 
    Immediately, Jack knew he’d said the wrong thing. Melinda’s eyes widened, and she glared at him.  
 
    “Overreacting?” she said, her voice and pitch rising as she spoke. “Overreacting!? Do you have any idea what a warlock actually does? Where they get their power? They derive their power from the realms of daemons, Jack, where the foulest and most unspeakable darknesses are. They commune with the lowest circles of hell and use the souls of the damned for their rituals! They… Oh, Jack, it’s horrible! They’re worse than necromancers!”  
 
    “I know all that,” Jack said, though it was true that the way she put it made Lachlan’s magic sound pretty reprehensible. “I know. But what about Lachlan himself? He’s not evil. He doesn’t use his magic for evil ends. He cannot help what he is, any more than I can, or you.”  
 
    “He can help it,” Melinda objected. Jack could tell that his reasonable tone was irritating her even more, but what else could he do? Get angry back at her? That wouldn’t make things better either. “He doesn’t have to use it,” Melinda protested. “He could do something else, not be a mage, leave the magical profession if being a mage means using such foul powers.”  
 
    “You don’t know that,” Jack said. Despite himself, he was becoming annoyed in his turn. She was being unreasonable and she was making a lot of assumptions about Lachlan. “You don’t know anything about him! Ivan told me some stuff about Lachlan’s past, where he came from, and how he used his powers in the old days. Lachlan’s an admirable person, even a hero! Ivan said Lachlan saved the world with his magic. He saved Ivan, too, and just the other week he used his powers to save me.”  
 
    “You…?” Melinda asked doubtfully.  
 
    “Yes, me,” Jack said firmly. “I was practicing some magic, and something went wrong. I created a monster by accident, and it would have killed us and caused havoc if Lachlan hadn’t been there. But he intervened and used some warlock magic to make the monster disappear. He opened a portal and cast the monster through, and yes, it was horrible. I didn’t like the look of the magic at all, but Lachlan used it to save me. I won’t judge him because of the magic that he has, only on the evidence of what he does with it.”  
 
    Melinda was staring at him now, silent, and Jack thought for a moment that his words had gotten through to her. But then, after a moment, she spoke. Before, she had shouted, but now her voice was quiet and hurt, and for some reason that was immeasurably worse.  
 
    “You,” she said slowly. “You knew. You knew about him… all this time but you didn’t tell me? You didn’t think I had a right to know? To know what I was getting myself into, the foul magic I was being exposed to?”  
 
    “I…” Jack began, but she spoke over him in a crisp, clipped voice.  
 
    “I trusted you,” she said coldly. “I thought we were friends. I even thought that you and I might… Oh, what a fool I’ve been!” She stamped her foot furiously, her rage suddenly pouring forth again with her tears. “You men!” she yelled. “You’re all the same! You, Lachlan, my father, the court mage—you all think you know better, all with your secrets and your superiority! Well, I don’t need you, or him, or this place. Damn you, Jack, I don’t need any of it. You can rot here for all I care! I’m leaving, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me!”  
 
    She whirled, ran to her room, then reappeared again with a small pack stuffed with clothes. She didn’t look at Jack but turned and fled down the stairs.  
 
    Jack stood swaying in the doorway, feeling poleaxed by her fury and reeling under the sudden onslaught of the tower’s panicked upset. He tried to reach toward the tower to try and comfort it, but he was unable to establish any communication there.  
 
    Just about as much communication as I was able to get with Melinda just now, he thought sourly. It’s so stupid. So unnecessary. We had a good thing going on, and now what will she do? What will Lachlan do? Will he try to stop her? I doubt it. He’s likely to let her be. What about the tower? Will it try to stop her? Seems unlikely. I guess the tower is going to want to get rid of her as soon as possible.  
 
    A sudden wave of terrible weariness overcame him. There was nothing he could do about any of it. He shoved the door closed and sank down with his back against it, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes.  
 
    The tower’s emotions were a rumbling uneasy undercurrent to his thoughts, but he was able to keep them at bay. He held himself still, trying to find a still place within himself where he could be quiet away from the troubling events of the morning.  
 
    He found himself moving to his mana pool and beginning to move mana out through the smaller pathways in his body. There were big paths like arteries that ran to his chest, down his legs to his feet, and through his arms to his hands. Now he understood that like the network of veins in the body, there were many other smaller pathways too.  
 
    One of these ran up to the crown of his head, and two branched off to his eyes, one to the tip of his nose, one through his tongue. Like networks of veins and capillaries, a fine branching network of mana pathways lay all through his body. Without thinking too much about it, Jack began to move mana from his pool out into these smaller networks, finding the process calming and centering.  
 
    This was fine. He could do this.  
 
    As he worked, he felt the emotions of the tower receding. They were not calming, but they were less able to impose themselves on him. Instinctively, Jack understood that bringing these smaller mana pathways into active use was a part of protecting himself from external magical influences. In time, he could become like a man made of mana, self-contained, immune to outside influences.  
 
    That sounded good… 
 
    Sudden banging on the door he leaned on jolted him out of his trance. The fine-controlled mana wobbled, and he caught his breath, taking a moment to bring the flow into equilibrium before standing and turning to the door. He did not stop the movement of mana through his minor pathways as he turned and carefully opened the door.  
 
    “Jack.” It was Lachlan, with Ivan at his side.  
 
    Jack stepped out of the way of the door and gestured to invite them in, but Lachlan shook his head. Jack felt deeply peaceful and calm, and he was keenly aware of the contrast compared to how he’d felt just moments before. This minor pathway mana trick was something else!  
 
    All around him was anger, chaos, fright. Lachlan and Ivan looked worried, angry, and scared all at the same time. The tower’s emotions thundered like the sea against a cliff, and even outside the wind was getting up, and a spattering of raindrops hit the floor through the open window.  
 
    In the midst of it all, Jack felt a deep, keenly aware state of calm, like a still point in the midst of a building storm. He smiled.  
 
    “Jack, what’s with you?” Lachlan asked. “You seem different, and look at that glow!”  
 
    Jack looked down at himself. Sure enough, his skin was glowing with a pale light.  
 
    “I’ve just been doing some meditations to move my mana into my minor pathways,” he explained.  
 
    “That’s amazing!” Lachlan said, looking interested. “How did you manage that?” 
 
    “No time now for discussions of magical theory!” Ivan broke in. “Lachlan, tell Jack what’s happening!”  
 
    “Of course,” Lachlan said. “Jack, Melinda has found out that I’m a warlock.”  
 
    “I know,” Jack said. “And something’s gone wrong with the tower.”  
 
    “You… how do you know?” Lachlan asked, then shook his head. “Okay, we can do the explanations later. You’re right, something’s gone wrong. We need to get you to a place of safety.”  
 
    “I can feel the tower’s emotions,” Jack explained quickly. “Last night, my senses merged with the tower’s awareness while I was asleep, so I was aware of everything that happened. Now I can feel the tower’s upset and anger.”  
 
    “You can feel the tower?” Lachlan said, looking amazed. “I don’t know how that’s possible, but there’s no time to work it out. Melinda’s anger at me is fueling the tower’s rage and pain, and I need to find a way to get through to the tower and reason with it. You can’t communicate with it, can you?”  
 
    “No,” Jack said, shaking his head. “I tried but I can’t get close.”  
 
    “Right,” Lachlan said. “In that case, it’s got to be plan A. I’m going to have to penetrate to the depths of the tower and try to find a way to reason with it.”  
 
    Ivan spoke up. “Are you going to try to find the core chamber?”  
 
    The tower has a core chamber. Like a dungeon? Jack thought, but he didn’t have a chance to ask the question out loud.  
 
    Lachlan looked grim. “In all the years I’ve lived here, Ivan, I’ve never managed to find the core chamber. But somehow, I’m going to have to find my way into the tower’s mind, try to calm it down. I don’t know if I’m going to manage it, but I have to try. Meanwhile, you two get as far from the tower as you can.”  
 
    “What’s caused this?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Melinda,” Lachlan said. “And me. I’ve always known that proximity to my magic can bleed over, and influence other magics nearby, but I never thought it had influenced the tower all that much. But the tower is very open to influences, and the combination of my hurt at Melinda and her hurt at me has caused the tower to become angry and defensive. There’s no time now for further explanations. You have to get out of here, I don’t know what the tower is going to do but I think it might attack everybody, even me. You need to go, now.”  
 
    “I can’t leave you here alone!” Jack protested. “I’ll help you…”  
 
    “Me too,” Ivan said.  
 
    “Do as I say,” Lachlan said severely. “If the tower turns aggressive it will be a foe beyond your abilities. Get out of here and leave it to me. If I can fix this I will, if not, then, well… Good luck in all you do in your lives.”  
 
    With that, the warlock turned and, to Jack’s amazement, strode immediately into the darkened changing corridor. He turned, looked at them, waved his hand, and was swallowed by the blackness.  
 
    “We must do as he says,” Jack said to Ivan, who looked as if he were ready to follow Lachlan into the corridor. “Come on, let’s go.”  
 
    “Grab your spear,” Ivan reminded him. Jack looked around his little room. It might be the last time he saw it. How could everything have gone so wrong so fast? No time to think of that. He grabbed his spear from where it leaned against the wall and headed out.  
 
    As Jack and Ivan hurried down the stairs, a sudden rumbling boom reverberated through the fabric of the tower. At the same moment, Jack felt the emotions of the tower change from fearful to aggressive.  
 
    “Do you feel it, Ivan?” he said as they hurried out through the dining room into the courtyard.  
 
    The goblin shook his head. “No,” he said. “I have no awareness of external magical influences. What was it?”  
 
    “The tower. I think it’s finally stopped being scared and turned angry. We better watch our step.”   
 
    Out in the small dining room garden, they found that the rain had begun to fall. The sky above was dark and threatening, and thunder boomed in the distance. They crossed the garden and went out into the next courtyard, then into the big central one, where Melinda had walked in on Lachlan performing his ritual.  
 
    And that was when they saw the wraith.  
 
    “Ivan! Look there!” Jack cried.  
 
    “I see it,” the goblin replied grimly. “What is it? Have you seen it before?”  
 
    “Yes,” Jack said quickly. “Melinda and I fought a bunch of them in the combat chamber under the dungeon. But this one is different somehow.”  
 
    The tall misty figure was not white, the way the ones Jack had fought before had been. Instead, it was a dull, sullen red, the color that Jack’s armor took on. The sword in its hand flickered with fire. As they watched, another three appeared from round the corner, all flickering with red flame.  
 
    “Somehow I don’t think these guys are going to help us escape,” Jack said, activating his armor spell. “You’d best get behind me, Ivan.”  
 
    The goblin chuckled. “You think so? Are you forgetting what I am? If anyone’s going to be hiding behind anyone, you should be getting behind me. But I’d much prefer it if we fought side-by-side instead.”  
 
    With that, the goblin raised his arms up in the air. Blue lightning crackled around him, and his body began to transform rapidly. He was a small figure normally, but now he grew and grew. His muscles expanded, bulging out from his neat clothes and then ripping them as he burst out of his suit. Only his pants stayed on, and even they ripped out and burst at the ankles.  
 
    Only a few moments had passed, but Jack found himself standing next to a huge, towering giant of a figure, green skin glowing with a livid light. Ivan was as big as the stone golems from the combat chamber, and he looked twice as strong.  
 
    “All right!” Jack said, “you go, Ivan!”  
 
    Ivan laughed, a deep rolling sound like boulders falling down a cliffside, and in that moment Jack forgot everything, all the problems, all the worry, all the concern for the future. A fierce joy in the battle to come flared up in him.  
 
    Dressed now in his granite flame armor, Jack charged toward the flame wraiths with his spear raised to strike, and his mana flowing strongly through all his internal pathways. Ivan charged along beside him, roaring like a great beast, and even as they charged another crop of flame wraiths appeared to meet their onslaught. More and more of the wraiths appeared, rising up from the very flagstones around them. 
 
    Behind them, the tower began to wail. It was a terrible, inhuman sound, a cry somewhere between the wailing of a cat and the bellowing of a foghorn. It rose and fell behind them, creating a terrible background to the crackling flames and the falling hiss of the rain.  
 
    Ivan sent a knot of the wraiths flying through the air as he crashed into them, sweeping his great arms around himself and knocking the burning figures back. Flames sprang up on his arms as he touched them, but he seemed impervious to the damage. 
 
    Jack experimented with a blast of hellfire and was pleased to find that these wraiths were vulnerable to it. They went up like burning pitch, sending up plumes of dirty black smoke into the air to mix with the falling rain.  
 
    These guys don’t seem to respawn like the ones in the combat chamber, Jack thought, but there’s certainly plenty of them and there doesn’t seem to be any limit to them either.  
 
    He darted forward and punched one of them in the head, deflecting a blow from another with the shaft of his spear. His armored fist punched through the monster’s face and flames from the creature combined with the heat of his armor so that fire ran up his arm.  
 
    Jack felt nothing from the flames, but instead he wielded the fire like a burning torch, slamming it into another of the nearest wraiths. It was his hellfire bracelet arm that was burning, and when he blasted a jet of hellfire at the wraiths it combined with the natural fire in an immense conflagration.  
 
    Ten wraiths went up at once, but the fire also caught a section of the hedge, which began to burn despite the rain. Ivan seemed to take no damage from fire, but the flames from the wraiths were burning all over his green skin, turning him into a demonic figure, glowing green and burning as he fought through the press of wraiths.  
 
    There’s so many of them, Jack thought as more and more appeared.  
 
    He heard a thumping noise and turned to see an army of stone golems marching out from the direction of the tower. Again, they were different. Before, they had been almost naked, and weaponless. Now they were armored in black plate that was covered in a chaos of deadly spikes, and they carried enormous maces. As with the wraiths, flames flickered around their weapons, and it also flickered from the spikes on their armor.  
 
    “Ivan!” Lachlan yelled. “More enemies behind!”  
 
    Ivan turned and began to head toward the golems when Jack shouted to him again. “Ivan! We should leave them and try to get away. The tower will just keep producing enemies—we can’t fight a whole army, can we?”  
 
    “Perhaps we can keep its attention distracted for long enough that Lachlan can get to the core!” Ivan replied. “You should go, save yourself, but my place is here. I should have gone with him in the first place!”  
 
    “He wouldn’t have let you,” Jack yelled back. “But I’m not going to leave you to face these alone!”  
 
    “Very well,” Ivan said, “but…”  
 
    His words were cut off abruptly as something terrible and utterly unexpected happened.  
 
    The ground opened beneath him and swallowed him up.  
 
    “Ivan!!” Jack yelled, but the giant goblin was gone. It had happened so fast that Ivan hadn’t even had the chance to cry out. It was as if a giant trapdoor had opened in the ground beneath Ivan’s feet and then slammed closed again.  
 
    The stone golems, looking significantly more intelligent than their combat chamber counterparts had done, turned to look at Jack and bellowed with laughter as they charged.  
 
    “Damn!” Jack said. “I can’t fight all these alone!”  
 
    He turned and raced away, aiming for the exit through the bushes, but at that moment a cloud of dust blasted up from the ground and Jack found himself looking at a tall, skeletal figure dressed in rusty iron armor and wielding an axe. Fire glowed in its empty eye sockets, and it made a horrible clicking noise as it strode toward Jack.  
 
    “Surrounded!” Jack said. “What can I do?”  
 
    There was only one answer. Fight.  
 
    He charged the skeleton with his spear, knocking its legs out from under it and grabbing up the axe it carried. His spear was only good for creatures with flesh, but this axe… he swung it and brought it down with a crunching blow onto the skeleton’s skull. Bits of bone went everywhere as two more skeletons appeared from the same spot.  
 
    Jack swung the axe, but he was not trained as a fighter with an axe and the second skeleton caught his blow and turned it, forcing Jack back toward the approaching golems. From his left, a group of fire wraiths were approaching warily, their long swords drawn.  
 
    Desperate, Jack thought of his dungeon powers. Could he use his material creation ability in some way here? He remembered how he had conjured a stack of bricks back in the quarry, and raised his hand, pouring mana into the spell.  
 
    It worked! In the air, high above the heads of the skeletons, a cloud of heavy bricks appeared and began to fall. They smashed into the skeletons, knocking them down, crushing their skulls and shoulders and knocking the arms off some of them.  
 
    Jack whirled and did the same to the stone golems, flinging a stack of bricks at the head of the lead one. The bricks appeared at high-speed in midair, smashing into the leading golems as if they had been fired by a catapult.  
 
    If only I could summon creatures, Jack thought. But that’s not something I’ve learned how to do yet… However, there’s something else I could do. 
 
    Jack reached his hands into the air and let the falling rain run over his hands. As it did, he absorbed it, feeling the pattern of the water flow into his core. Immediately, he blasted mana into a summoning. A wall of water appeared in front of him, and he fired it forward, knocking the fire wraiths back with it and dousing their flames. The ones that were hit by the wall of water seemed to melt into the ground where they fell, and Jack saw the others draw back as if in fear of him.  
 
    That had bought him a little time. The fire wraiths were reluctant to attack again, the skeletons were in disarray, with the few that had survived the fall of bricks still struggling to get to their feet again.  
 
    But the stone golems were forming up into a line again and preparing to charge. Jack reached for his mana pool. It was nearly depleted, and though it was regenerating it was not regenerating nearly fast enough. Jack guessed he had enough mana for one big blast of hellfire.  
 
    Perhaps I’ll be able to take out a couple of the golems that way, he thought, but then I’ll be relying on my spear and my fists.  
 
    The stone golems began their charge, lumbering toward him with their huge clubs raised. Jack stood tall and raised his hand, preparing to empty his mana pool in a final blast.  
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    A moment passed as he gathered all his mana for a final, epic blast.  
 
    Once his mana pool emptied, he would probably die unless the spell bought him enough time to get out of the courtyard.  
 
    He doubted that would happen. This was most likely going to be his end.  
 
    “Eat thunder, you monstrosities!” The voice jolted Jack out of his concentration, and his mana faltered and dropped back into his pool.  
 
    He whirled to see where it had come from. From his left, a figure had appeared – a big, heavy-set figure, big and strong as a troll, with glowing eyes. Ivan? But the voice was wrong.  
 
    The figure leaped up in the air and smashed its two great fists into the ground. Lightning blasted out from the impact spot, spreading in a circular wave outward.  
 
    “Melinda!” Jack yelled. Amazement, surprise, and unutterable relief flooded him as he saw not just Melinda, but Max the stone beetle and Spark the lizard running up at her side!  
 
    Melinda didn’t look at him, but charged the stone golems as her thunder and lightning blast hit them and sent them flying into disarray. Her strength seemed redoubled, and she smashed through them with her fists, taking no damage from their spikes.  
 
    At the same time, Spark and Max charged past Jack to take on the other enemies. Spark swept the clustered fire wraiths with a blast of hellfire from his jaws, and Max smashed into the regrouping skeletons, snapping with powerful jaws at their legs and chests, and slashing them to bits with his six mighty clawed feet.  
 
    Yelling with delight and renewed hope, Jack followed Spark, wielding his spear as he slashed and stabbed at the fire wraiths.  
 
    Their enemies were dismayed. The stone golems could not resist Melinda’s onslaught, and her strength was like nothing Jack had ever seen before. She smashed them to pieces, picked them up and threw them at each other, and bludgeoned them to death with their own clubs.  
 
    In less than a minute, the fight was over. It was only then that Jack realized that the enemies had stopped spawning. Something else was different, too. It took him a moment to understand what it was, then he got it. The tower had stopped wailing.  
 
    Everything was eerily quiet as Jack walked toward Melinda. The courtyard was a mess, with the smashed bodies of the golems and the skeletons mingled with the black goo that the flame wraiths turned into when they died. Large sections of the hedges were shouldering, and the little flower and herb beds bordering the courtyard were trampled and smashed. Three of the four pretty stone water basins were smashed to pieces.  
 
    The air smelled of smoke and rain.  
 
    Melinda transformed into her regular shape as Jack approached her, and he transformed out of his armor too. Spark and Max joined them, and all four of them stood facing each other in the middle of the eerily quiet field of battle. The only sound Jack could hear was the hiss of the rain on the flagstones.  
 
    Melinda wiped rain from her face and pushed her wet hair back from her face. At first she didn’t meet Jack’s eyes, but when she did Jack saw that her mood was completely different from what it had been when they’d parted.  
 
    “Thank you,” Jack said. “You saved my life.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I never should have left in the first place.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. “You were hurt and angry, and I can understand why. I should have told you sooner, or at least tried to convince Lachlan to tell you…”  
 
    She held up a hand. “That’s all in the past now,” she said. “There’s no need to talk about it further. Yes, I was hurt, but you’re right, I over reacted.”  
 
    Jack frowned. “Something’s strange about this. How can you have changed your feelings so completely?”  
 
    Melinda shook her head. “I don’t fully understand it myself. After we argued, I left, taking Max with me. He let me ride, and we got out to the main gate. The gate opened to let me leave, then slammed shut behind me, and as I left the grounds I felt this strange sensation. It was as if all my emotions, my hurt, my anger, had all been taken from me at a stroke. I saw immediately that I had been wrong to leave after all. All I was left with then was my stubbornness and my pride, and the desire not to have to shame myself by admitting I’d been wrong. That carried me as far as the quarry, but no further.”  
 
    She smiled, and looked down at the lizard who stood by Jack’s feet. “That was when Spark came running up. He seemed terribly agitated, and he grabbed my leg in his mouth and tried to pull me back in the direction of the tower. I felt that he was trying to communicate with me, but couldn’t for some reason. Then he let off and I felt some message passing from him to Max, and Max was able to tell me what Spark was saying. He told me that my anger had caused the tower to go mad, and that you and Ivan and Lachlan were all in deadly danger, and that it was partly my fault.”  
 
    Melinda had poured all this out in a rush, but now she caught her breath and looked at Jack. “That was enough. I turned around and we came back as quickly as we could. The gates wouldn’t open, so I transformed into my combat form and leaped over the wall with Spark and Max hanging onto my back. We got here just in time.”  
 
    “I’ll say!” Jack agreed. He hugged her hard and then stepped back. “And I think I know what happened. Lachlan said that your emotions had gone into the tower. I guess that while you were within the tower, you and the tower created a feedback loop, raising each other to more and more anger and hurt. When you left, the loop was broken and the tower took your emotions completely.”  
 
    “That sounds reasonable,” Melinda agreed. “But what happens now? Where are Ivan and Lachlan?” 
 
    Quickly, Jack explained everything that had happened since Melinda left. When she heard about Ivan disappearing through a hole in the ground, her face darkened.  
 
    “This is bad,” she said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not prepared to walk away from this. This is as much my fault as anyone else’s, and I’ll be damned if I’m not going to give it everything I’ve got to try to fix this.”  
 
    “Me too,” Jack said. “This is everything I’ve ever wanted—training magic, working with other mages—there’s nothing else for me. I was ready to try to flee before, but now we’re all back together, I think we have a good chance of fixing this mess if we stick together.”  
 
    “But what do we do? You say Lachlan went seeking the core chamber to try to calm the tower, but what chance do we have of finding him and aiding him?”  
 
    “I don’t know, but I think the fact that the tower has stopped attacking us suggests that Lachlan has gotten close to the core chamber. I guess that the tower has turned all its attention to him, and that’s why we’ve been left alone. How would we find him…?”  
 
    Jack slapped his forehead. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of it before? My illumination spell, my guiding light! If they’re in the tower, I can ask my guiding light spell to locate them!”  
 
    Melinda’s eyes were shining with sudden hope. “Try!” she said. “Try now!”  
 
    Jack summoned the spell immediately. As he did, he was pleased to see that not only had his mana pool regenerated significantly, it also seemed to have expanded in total capacity after his recent use of magic.  
 
    He held up the light. “I need to find Lachlan Woe,” he said in a commanding voice.  
 
    The silver light appeared, and hope flared up in Jack’s heart, but a moment later the light wavered and went out again.  
 
    “It’s not working!” Jack said. He tried again. No luck.  
 
    Rain poured down onto his face and he shook his head angrily, sending droplets flying in all directions from his face. “I can’t find Lachlan!” he said, but then another idea popped into his head. What about the core chamber? 
 
    “I need to find the core chamber!” he demanded of the spell. Melinda’s eyes widened in surprise, but Jack’s expression broke out into a wild grin of triumph as the silver line extended outward from his chest. It was stable and solid, and it pointed straight back toward the tower.  
 
    “Got it!” he roared, and set off at a run toward the tower. His companions followed.  
 
    “What are you going to do when you get there?” Melinda asked as she pounded along beside him.  
 
    “No idea!” Jack said. “But at least if Lachlan and Ivan are there we might be able to help!”  
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” Melinda said grimly.  
 
    They ran into the empty dining room and through into the main hallway, following the light. The silver line carried them through the hallway and up the stairs. They mounted the first flight, then the second, until they found themselves on the top landing.  
 
    The light was leading them straight into the changing corridor.  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Melinda asked, suddenly doubtful. The changing corridor was pitch dark except for a single candle that sat about a hundred yards off, illuminating a low door.  
 
    “This is the route that Lachlan took,” Jack said grimly. “What other choice to we have?” 
 
    “Lead the way, then,” Melinda replied. Her jaw was set and her expression determined.  
 
    Jack took a deep breath and plunged in.  
 
    Immediately, the emotions of the tower began to boil around him. There was fear and anger here, reflections of Melinda’s earlier emotions, but there was also defensiveness and mistrust, and determination to keep somebody out of somewhere they shouldn’t be.  
 
    Resolutely, Jack forced the emotions aside and kept his head. With Melinda, Spark, and Max running behind him, he crossed the corridor, shouldered open the door, and stepped through.  
 
    He was in a small, circular room with nine identical doors in front of him. Checking to see that his companions were still with him, he pointed to the second door on the left. “That one,” he said, and jogged over to push it open. Another identical room followed, then another, and another. Each time the light led Jack to a different door, and each time the four of them ran through.  
 
    By the ninth room, they were growing weary, and by the tenth, Jack was starting to wonder if this was going to work at all. But the light spell held steady, and the silver line shone bright and solid, leading them on.  
 
    They ran through room after room, until they had lost all sense of space and time. Melinda looked grim but worried, and Spark and Max were flagging when all of a sudden they burst through a door into a new scene.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” Melinda breathed. “I thought we were lost for good.”  
 
    Before them was a huge open space. They stood on a ledge, looking down over a sheer drop into blackness. Right in front of them, a single narrow stair led steeply downward.  
 
    Jack consulted his spell. “That’s the way,” he said.  
 
    They set off.  
 
    The narrow stair went down and down and down. Jack led the way as before, keeping a steady pace until his legs ached and sweat poured from his brow into his eyes. It was getting hot.  
 
    “I don’t know… how much further… I can keep this up!” Melinda gasped from behind him. Even as she spoke, Jack pulled to a sudden halt.  
 
    “You won’t have to,” he said. “Look!”  
 
    Pointing ahead, Jack showed her the end of the stair. It stopped abruptly, ending in blackness. Jack’s spell guided him straight over the edge and downward.  
 
    “We have to jump,” he said. “We’ve come this far.”  
 
    “How do we know this isn’t some ploy of the tower’s to kill us?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “We don’t,” Jack said. They looked in one another’s eyes and both knew what they were going to do.  
 
    Melinda moved up beside Jack and clasped his hand. Their creatures both assured them that they would follow.  
 
    Together, they stepped out into the emptiness.  
 
    With a lurch like a sudden dream of falling, Jack and Melinda stumbled out onto a hard stone floor and collapsed forward onto their hands and knees.  
 
    “What…?” Melinda gasped.  
 
    Jack sprang to his feet and looked around. They were in a dark stony cavern, with curved walls and ceiling that looked like a huge natural cave. The whole place was lit by a red, fiery light.  
 
    “The end of the stair must have been a portal to this chamber,” Jack said in amazement. “And Melinda, look, look over there! That must be the core itself! We’ve done it!”  
 
    Jack had stepped forward and was pointing down. He and his companions were standing on a wide ledge that ran round half the circumference of the inside chamber wall. It was half way up the wall, and down below, maybe a hundred feet down, the tower core sat, surrounded by monstrous guards.  
 
    The core was huge and glowing dark red. “It must be three yards across!” Jack said, amazed. It was not perfectly spherical, instead having many faces like a carved crystal. The surface of it was opaque, like cloudy quartz.  
 
    It hung above a stone plinth in the center of the chamber, surrounded by many enormous and shadowy figures. These were humanoid, but way larger than even the stone-golems had been. Jack counted seventy of them, milling about in the empty space around the plinth. They were red-skinned and hairy, with the heads and legs of bulls and the upper bodies of men. They all carried huge three-pointed spears.  
 
    “Minotaurs,” Melinda breathed. “I thought they were only creatures of legend!”  
 
    “They’re as big as the oak trees in the forest around Oakwood Town!” Jack whispered back. “And look how their skins flicker as if they’re made of fire!”  
 
    “We need to pass them to get to the dungeon core? No wonder Lachlan didn’t want us to come.”  
 
    “We have no choice but to try,” Jack said. “How do we get down?”  
 
    They looked around, but there seemed no way to descend from the platform. As they did, one of the minotaurs saw them and raised a terrible cry. Jack was suddenly aware that the tower’s whole awareness turned on him and his companions, and in a flash he understood how they had gotten this far unopposed—the tower’s attention had been entirely focused elsewhere. Now, a wave of fear and hostility slammed into Jack, and he heard a sudden terrible noise.  
 
    It was the unmistakable sound of a woman crying in terror, and it was coming from the core.  
 
    In that instant, there was a crash from behind them. They whirled, expecting some new attack. A section of the wall behind them had caved in, and to Jack’s immense delight, he saw a familiar figure… two familiar figures.  
 
    “Lachlan!” he yelled. “Ivan!”  
 
    His mentor stopped and stared, dumbfounded, and Ivan, who was in his monstrous combat form, roared in pleasure and clapped his enormous hands together gleefully.  
 
    “Jack! Melinda!” Lachlan cried. “How in the world did you come to be here?”  
 
    “We used my guiding light spell to find the chamber,” Jack explained shortly. “How goes it with you?”  
 
    “We’ve had a hard fight,” Lachlan said. “It was me who summoned Ivan—sorry, Jack, but I had no way of knowing you and he were fighting together. It was my magic that brought him to me. I was in such peril that I knew I had no chance without him. We are connected, and in dire need I can summon him to me. We’d fought our way through to the final outer chamber, but we couldn’t find a way through no matter what we tried. Then, suddenly, the enemies we were fighting just vanished and the way through showed itself.”  
 
    “That’ll be when the tower core saw us here,” Jack said with certainty. “It must have dropped its guard on you for long enough to let you through.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” Lachlan said. “But I don’t know what we do now. Those minotaurs, well, I don’t think we’ll be able to fight all of them off, even with us all here together. And if we did, we’re likely to drive the tower completely insane and have no chance of ever bringing it back round to reason. And anyway, I can’t speak to the tower directly. I realize that now. Our natures are too different. I thought that I could, that maybe if I could get close enough to it…”  
 
    “But I can,” Jack said quietly.  
 
    “You?” Lachlan said.  
 
    “You forget that I’m a dungeon, Lachlan,” Jack said. “The tower core is the same as a dungeon core. I can feel it. We’re kin, me and the tower, as close in being as Max and Spark. We may look different, but I can speak its language. I became the tower, Lachlan, during my dream. I know what it feels like to be it. It’s our only chance.”  
 
    Lachlan looked at him for a long minute, during which the only sound was the bellowing and stomping of the minotaurs and the terrible, desolate wailing of the tower core.  
 
    “We could flee,” Lachlan said doubtfully.  
 
    “I doubt it,” Jack said. “The tower would never let us leave, not now. So far, we’ve been able to make progress by distracting the tower's attention from each other. There’s no chance of that now. We might fight, we might even survive for a long time, but with the tower the way it is, do you really think we could beat it in the end?”  
 
    Lachlan shook his head, slowly. “You’re right, lad,” he said. “How do you want to do this?”  
 
    “I need to touch the core,” Jack said. “So, I guess it’s pretty simple. You attack the minotaurs, draw their attention away from me, and buy me time to cross the gap and get to the core. I’ll take it from there.”  
 
    “All right,” Lachlan said, and Ivan and Melinda both nodded agreement. Max and Spark stood alert and ready for the battle.  
 
    “If this doesn’t work out…” Lachlan began. 
 
    Jack interrupted him. “Let’s not even think about that. Come on, friends, let’s finish the job.”  
 
    Lachlan and Melinda walked to the edge of the platform, and Ivan and the creatures joined them. They stood looking down for a moment. Lachlan pointed to the spot where they would make their stand. Melinda nodded and transformed smoothly into her combat form. Ivan cracked his knuckles together and let out a loud road.  
 
    Max and Spark clambered up onto Melinda’s back, and Lachlan climbed onto Ivan, and then Jack watched as his friends leaped off the edge, into the thick of the milling minotaurs. 
 
    Melinda blasted lightning outward as she landed, and Lachlan called out a terrible spell that tore a portal in the very air around the minotaurs. Grey, nightmarish figures poured from the portal and mobbed the minotaurs while Melinda and Ivan used their immense strength to pummel a path through the press. Spark and Max fought side by side, hellfire billowing and jaws snapping as they took down one of the huge, bull-headed brutes.  
 
    Jack watched from the other end of the platform until he was sure that all the minotaurs were fighting his friends. The press of monsters was terrifying to behold, but at last they had pressed over toward his friends so much that a path was opened round the far side of the chamber, and Jack could see his way to the tower core.  
 
    He summoned his stone armor and channeled as much mana as he dared to it, hoping against hope that it would be enough to protect him from the fall.  
 
    And he jumped.  
 
    The impact knocked the wind out of him and he landed badly, sprawling out across the hot stone of the chamber floor. His ankle hurt and he had jarred his left wrist badly. When he heaved in a breath, pain stabbed his ribs on the left side.  
 
    Broken rib? He thought dully as he clambered to his feet. At least the ankle’s only sprained. A broken ankle at this point might be the end of this effort.  
 
    He hobbled up to his feet. A glance at the minotaurs showed him only a press of heaving red backs. So far, so good.  
 
    He stumbled forward, gaining speed as he crossed the ground toward the core. Blasts of power and shouts came from the scene of battle off to his left, but no attention was paid to him so far.  
 
    He reached the base of the plinth. There was a flight of narrow steps leading up to the core, and Jack began to climb.  
 
    The volume of the wailing increased. Jack heard bellowing, and saw two minotaurs turn to look at him, then a third and a forth. He reached the top of the steps, held out both his arms, and embraced the core.  
 
    He left his body and fell into the tower core.  
 
    As in his dream, he was the tower. Unlike in his dream, all was chaos, within and without. He could feel the whole shape of the tower above and around him, but all attention was focused here in the core chamber. He felt a presence here, aware of him. To his surprise, it was a female presence.  
 
    She wept, and he instinctively reached out to her with his awareness. She held back for a moment and then clutched at him. At first he thought she was trying to take comfort from him and he reached back, but then he felt himself falling, smothering, choking. She was trying to drown him in herself, in her boiling emotions.  
 
    Sternly, Jack resisted.  
 
    “No,” he said, and pushed back against her grip. To his surprise, he found that he matched her in strength. He heaved himself up and hung there, grappling with her mind. 
 
    “Wait,” he said. “We’re trying to help you. Can’t you see? This is wrong. We love you, we need you. Can’t you see?” 
 
    Betrayal was flung at him. Betrayal, hurt, fear, anger, abandonment. She used them like clubs, battering at him with the emotions. He held firm under the onslaught, then saw a way through it.  
 
    He reached forward and took the betrayal. It was Melinda’s.  
 
    “This is not yours,” he said to the tower. “See? This is hers, not yours. This is a human thing.” 
 
    The betrayal dropped away suddenly, like a veil, but the tower renewed her battering at him with the others.  
 
    “This one,” he said, reaching for the hurt, “this is hers too, not yours. And this, this fear and anger, these are mine. And this last…” 
 
    Abandonment, fear of failure, fear of rejection. This was Lachlan’s. “This belongs to him. Let me take it, tower. These are not yours.”  
 
    The strength of the emotions that he took from the tower made him nearly sick, but he did what he had to do. He held fast.  
 
    “I thought…” it was the tower’s voice, speaking in his awareness. “I thought that you… I thought that I had to take them, to save the people from them. I tried to take them, but they were so strong. I don’t know what happened… I felt so strange… but, oh! Look!”  
 
    Jack’s awareness was suddenly carried to the image of his friends. The core chamber was filled with monsters, not just the minotaurs but also stone golems, armored skeletons, wraiths, and other creatures Jack had not seen before. These were like giant snakes, but they were armored in gold and silver plate. Jack’s friends were pinned back against the wall. Lachlan was down, one arm hanging useless by his side while blood gushed from a head wound. The others stood over him, protecting him from the attackers.  
 
    “End it!” Jack commanded the tower. “Call them off!” 
 
    “I… I don’t know how!” The tower wailed. “Oh, what have I done!?” 
 
    Jack did the only thing he could do. Like a man reaching forward to grip the reins of a skittish horse, he reached out and took full control of the tower. To his amazement and enormous relief, the tower let him do it. He felt her retreat a little and watch him with interest.  
 
    The shock of having full control of the whole system was disorientating, but he forced himself through the feeling of vertigo and concentrated all his will on the monsters in the chamber. There were three levels to it, he now found: the production of the monsters, the magical flesh that bound their spirits, and their will to action.  
 
    First, he shut off the production. No new monsters would spawn. That was as easy as withdrawing mana from a spell.  
 
    Second, he looked to the magic that was already out in the world. The monsters were spells, each one sent out from the tower’s mana pool and no longer under direct control. He couldn’t just absorb them back into the tower’s core as he’d hoped.  
 
    He looked at the will that drove each monster. Here, he found that everything was wrong. They were driven by the same hate and fear that had been driving the tower, but now that they were out, how could he stop them?  
 
    There was no time to think about it. He called on his own magic, and merged it with the tower. He reached out tendrils of magic, one to each monster, as if he were performing enhancements within the tower garden.  
 
    It worked. A network of fine magical threads shot out from the tower, connecting with each monster’s body and locking there as firmly as a collar on a dog. Jack pulled at them, and at the same time sent threads of the tower’s awareness down each thread. They grew taut, and they were connected to him again. Each monster froze where it stood.  
 
    For a long moment a terrible silence fell in the chamber. Jack’s mind was spinning and he felt darkness encroaching on him, but with one last massive effort he used the connections he had established to do what he’d originally planned. He absorbed the monsters back into the core.  
 
    The mana flooded through the connections like water bursting through a broken dam, and each monster came flying back across the hall toward the core. The mana that had formed them came rushing in, and Jack found his awareness expanding rapidly as his focus broke.  
 
    He was spinning through the tower, aware of every brick, every bush, every grain of sand and every patch of lichen on the stones. He was the tower, then he was not.  
 
    The voice of the tower spoke close by his ear.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you so much. I never knew until how much I needed you. Go back now, go back to your body. You have saved us all.”  
 
    He tried to reply, but his consciousness was spinning out and he couldn’t bring a coherent thought together.  
 
    He felt a gentle push, and darkness took him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’s waking up…”  
 
    “Are you sure? We thought he was going to yesterday but…”  
 
    “No, look, he is. Jack, Jack, can you hear me?”  
 
    A hand shook him roughly by the shoulder.  
 
    “G’off,” he mumbled, batting feebly at the hand. He felt as weak as a kitten. “I hear you. Stop shaking… argh…”  
 
    Melinda’s face swam into focus above him as he opened his gummy eyes. Ivan was standing by her.  
 
    “Oh, he is awake!” Melinda said, clasping her hands in front of her chest. “I told you he was!”  
 
    “You said so three times yesterday too, and twice the day before,” Ivan said pointedly.  
 
    Jack laughed, and it turned into a cough. He groaned as he struggled up into a sitting position and looked around. Spark was lying across the bed at Jack’s feet, and Max lay on the ground near the hearth. He looked out the window. It was bright outside, and the sunlight that came in was dappled through the leaves of a tree.  
 
    “Where…” he asked.  
 
    “In a room near the kitchens,” Melinda said before he could finish the question. “We brought you here after… after…”  
 
    “I remember,” he said, then reached out and clutched at her arm. “But Melinda, is Lachlan okay? He was wounded…”  
 
    “I’m fine, lad,” said the voice of the warlock. Lachlan came into the room smiling. He had a bandage around his forehead and his arm was in a sling, but his step was quick and his eyes gleamed with pleasure. “You did it, Jack. You did what I could never have done, and you saved us all in the process!”  
 
    Ivan—now back in his neat suit of black and white—hurried off to fetch food for them all, while Lachlan sat and told Jack what had happened after Jack had succeeded in taking control of the tower core.  
 
    “After the monsters vanished,” he explained, “we all ran to the core and found you sprawled at the base of the steps, looking half-dead. We feared all was lost, except for the fact that the monsters were gone. But then it seemed that the tower wanted to help us. A door opened, leading straight back to the main hallway, and you’d better believe we got through it as quickly as we could! The wailing from the core had stopped, and we heard soft laughter from behind us when the door closed behind us and vanished without a trace.”  
 
    “I was convinced you were dead,” Melinda said, “but Ivan knows his stuff when it comes to healing. He had us put you up in this room near the kitchens, bound up your wounds and bade us leave you in peace.”  
 
    “Not that Melinda listened to that instruction,” Ivan said pointedly as he came back in with a heavy tray laden with rich-smelling dishes of beef stew and a platter of bread. Everyone laughed.  
 
    Melinda fussed around Jack, trying to help him to sit up until shooed her away. “I’m fine,” he lied. “Honestly, I feel much stronger. Just leave me alone and I’ll be ok.”  
 
    She retreated to a seat by the fire, looking chastened, while Jack accepted a bowl of stew from Ivan. The rich smell was indescribably good, and he tucked in ravenously.  
 
    Three bowls of stew and half a loaf of bread later, Jack felt a new man.  
 
    “Oh, that’s so much better,” he said.  
 
    “Good,” Lachlan replied, “because we have some work to do. I was only waiting until you were feeling stronger, but I fear we can’t wait much longer than we already have.”  
 
    “Wait? For what?”  
 
    “To leave,” Lachlan said.  
 
    “Leave?” Jack asked. “You mean after all that work and effort we’re going to abandon the tower?”  
 
    “Not at all,” Lachlan said, shaking his head. “The tower is coming too.”  
 
    Jack stared at him, utterly perplexed.  
 
    Lachlan grinned. “Despite all we’ve been through, I have to say I’m glad I can still surprise you. Yes, Jack, this tower can travel. It’s not done so for a long time—this has been a safe place for many years, but no longer. You know that I was banished by my former allies. Ivan told you about it, I think?”  
 
    “That’s right, he told me a bit.”  
 
    “Well, they have pursued me since I left. Oh, at first there was no trouble, but when the old king died his successor did not take such a kind view of me being out in the world without oversight. He decreed that I should die, along with a few other veterans of the old wars who knew too much of the old magics. The agents of the Kingdom of Nightvale have pursued me for a long time, and they have been getting closer all this year.”  
 
    Jack remembered the vision he’d had in his dream of the soldiers with the strange mounts camped at the watering hole near Oakwood Town.  
 
    “When Melinda caught me doing warlock magic,” Lachlan continued, “I was actually doing a powerful spell to put the searchers off the trail. It worked, and worked well. It bought us a good amount of time, but not an endless amount. Yes, it’s time for us to move again, I’m afraid.”  
 
    “Where will we go?” Jack said, feeling a rising excitement at the prospect.  
 
    Lachlan smiled and gave an expansive shrug. “I don’t know. The tower travels, but I’ve never managed to guide it accurately. Maybe with your new ability to commune with the tower, we’ll be able to do something about that, who knows? But for now, I’ll be content to just make the jump away from here. I don’t know where we’ll end up, but the world is a very big place. The possibilities are endless.” 
 
    Jack looked around the room. Melinda and Ivan were both smiling at him, and Lachlan was grinning like a maniac at the prospect of heading to a new place. Even Spark and Max got up stretched, looking ready for the next adventure. Jack smiled. What a life! This was better than he could ever have imagined when he’d set out from the mountains. A great team of friends, a powerful mage for a mentor, a magical travelling tower to live in, and an endless amount of magic for him to go forward and learn. Lachlan was right, the possibilities really were endless. 
 
    “All right,” he said, “I’m ready. Let’s see what the world has in store for us.”  
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    A loud, strong wail echoed across the cavernous stone arches of the Crescent Moon Abbey’s chapel. Sister Amalia froze, dropping her broom. Her gaze snapped toward the main entrance. The enormous double wooden doors should have been closed after sunset. But they now stood open. A bag of tools gleamed beside the left door. 
 
    There was something else there, too: a bundle.  
 
    Sister Amalia edged forward through the dimly lit chapel. The bundle shifted, and she froze. A tiny hand thrust out from the bundle of rags. 
 
    A baby? she thought. A baby! Another sharp wail shot through the Crescent Moon abbey. 
 
    She knelt down and glanced out of the door. No sign of whoever had left him. She picked up the child and held it close. Bright blue eyes shone against dirt-smudged cheeks, returning her gaze. A small mouth opened and let loose another wail—one of indignation at being left alone, of a desire for warmth and comfort. 
 
    Sister Amalia was a young nun, having taken her vows not two days after she’d turned eighteen. She knew very little about most things, but she knew almost nothing about babies. Amalia began to coo, hoping to comfort the baby, but its cries only continued to grow louder. 
 
    “Sister!” a man’s voice rang down the hallway. “Is… Is that a baby?” 
 
    Sighing with relief, Amalia turned to the man. “Koshi! I found this baby here, just now! Right beside your tools! Did you see who—” 
 
    Koshi stepped into the candlelight. He was an old man, as craggy and ragged as Amalia was young and fresh. He wore a laborer’s tunic and trousers of roughly spun wool. A pronounced limp punctuated his every step. Koshi knuckled the gray-brown bristle under his chin and shook his head. 
 
    “I stepped away for a moment,” he said. He walked up to Amalia and looked down at the baby. “Someone must have left this little one here while I was away.” 
 
    Koshi wagged a dirty finger in the baby’s face, and the child clutched it. 
 
    “Oh my!” Koshi chuckled. “We have a strong little one here.” 
 
    “He’s… he’s stopped crying.” Amalia blinked. “I think he likes you, Koshi.” 
 
    “Everyone likes me, Sister. But is it a ‘he’?” Koshi asked. “Well, let’s find out.” 
 
    A quick glance confirmed Amalia’s guess that the baby was, indeed, a ‘he.’ 
 
    “Amalia! What’s going on? I thought I heard a child crying,” a woman’s voice called. Another nun strode into the chapel, carrying a bucket and mop in her hands. 
 
    “Sister Superior Sofia!” Amalia bowed hastily and nodded at the bundle in her arms. “Someone left this little boy here. Neither of us saw who.” 
 
    Sofia put down her bucket, leaned her mop against a pew, and walked over to Amalia. “Oh my. Whoever could have done something like that?” 
 
    She cooed to the baby. He gurgled back. 
 
    “He’s adorable!” Sofia said. 
 
    ‘What should we do, Sister Superior?” Amalia asked. 
 
    Sofia sighed and smoothed out her wimple. “It’s not the first time the Crescent Moon Abbey has taken in foundlings. There are orphans aplenty in these troubled times. We can only be one of the places where they are fortunate to wash up at.” 
 
    “Will you take him in, then, Sisters?” Koshi asked. 
 
    The older nun grunted as she took the baby from Amalia. “Yes. I will inform the High Abbess in the morning, and he will be placed among the orphans we care for. In the meantime, we have to find him a wet nurse. Amalia, could you have a word with Mrs. Balotelli? Her house is not far. It’s…” 
 
    “I know where it is, Sister Superior.” Amalia bowed and walked out of the chapel. The dark tones of her robed and wimpled form disappeared into the night. 
 
    “It’s sad for a child to be abandoned like this,” Koshi said, sighing, “but it’s a relief that you are there for him, Sister.” 
 
    “We are sworn to provide what succor we can to those who suffer, Koshi.” Sofia glanced at the chapel doors. “Your work is done, then?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. I just have to gather your tools and return them to the chapel’s storeroom.” 
 
    “Thank you. The Abbey truly appreciates all the times you’ve helped us.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, Sister. You and the other Sisters have helped so many people, saved so many lives. I only wish I could do more.” Koshi tapped his thigh gently. “And I would, if not for my bad legs.” 
 
    “A hero’s injury, taken in defense of others.” Sofia clutched the baby closer with one hand and patted Koshi on the shoulder. “You deserve better, good man, you really do. It’s a disgrace how you’ve been treated.” 
 
    “Ah, it’s all in the past, now.” Koshi waved at the baby, who gurgled happily in response and reached for him with tiny hands. 
 
    “The child needs a wash,” Sofia declared. “I hate to ask this of you, Koshi, since it’s already so late, but would you carry that bucket to the fireplace beside the confessional? I’m sure Father Cosimo won’t mind us using his basin to heat up some soapy water.” 
 
    “Of course, Sister.” Koshi picked the bucket up with a grunt and followed the nun. 
 
    There was a small wooden table by the fireplace, laden with Father Cosimo’s notes and books. Koshi gathered and stacked them neatly on a wooden pew, clearing the space for Sofia to lay out some cleaning rags Sister Amalia had left in the chapel. 
 
    Sofia emptied her bucket of soapy water into Father Cosimo’s baptismal copper basin and set it near the fireplace to heat up. 
 
    “Are you still staying in that old shed on the city outskirts, Koshi?” Sofia asked. 
 
    “Yes, Sister.” Koshi pulled his hands from his face and waggled his tongue at the baby. The child gurgled in delight and reached for him. Koshi let the baby hold on to his fingers. 
 
    “That must be lonely. Why don’t you stay with the Abbey’s commune? We have several rooms available, and if you’re worried about earning your keep, you’re more than capable of doing so, with how handy you’ve proven yourself to be.” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time the Sisters had made that invitation, and each time, Koshi had to fight off the temptation. Human warmth, community, smiles and conversations: he’d allowed himself small doses of such things every time he attended the services or helped out with small repairs at the Abbey. 
 
    But it was too dangerous. They might find him before his time was up, and if they did, everyone around him would suffer. That’s why he lived where he did, beside the garbage dump, where no other living soul would choose to dwell. 
 
    Sometimes, in his most guilt-wracked moments, he wondered if even the occasional human contact he allowed himself was too risky. By all rights, he should have never come here, never gotten close to human dwellings, never attended that first service in the Crescent Moon Abbey. 
 
    Koshi hated many things about himself, but he hated his selfish need to be close to humanity the most. He forced a smile onto his face. “I will give it some thought, Sister. By the way, did you hear about Mr. Ferri’s most recent success with his rhubarb patch?” 
 
    Sofia chuckled. “Typical. Say you’ll consider it and then change the subject.” She shook her head, smiling softly. “I’ll say no more about you joining the commune. For now.” 
 
    Koshi bowed to the Sister. “I think the water’s warm enough, now.” 
 
    “Good. Bring the baby here.” 
 
    The child would have burst out into tears as Sofia toweled him down if Koshi had not kept up a barrage of funny faces. 
 
    “What’s his name going to be, Sister?” 
 
    “That’s a good question. I haven’t given it much thought yet. This has all been so sudden, you see.” Sofia washed the rag she’d been using in the basin, wrung it out, and resumed her work, this time clearing out the grime from the baby’s legs and feet. She smiled at Koshi. 
 
    “Perhaps you should name him,” she said. 
 
    “What? No, I could never presume to…” 
 
    “The two of you seem to be getting along famously already. I can just about see the two of you, years from now, keeping the Abbey in tiptop shape.” 
 
    Koshi didn’t want to mention he didn’t know how many years he did have left, so he just focused on keeping his forced smile on his face. “Begging your pardon, Sister, but naming a child is holy work, only for parents, and failing them, well, it falls to you and your Sisters.” 
 
    “That is true, Koshi. You have been paying attention to Father Cosimo’s sermons.” 
 
    “Every word, Sister. Every word.” 
 
     Sofia washed and wrung out her rag again. Holding the baby’s chest up in one hand, she angled his body so she could reach his back. She hummed as she wiped away the grime at his ears, but her voice cut off into a strangled gasp as her rag made its way down his back. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Sister?” Koshi asked, coming closer. 
 
    “This… this…” Sofia made a few more tentative wipes with her rag. Her eyes grew wider, and her breathing became ragged. 
 
    And then Koshi saw it too. He couldn’t believe his eyes. At the center of the baby’s back, there was a golden triangle, pointing downward, open at its base. The triangle was accompanied by four golden lines, two reaching upwards from its heart, the other two running parallel to its sides. 
 
    A Dragon Sigil. Koshi clutched the side of the table to steady himself. 
 
    Sofia’s reaction was far more extreme. She shrieked in abject horror and let go of the baby. Koshi caught him before he could fall more than an inch. 
 
    “Sister! What…” But he knew why the nun was reacting like this, why she was backing away, clutching the sides of her face. He knew why tears of horror had begun to brim in the corner of her eyes. 
 
    Sofia turned and ran. Her slippered footsteps echoed throughout the chapel. As she disappeared from view, Koshi steadied his own breathing and calmed the frantic hammering of his heart. He looked down at the child he held in his arms. 
 
    “Praise Namakhut!” His first tribute in decades to the God of Dragons escaped his lips as a fierce whisper. He knew now what he had to do, what lay ahead for him in the remaining years of his life. Koshi wiped the baby dry, wrapped him in rags, and held him close as he hobbled out of the chapel. 
 
    He cast one last look at the chapel and the nearby Abbey as he hastened from its grounds. The Sisters’ dormitory was several minutes’ away on foot, and it would take even more time for Sofia to raise the others and bring them here. Koshi and the baby would be long gone by then. 
 
    And he could never return again, not with the responsibility he now bore. He said his mental goodbyes as he walked down the dirt path leading away from the Abbey and into the city. 
 
    The baby began crying again. 
 
    “Oh, right.” Koshi nodded. Didn’t Amalia go to fetch Mrs. Balotelli? The Balotelli household wasn’t far away, and the baby could definitely use a wet nurse right now. The money the Sisters had paid him for repairing the chapel doors would be more than sufficient for her services. 
 
    Another thought struck him as he made his way there: the child still didn’t have a name, yet. Koshi smiled. When he’d been walking out of the chapel, he’d passed by a weathered stone statue of the Archangel Raphael, Healer and Guardian of the suffering and afflicted. 
 
    There could be no more suitable name. 
 
    He stroked the baby’s brow and rocked him gently. “Now, now dear Raphael. Let’s find you some food, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Other children had a papa and a mama, but Raphael had only ever had Koshi. He was never unhappy, though. They wore clothes that weren’t always clean and had many patches, and they lived in a small house with zinc walls and funny smells. The rain came in through the holes in the roof sometimes, and they didn’t always have enough to eat. Still, they had a gigantic playground, bigger than the eye could see and stretching past the place where the sun went down. Some of the other children at school called it a “junkyard” or a “rubbish dump,” and Raphael supposed that they thought his playground wasn’t a nice place. 
 
    They were wrong, of course. When Koshi took Raphael by the hand, and they walked through the playground hand-in-hand, he never knew what they would find. Every corner was an adventure, and every moment brought excitement. Would Koshi find something he could bring to the marketplace and exchange for apples? Or maybe there was a treasure they would bring home for Koshi to fix, like the brass lamp above their beds of old straw. Sure, sometimes, they would run into something scary that had lots of teeth and smelled bad, but Koshi was always there to beat it up and make it run away. 
 
    One morning, Koshi lit a candle and sang him his sixth birthday song. As the first rays of sunlight danced through the spaces between the walls of their house, and Koshi settled down to start his work, Raphael began putting away their bowls back onto their kitchen shelf. He was almost done when he noticed something.  
 
    “There is a light on top of your head, Koshi,” Raphael said. He didn’t know why he hadn’t seen it before, but there it was, white and shiny, floating just above Koshi’s head as the old man sat at the table. 
 
    Koshi gave him a strange look, then, and turned away from the clock he’d been repairing.   
 
    “A light on top of my head?” he asked. Tell me what it looks like, little Raph.” 
 
    “Small and round. It’s not touching your head, but I still feel like it’s coming out of you.” 
 
    A big smile spread across Koshi’s face, squeezing the grease stains across his cheeks into funny patterns. When he spoke again, his voice was low, almost like a whisper. “Yes, yes. That’s just it. Now, do you think you can make something like that appear on top of your head, too?” 
 
    Raphael gave Koshi a sideways look, but he shrugged and nodded. Why couldn’t he? In school, they said that children are like their papas and their mamas. So why wouldn’t Raphael be just like Koshi? 
 
    So he did it. A small ball of white light popped out above Raphael’s head. He couldn’t quite look at it directly, but he could feel it, and he could see Koshi take a deep breath and widen his eyes. 
 
    “The Dragon Meridian! It took me a hundred years of cultivation to open it, but you…” Koshi cleared his throat and looked at Raphael. His smile grew even bigger. “This is wonderful, little Raph! Just wonderful!” 
 
    “Hurray!” Raphael raised his hands and cheered. He wasn’t exactly sure why Koshi was so happy, but if Koshi was happy, so was he. 
 
    The light above Raphael’s head went off, though. He blinked, shook his head, and turned it on again. 
 
    “I have to keep thinking about it to keep the light on,” he told Koshi. 
 
     “Yes, you do.” 
 
    “It actually… makes me feel tired. Like I’m running. I don’t think I can keep the light on all the time,” Raphael said. 
 
    “Well, you know how the more you run, the faster you become and the longer you can run?” Koshi chuckled. “It’s the same thing.” 
 
    “But running is fun! I run when I play.” Raphael frowned. “What’s keeping the light on good for?” 
 
    With a big grin on his face, Koshi reached into a small cloth bag underneath the metal table he worked at and pulled out a bunch of small ball bearings. 
 
    “Let the light go out, little Raph,” he instructed. 
 
    Raphael shrugged and obeyed, with a sigh of relief. Keeping the light on was getting tiring. 
 
    Koshi let go of the ball bearings he held. They fell back into the bag, tinkling all the way. 
 
    “How many did I drop just now, little Raph?” he asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t count them all. They fell too quickly.” 
 
    Koshi picked up another handful of ball bearings and nodded. “Now turn the light back on.” 
 
    Raphael did so. This time, he actually felt a dull ache in his head, and his right eye couldn’t stop twitching. 
 
    Koshi did the same thing he did just now. The ball bearings in his hand fell back into the bag, but…  
 
    “Thirty-seven!” Raphael shouted. “I saw them! I could count everything! I could think so quickly! I saw… I could… it hurts…” 
 
    “Let the light go out, little Raph.” Koshi patted Raphael on the head gently. “That’s right. I dropped thirty-seven ball bearings back into the bag.” 
 
    “Is that what the light does? Make me think quickly? See everything?” Raphael asked excitedly. 
 
    “The light is called the Dragon Meridian, little Raph. Most other people can’t see it. Only you and I, and maybe some very, very special individuals can. So…” 
 
    “I shouldn’t talk about it to other children,” Raphael finished Koshi’s sentence. “Just like I can’t talk about the shiny yellow pattern I have on my back.” 
 
    “Yes, little Raph, that is correct.” Koshi’s smile became different, then, almost fierce and maybe even slightly angry. “But the time will come when all will know about you, for you are destined for great things.” 
 
    “Great things?” 
 
    “The call will come for you one day, and it is my duty to make sure you are ready when it does.” A faraway look came onto Koshi’s face, then, as if he were seeing something that wasn’t there. 
 
    “I don’t understand, Koshi. What call? Who’s going to call?” 
 
    Koshi laughed and patted Raphael’s head again. “Right, right. Sometimes, I forget how young you are. We’ll talk more about that when you’re a bit older. For now, I want you to work on keeping the Dragon Meridian open. It will focus your mind and make you do many things other people can’t.” 
 
    “Like practicing my running, so I can be fast and tough?” 
 
    “Something like that, little Raph, something like that. But maybe not right now.” Koshi clapped his hands together and picked Raphael up. “Let’s go see if we can find some apples! How does that sound?” 
 
    “Apples! Hurray!” 
 
    They were laughing as they walked out of their house, but it was clear to Raphael that Koshi’s legs hurt, and that his smile hid a lot of pain. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dragon Magus: Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, every day after school, Raphael ran around their house, skipped over piles of broken furniture, and did leap-frogs over heaps of old clothes, like he always did. But he also tried to keep the light above his head on while he played. 
 
    It wasn’t easy starting out. The day after he first turned the light on, he tried counting while he held it, and he found that he could get to twenty before his head started to hurt and he had to let it go. He took a deep breath, walked around a bit as he waited for the pain in his head to fade, and tried again. Still twenty. He tried another ten more times before the sun went down. 
 
    As darkness fell and that day turned to night, he managed to count to thirty. 
 
    Within a week, he could keep the light on far longer than he could keep count without getting bored. Koshi was delighted at Raphael’s progress, and he suggested that Raphael try keeping his Dragon Meridian open while he ran and played. 
 
    That was difficult, at first. Raphael couldn’t concentrate on his leap-frogs when he held the light on. He had trouble balancing on the narrow plank bridging two broken wagons. When he stumbled and cut his knee, he ran to Koshi and complained. 
 
    “That’s because you’re trying to do two things at once, little Raph,” Koshi explained as he brought Raphael to the cistern where they kept their clean water. He washed Raphael’s knee and applied some of the stinging ointment he kept in his belt pouch. 
 
    “But keeping the light on and running are two different things,” Raphael pointed out. 
 
    “When you eat your breakfast, you’re chewing and moving your spoon at the same time, aren’t you? You also have your eyes open, and you even talk with your mouth full, even though I’ve told you time and again not to do that!” Koshi tweaked Raphael’s nose and made him giggle. 
 
    “But if I don’t do all that, it doesn’t feel like breakfast!” 
 
    “Exactly. It’s all one thing. Think of keeping the Dragon Meridian open and doing anything else as the same thing.” Koshi ruffled Raphael’s hair. “Now, go run around a bit more. I have a few more things to mend for Mrs. Bianchi before we go get some dinner.” 
 
    When Raphael stood on one end of the plank bridge, which was two times higher than he was tall, he turned on the light in his head and took one step. Then another. 
 
    And another. 
 
    And then he was running, faster than he’d ever crossed the bridge before. He laughed, whooped, and jumped, the light of the setting sun in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Raphael fell from the top of a gigantic garbage pile. Midair, he twirled, tucked his chin in, and rolled his shoulder across the ground as it came up to meet him. His vision spun, but his balance and timing were perfect, his momentum playing itself out in a deft tumble that brought him back to his feet right in front of Koshi. 
 
    “Good morning!” Raphael chimed. 
 
    Koshi blinked. His mouth worked futilely for a few moments before he managed to make it sputter what he wanted to say. “What were you thinking, jumping from so high up? You scared the shoes off my feet!” 
 
    “You’ve still got them on.” 
 
    “You little rascal.” Koshi chuckled, the deep lines on his face breaking apart and reforming into a mask of amusement. And it was a mask. Koshi tried to hide it, but Raphael knew that his legs were hurting him more and more every day. 
 
    The only thing Raphael could do for him was to try and cheer him up and help out however he could. He took Koshi’s sling bag from his shoulder and slung it over his own. 
 
    “Let me carry everything when we go foraging today,” he said. “I’m nine years old, and I’m big and strong now!” 
 
    “Yes, you are. You’ve grown really tall, too. After another year or two, I’ll be looking up at your face.” 
 
    “And then it’ll be my turn to look after you!” Raphael flexed his biceps, a gesture he’d learned at school. 
 
    Koshi laughed. A thoughtful look came over his face, and then he nodded, as if he’d made up his mind about something. 
 
    “Actually, let’s go foraging tomorrow. I want to talk to you about something today.” 
 
    “Sure.” Raphael put down the sling bag and cocked his head curiously. “What is it?” 
 
    Koshi took a long look at Raphael’s playground, ringed all around their house. Over the years, Raphael had stacked piles of garbage, all types of discarded furniture, and added another three to his collection of broken wagons and carts. 
 
    “I’ve seen you run up and down all of this, tumbling everywhere but not getting hurt. The other day, some of your school friends came to visit, didn’t they? Did they try doing the same thing, too?” he asked. 
 
    “No. They can’t run as quickly as I can. And if they climb too high, they start to get scared.” Raphael sighed. “Marco almost fell yesterday. Good thing I caught him, so he didn’t get hurt. His papa and mama would be so angry with me if he did.” 
 
    “That’s because you can do things other children can’t do.” Koshi tapped the side of his head. “Do you know why?” 
 
    “The Dragon Meridian!” Raphael replied. “I can keep it open all day, now!” 
 
    “Exactly. The Dragon Meridian heightens your mind’s abilities, making your movements more precise and your thoughts flow far more smoothly.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that’s why school is getting so boring now. I can add and subtract things faster than Maestro Colombo. You should see his face when I shout the answers to his questions before he can read them off the board!” 
 
    Koshi quirked an eyebrow at that comment, and Raphael gulped nervously. Koshi didn’t like it when Raphael made fun of Maestro Colombo. Something about respecting one’s elders, but the Maestro was so boring, and the way his face became red when he got angry was just too funny. 
 
    “Anyway, you were saying something about the Dragon Meridian!” Raphael changed the subject. 
 
    “Ah, yes. You’re now able to keep it open all the time. That means you have attained Perpetuation, the first stage of Dragon Cultivation.” 
 
    “What’s cultivation?” Raphael joined Koshi as he walked to the entrance of their house and sat down at the doorstep. “I think you mentioned something like this before, but you didn’t really explain it.” 
 
    “There is life-energy in every living thing, in you, in me, in your friends, and the crows that come keep us company sometimes,” Koshi said. 
 
    “Even in apples?” 
 
    “Yes, even in apples. And yes, we’ll go see if we can get some later, so stop fidgeting and listen carefully. We use this energy in everything we do—walking, eating, even sleeping, and how we use it changes our body in different ways.” 
 
    “If we use it to run a lot, our legs become stronger and we can run faster. Maestro says it’s because our leg muscles become bigger. And if we carry heavy things all the time, the same thing happens to our arm muscles,” Raphael said, trying to guess where Koshi was trying to lead his thoughts. 
 
    “Exactly! But you and I, little Raph, we have a different kind of energy inside us. It comes from dragons, and it allows us to do many fantastic things.” 
 
    “What are dragons? Gianna tried to ask about them during class, but Maestro hushed her and refused to say any more.” 
 
    Koshi’s smile fell away. All of a sudden, he seemed very tired and very old. After a few moments of silence, he sighed and patted Raphael on the shoulder. “I’ll tell you more about them when you’re a bit older, little Raph.” 
 
    Raphael bit back an annoyed protest. He hated it when Koshi made such promises, but the strange, sad look on his face meant that there wouldn’t be any answers about dragons, at least not today. 
 
    “This energy, we call it Ryu-To-Ki, or Draconic War Aura. When we use it properly, we are, first of all, able to open the Dragon Meridian.” 
 
    “First of all…” Raphael’s eyes widened. “You mean there are other things we can do with it?” 
 
    “Yes, if we build it like others would build their leg or arm muscles, and we do it through cultivation.” Koshi tapped the top of Raphael’s head lightly with his index finger. “In fact, you’ve already started to cultivate your Ryu-To-Ki. How do you think you’ve managed to keep your Dragon Meridian open all this time?” 
 
    “So I’m done cultivating, then?” 
 
    “Far from it!” Koshi crossed his legs, so that he was now sitting in a strange position, with each ankle resting on the inside of the knee on the opposite leg. He placed his palms just beneath his belly button. “Come, sit like this.” 
 
    Raphael shrugged and copied Koshi. It wasn’t entirely an uncomfortable way to sit, but it did feel rather strange. 
 
    “Now, I want you to let go of the Dragon Meridian, but still keep it open,” Koshi said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it close if I let it go?” 
 
    “Not when you’ve attained Perpetuation. Close your eyes, and try it.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Raphael prepared to do as Koshi instructed. He hadn’t let his Dragon Meridian close for a long time, not even in his sleep. When it was open, everything seemed brighter, sharper, and more colorful. He could think so much more clearly and quickly than everyone in school. The idea of letting all that go and going back to where things were dull and dark made him uncomfortable. 
 
    But he did it, anyway. He loosened his mind and let go. 
 
    But the Dragon Meridian didn’t close. Its radiance remained, strong and sure. Raphael released the breath he’d been holding all this time. 
 
    “It’s still open!” he cried. 
 
    “As I thought. Perpetuation. And at your age, too. Truly, the Dragon Magus…” Koshi muttered, his voice trembling. 
 
     “Dragon Magus?” 
 
    Koshi shook his head sharply, as if he’d been woken from a daydream. “Never mind. Focus on the Dragon Meridian’s light. Sense where it reaches toward.” 
 
    And it was reaching. A slender beam of its radiance ventured out, seeking somewhere inside Raphael. It pulsed when it found one of the places it was looking for, and then it continued on its way. 
 
    “It’s finding places in me, but not in my body,” he said. “What’s going on, Koshi?” 
 
    “The Dragon Meridian is priming each of your Draconic Braziers, the reservoirs of your Ryu-To-Ki, for ignition. These don’t exist in your flesh, but in your soul.” 
 
    “Eighteen…” Raphael gasped. “The light touched eighteen places, and it’s now returned to where it started.” 
 
    “Those are the eighteen Draconic  Braziers, little Raph, and from this day forward, we will work on lighting them, one by one.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dragon Magus: Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Raphael: 18 years of age 
 
      
 
    Shrieking, the scrounge-worm burst from the dirt. Its maw was a ring of fangs dripping with corrosive venom, and its body, a grayish convulsing tube of rubbery flesh and muscle, stretched longer than Raphael was tall. And he’d grown quite tall indeed. Koshi had to look up to meet his eyes now, and everyone in the marketplace commented on how big and strong he was. 
 
    He ducked beneath the scrounge-worm’s arc through the air, letting it pass over his head. The creature crashed noisily into a pile of scrap metal and rotting wood. Its screams rose. 
 
    “Phew, good afternoon to you too, Wormy.” Raphael scratched the inside of his ear with his pinky finger. He carried a huge canvas sack on his back. It was his turn to go foraging in the outer reaches of the junkyard, and if he had his way, it would always be his turn from now on, so Koshi could rest at home. 
 
    The scrounge-worm thrashed itself free, scattering debris all over. It lined itself up for another pounce. Raphael sighed. 
 
    “Are we really going to do this now? Again? Come on, you know I can’t work properly if you’re jumping around, smashing things up like this, and distracting me.” 
 
    The creature shrieked in response and hurled itself forward, its body uncoiling like a gigantic spring. Raphael leaned out of the way again, and once more it slammed heavily into another pile of garbage—this time containing glass. 
 
    He winced at the tinkling of shattering glass and the scrounge-worm’s cries of pain. The creature pulled itself out of the wreckage its pounce had created and shuddered. Cuts ran down the length of its body, and it bled a grayish-green ichor from dozens of places. 
 
    “See? You’ve hurt yourself, silly Wormy!” Raphael chided, walking over and wagging his finger. 
 
    The scrounge-worm wept, making a strangely human noise. It tried to coil in on itself but couldn’t, the pain of its wounds sending it into convulsions. 
 
    Raphael sighed. He crouched down over the creature. “Don’t be a big baby. You know these cuts will go away in a few hours, so I don’t want to hear any more crying from you.” 
 
    The scrounge-worm made another sound, something not unlike a grumpy groan. Raphael reached for a shard of glass embedded in its side. “We’ve got to get these out first, though.” 
 
    It hissed, but Raphael wagged a finger in front of its maw and hissed back. “None of that. Now, be quiet and let me work.” 
 
    He focused the light of the Dragon Meridian on the scrounge-worm’s body, a trick that he’d picked up from Koshi a few months ago. The glass shards stood out in his vision. They’d torn several nasty holes in the creature’s flesh, but Raphael had seen it recover from much worse before. He cracked his knuckles and got to work, ignoring the scrounge-worm’s whimpering complaints. 
 
    By the time he was done, Raphael had a small collection of broken glass shards at his feet. He unstoppered his waterskin and rinsed out the rest of the creature’s smaller cuts. It groaned. 
 
    “No, I don’t care if you think this smells bad. The water will get rid of the smaller pieces of glass I couldn’t get to with my fingers,” he scolded. “And no, I don’t smell funny. You smell funny.” 
 
    The scrounge-worm turned its back on Raphael and oozed away. Somehow, it managed to infuse its retreat with disgruntlement. 
 
    “You’re welcome!” he called after it. 
 
    Predictably, it didn’t reply, except to break wind into the passing breeze. 
 
    “Ugh. Gross,” Raphael huffed. He clipped his waterskin back to his belt and looked up at the sky. There were another three or so hours of sunlight left, enough for him to reach an unexplored area of the junkyard and do some foraging. 
 
    Then he would be off to the marketplace, hopefully having found something valuable enough to trade for some medicine. Koshi had been coughing all night, and in the morning, during breakfast, he’d actually coughed blood, though he’d tried to hide it. 
 
    Raphael had insisted on skipping school that day to take care of the day’s chores, so that Koshi could sit down and focus on repairing a puzzle-box that Mr. Manzo wanted to sell in his emporium. 
 
    Little did Koshi know, Raphael hadn’t been going to school for several months already. Instead, he’d been finding work in the city and telling Koshi that the money he’d earned came from scholarships. It wasn’t entirely unbelievable. After all, Raphael had attained full marks for every subject during the civil exams that every eighteen-year-old in the Kingdom of Lucario had to take. 
 
    But his earnings had been sparse, little more than scraps on the hour for tedious errands, since most of the peddlers in the marketplace were reluctant to hire a child. Raphael gritted his teeth as he broke into a run. The only way he’d be able to buy some medicine for Koshi was to find something in the junkyard, something precious. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The junkyard stretched out for miles and miles behind Lucia City, the Kingdom’s capital. People threw away their garbage there, but they never ventured further from the city gates than where Raphael and Koshi’s house was. Past that, according to talk in the marketplace and lessons from school, was where an ancient people had left the ruins of their civilization. 
 
    The first King of Lucario had come from that place, it was said, walking out of the ruins. Then he’d laid down his flag, declared he was going to build a kingdom, and forbidden all to enter where he’d emerged. 
 
    That was centuries ago, of course, and these days, the constables didn’t waste their time or energy enforcing the ancient edict. If someone wanted to venture into what people now called the junkyard, he or she was free to do so. 
 
    And many had, adventurers of all kinds, years ago, at least, or so Raphael had heard. He hadn’t seen many growing up, just a few ragged, desperate bands who walked past his house and into the junkyard, never to return. Perhaps a few of them had been eaten by the scrounge-worm, even. 
 
    It was a dangerous place. Shadow fiends and howlers came out during the night, and when the sun shone, beasts like the scrounge-worm lurked, ready to pounce. All these were nothing Raphael or Koshi couldn’t handle, of course. Even though Koshi was sick, he’d beaten up an entire pack of howlers last week when they’d been late getting home before nightfall. 
 
    But it was also a frustrating place. Raphael had spent more than two hours looking through dusty stone houses and piles of broken rocks. He’d climbed to the top of an ancient tower, finding handholds and footholds in the cracks running down its length, but when he kicked open the rotted wooden windows at its summit, all he’d found was a desiccated skeleton and an empty glass bottle. 
 
    In a small dirt pit, he’d picked up a few rusty springs, and he’d had to fight off a very startled and sleepy shadow fiend. As the beast ran away, bruised and whimpering, Raphael sighed and put the springs into his sack. The glass bottle was there, too. Maybe it would fetch a coin from Mr. Paolo, who might want to use it to store one of his perfumes. 
 
    The junkyard shifted and changed every time Raphael visited it, too. A building he’d searched through last week might be gone several days later, replaced by an ancient, dried-out well or a collapsed tower. If the Dragon Meridian hadn’t sharpened his mind, he supposed he would have a tough time finding the way home. Maybe that was why the adventurers never came back. 
 
    In any case, the sun would set soon, and Raphael still wanted to catch the last moments of the marketplace before he went home. He crawled out of the dirt pit and shook out some of the sand from his cloth shoes. 
 
    As he was retying his laces, the scrounge-worm emerged from behind a broken pillar and hurtled toward him. 
 
    “Seriously? Again? I don’t have the time for this right…” Raphael snapped, but the words died in his mouth as he realized something. The scrounge-worm wasn’t attacking him. It was running away from something and hoping he would help it. 
 
    The creature skidded to a halt beside Raphael, zipped behind him, and coiled its body up. 
 
    “Wow. Using me as a shield. How nice of you,” he grumbled. “What is it? Did you annoy too many shadow fiends and they’ve finally decided to gang up on you? Or is it the howlers? I told you not to fart into their nests. Serves you right if they’re coming after you now.” 
 
    But the scrounge-worm was shivering in terror. It gave him a desultory bleat. 
 
    “Hey, what’s the matter? What’s gotten you so scared?” he asked, now genuinely concerned. 
 
    “What’s this? A boy?” a high, feminine voice cut through the silence draped across the junkyard. 
 
    “A man,” Raphael insisted. “I just turned eighteen!” He turned to her. She was tall, clad in a suit of dark leather with lots of buckles and belts. On her hands, she wore gloves with shiny, expensive-looking stones at the knuckles. Black boots covered her feet. 
 
    “You must be an adventurer, right?” he asked. “Need some help?” 
 
    The adventurer blinked, obviously surprised at the question, but she recovered swiftly and tossed her long, flowing blond hair back. Raphael supposed she thought it was a gesture that would make her look impressive, but it had the opposite effect, the dark rings beneath her blue eyes and her cracked lips showing how tired and worn-out she was, instead. Her button nose and round cheeks were smudged with dirt. She seemed to be slightly older than Raphael. He guessed she was about eighteen, the same age as those who’d be finishing school this year. 
 
    “I am Eliza Wildwynd, famed battlemage,” she declared. “Now move out of the way. I have business with—” 
 
    “I’m Raphael! Pleased to meet you, Eliza Wildwynd, famed battlemage. That’s… a bit of a mouthful. Can I call you Lizzy instead?” 
 
    “What? No! You may not call me Lizzy!” she protested. 
 
    “Liza then? Or Windy?” 
 
    “Neither!” Eliza shouted, stamping her foot. “Now, as I was saying, boy, get out of my—” 
 
    “I’m not a ‘boy’—we’re almost the same age!” Raphael shook his head. “You must be having trouble with your memory. You should go see a physician,” Raphael said. “I’m Raphael. Raph, if your memory’s impaired.”  
 
    All this time, Eliza had been approaching. The scrounge-worm’s trembles increased, and it even whimpered.    
 
    The battlemage raised her right hand. A ball of red light began to form in her fist. She glared down at the scrounge-worm. 
 
    “Now, you die, foul beast,” she said. 
 
    Raphael smacked her hand aside. The ball of red light in her hand flew away and hit a stone pillar. It exploded in a shower of rocky shards. 
 
    “That was dangerous!” Raphael whistled. “You could have really hurt someone with that.” 
 
     “What? How?” Eliza stammered. She glared at Raphael. “What did you just do?” 
 
    “I stopped you from hurting somebody.” 
 
    The battlemage’s eyes hardened. She thrust her left palm against Raphael’s chest and uttered a single word. Green light flared. 
 
    Raphael caught her by the wrist, turned it like Koshi had taught him how to, and swept his instep against her shin. Eliza yelped as she was spun off her feet. Raphael placed his hand underneath her head before it could bounce off the ground. 
 
    A strong gust of wind blasted from her left palm, now facing up. It threw the trailing ends of Raphael’s dark hair back from his face and rustled the sleeves of his tunic. 
 
    “That was refreshing,” Raphael said, fixing his hair. “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    The battlemage pushed Raphael’s hand from her head and struggled to her feet. Her teeth were clenched, and she had a thunderous look in her eyes. 
 
    “I won’t ask this again, boy,” she snarled. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    Standing so close, Raphael realized that she wasn’t taller than he was. In fact, if not for her boots, she’d be quite a bit shorter, with the top of her head barely reaching his brow. 
 
    So he blurted the first thing that came to his mind. 
 
    “Hey, you’re pretty short,” he said. “I hope people don’t make fun of you too much for that.” 
 
    Growling, Eliza raised her hands. This time, red balls of light burned into existence above both her palms. 
 
    “Stand aside or die.” 
 
    “If I stand aside, you’ll try to hurt Wormy, won’t you?” 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious by now?” she shrieked. “Yes, I’m going to kill that thing and harvest its Core!” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I won’t. Leave Wormy alone. He can be annoying, I grant, but he’s friendly,” Raphael said, folding his arms. “I won’t let you hurt him or do anything to his core, whatever that is.” 
 
    “Then die!” Eliza cried. 
 
    “So we’re fighting, then?” Raphael said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes!” the battlemage snapped. “Yes, we’re fighting! How dense can you be?” 
 
    “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t give you a chance to walk away.” Raphael grinned and heightened the flow of his Ryu-To-Ki and ignited the First Draconic Brazier. He could go as far as the Second Draconic Brazier, but he didn’t think he needed to do that, not now, at least. His senses became even sharper, and his mind and body became even faster. To him, Eliza moved like she was underwater, slowly and sloppily. 
 
    He picked the scrounge-worm up, hoisted it above his shoulders, and leaped away. The battlemage’s red balls hit the ground where he’d been standing a heartbeat ago. Dirt and rock erupted from the twin explosions. 
 
    Another red ball appeared in Eliza’s fist. Raphael put the scrounge-worm down and darted to her left. Fortunately, she tracked him with her gaze, and it was easy enough for him to side-flip away from her next hurled projectile, which whistled past his face and into the shadowy depths of a stone house, detonating with a dull thump. 
 
    Raphael charged at her, moving in a zigzag pattern as he closed the distance, just like Koshi had taught him to when fighting someone who attacked from afar. Eliza managed to hurl and miss with one more red ball before he got within arm’s length of her. 
 
    “What are you?” she gasped. 
 
    “Raphael,” he replied, shrugging. Hadn’t he already told her his name? Maybe she really was having memory problems. Or perhaps she was just slow. 
 
    That thought made Raphael hold back the clenched fist he’d been about to slam into her face. Then again, if he didn’t stop her, she would kill the scrounge-worm. Raphael didn’t want that to happen. He’d still hit her then, but maybe not so hard, just enough to put her to sleep for a bit. 
 
    But his hesitation gave her enough time to thrust both her hands up in front of his face. Green light burst from her palms, and a mighty gale blasted into Raphael. 
 
    It pushed him back and plucked at his clothes, threatening to tear him from his feet. Raphael clenched his teeth and ignited the Second Draconic Brazier. His muscles swelled, heightening his strength tenfold. He planted his feet into the ground and leaned into the howling wind. 
 
    The battlemage’s eyes were wide with shock as her spell played itself out, leaving Raphael bedraggled but standing. 
 
    He pulled back his fist again, and he could see that Eliza knew there was nothing she could do to stop him from hitting her. Her eyes went dark and flinty, as if she were used to being disappointed and hurt. Somehow, he felt bad for her. 
 
    “Just say you’ll leave Wormy alone, and we’ll call it a draw,” he offered. “You won’t have to feel bad that you lost a fight, then.” 
 
    Eliza chuckled bitterly. She lowered her hands. “A draw? I was completely at your mercy. No, never let it be said that I, Eliza Wildwynd, am incapable of acknowledging defeat. This is your victory, boy. I’ll leave the beast alone.” 
 
    “Alright.” Raphael reached out, took one of her hands, and gave it a few vigorous shakes. “It was nice to meet you, Lizzy. Have a good evening.” 
 
    “My name is Eliza Wildwynd!” she protested as he walked away. “And… are you just going to leave like that?” 
 
    “Uh, yes,” Raphael replied, looking over his shoulder. “It’s going to get dark very soon, and you really don’t want to be here by yourself when there’s no daylight. You should go home, too.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Oh right. I forget that other people usually have trouble finding their way out of the junkyard.” Raphael sighed. He beckoned to Eliza. “You better follow me, Windy. I’ll take you to the city gates, since I’m headed there myself.”  
 
    “My name is Eliza Wildwynd!” 
 
    And though she stamped her feet and fumed for a bit, before Raphael had gone more than a dozen paces, she’d caught up to him. 
 
    With the scrounge-worm oozing its way behind them, they began the trek out of the junkyard. 
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